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1

INTRODUCTION

What kind of country is China going to become? We know it will be huge in 
population and, if present trends continue, economically strong and militarily 
powerful. But how will this superpower behave? How will it treat its own 
people, its neighbours and the rest of the world? China is one of two countries 
with populations greater than a billion, massive armed forces, nuclear weapons 
and volatile border disputes. But whereas few see India as a threat to inter-
national stability, China dominates the thoughts of policy-makers, analysts and 
commentators. Th ere is something diff erent about China. While plenty regard 
its rise as an opportunity – for trade, investment, profi t and development – few 
do so without reservations. What kind of country is China? What kind of 
world will it make?

Th ere is a lazy answer to this question, one that has become catechism for 
the Communist Party of China and many commentators. It is to simply invoke 
the ‘century of national humiliation’. On 18 October 2017, Xi Jinping stood 
before a giant hammer and sickle at the nineteenth Congress of the Communist 
Party of China and summarised this catechism in a paragraph. ‘With a history 
of more than 5,000 years, our nation created a splendid civilisation, made 
remarkable contributions to mankind, and became one of the world’s great 
nations,’ he told his audience.

But with the Opium War of 1840, China was plunged into the darkness of 
domestic turmoil and foreign aggression; its people, ravaged by war, saw 
their homeland torn apart and lived in poverty and despair. With tenacity 
and heroism, countless dedicated patriots fought, pressed ahead against the 
odds, and tried every possible means to seek the nation’s salvation. But 
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despite their eff orts, they were powerless to change the nature of society in 
old China and the plight of the Chinese people.1

Th is is a curious vision of the past. It is founded upon the idea that, for a 
century, ‘the Chinese people’ were hapless victims of foreign aggression, and 
played little part in their own destiny. It is easy to see why an authoritarian 
political party would fi nd it useful. By robbing ‘the Chinese people’ of their 
agency, it avoids having to ask or answer diffi  cult questions about how change 
came about. As a result, Xi’s version of history is the one taught in Chinese 
schools, and also one that many people outside China have come to accept. Yet 
almost every aspect of it has been challenged by recent research. Unfortunately, 
the insights unlocked by this research are not part of the mainstream conver-
sation about China: they languish in libraries and specialist academic seminars. 
In this book I will try to bring them out into the open. I will show how Xi 
Jinping’s view of China is not some timeless expression of ‘Chineseness’ dating 
back to ‘ancient times’ but a modern invention. Modern China’s ethnic iden-
tity, its boundaries and even the idea of a ‘nation-state’ are all innovations from 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In this book I will try to show how China came to think of itself as ‘China’. 
I will look at the ways that the Chinese elite adopted unfamiliar ideas, starting 
with the concept of ‘China’ itself, before going on to examine how Western 
notions about sovereignty, race, nation, history and territory became part of 
Chinese collective thinking. I will show how key concepts were adopted from 
abroad by Chinese intellectuals, and adapted to create and bolster a myth of a 
5,000-year-old unifi ed country and people. Th is is not merely an academic 
exercise. We cannot understand the present-day problems of the South China 
Sea, Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong, and ultimately China itself, without 
understanding how this modernising vision came to be adopted by the coun-
try’s elite and how future problems were embedded within it. China today 
behaves the way that it does largely because of choices made a century ago by 
intellectuals and activists and because the ideas they adopted and propagated 
were suffi  ciently well received by enough of the population to change an entire 
country. Th e ways that these ideas were argued over between rival political 
interests and the ways they were resolved still live with us today.
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China is far from unique in this. Every modern ‘nation-state’ – Germany, 
Turkey, Italy and Britain, to name just a few – has gone through this process. For 
the historian Arif Dirlik, a Turkish-born Marxist, the issue was familiar. Th e 
process through which the old Qing Empire evolved into modern China was 
paralleled only few years later by the Ottoman Empire’s transition into Turkey. An 
ostensibly simple process – a violent change of government – actually required 
fundamental changes in society’s understanding of the world, of the relationships 
between rulers and the ruled and in the meanings of the words that described 
what was going on. It was an article of Dirlik’s, on the name of China, that 
inspired me to open this book by writing about that subject. His article demon-
strated that the change from old empire to modern nation-state really ran in the 
opposite direction. Change began with words. As intellectuals struggled to explain 
and address the problems created by rapid modernisation, they created new words 
– or modifi ed the meanings of old ones – to describe the new situation. Th ose 
new words crystallised new ways of looking at society and changed the relation-
ships between rulers and ruled. Th e result was government overthrow.

I met Dirlik only once: he died just as I was starting to write this book. 
Some found Dirlik diffi  cult but I liked him and he opened my eyes to this 
issue. Dirlik believed the emergence of the ideas that underpin modern China 
was not an obscure historical story but a live issue that continues to animate 
the actions of an emerging superpower. When we look at China now we see, 
in eff ect, the victory of a small group of people who, around a century ago, 
created new ideas about the nature of society and politics and persuaded the 
rest of the country – and the wider world – to believe them. Th ese ideas were 
a chaotic fusion of modern, Western conceptions of states, nations, territories 
and boundaries and ostensibly traditional notions about history, geography 
and the rightful order of societies.

While this book is about ‘the invention of China’, I am not trying to single 
out China for special criticism. All modern states have gone through this process 
of ‘invention’: selectively remembering and forgetting aspects of their pasts in 
order to present an ostensibly coherent and unifying vision for the future. I write 
this in a United Kingdom consumed by arguments over Brexit. Every day we see 
politicians and commentators selectively remembering or forgetting aspects of 
Britain’s relationship with continental Europe or with the island of Ireland, or of 
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England’s union with Scotland in order to create ‘authentic’ foundations for their 
political programme. Long-suppressed questions of sovereignty, identity and 
unity have burst into the open and become new sources of emotion and confron-
tation. Th ousands of miles away, Hong Kong is in fl ames and at least a million 
Turkic Muslims are incarcerated in ‘re-education camps’. Th e contexts and 
consequences are vastly diff erent but they share similar roots: the contradictions 
between sovereignty, identity and unity that are generated by the nation-state.

Most visitors to the Forbidden City in Beijing enter through the gates once 
used by tributaries, envoys and junior offi  cials. Passing through the giant red 
walls, they encounter layer after layer of real and symbolic defences. Th e fi rst 
comes in the form of a moat laid out in the shape of a recurve bow, facing 
southwards as a warning to the emperor’s enemies. Beyond the moat lies the 
huge courtyard that once hosted imperial ceremonies; then the Hall of Supreme 
Harmony, where emperors were enthroned; and after that, the Hall of Preserving 
Harmony, where the emperor dined with the heads of tributary missions. 
Continuing north along the city’s central axis takes the visitor into progressively 
more intimate areas: the Palace of Heavenly Purity, which housed the emperor’s 
chambers, the Hall of Union where the solstices and New Year were celebrated, 
and then, fi nally, the Palace of Earthly Tranquillity. Th is building was originally 
constructed to house the empress’s chambers but in 1645, after their capture of 
Beijing, the Qing Dynasty gave it a new purpose.

Th e Qing were Manchu: invaders from the northeast. Th ey spoke their own 
language, which had its own script, and followed their own religion: a form of 
shamanism. Th ese would remain the offi  cial language and religion of the court 
right up until the fall of the dynasty in 1912. Just like the British in India or the 
Ottomans in Arabia, the imperial elite sought to preserve their sense of separate-
ness. Th e inhabitants of the Forbidden City, in particular, maintained many of 
the rituals that their ancestors had observed in the mountains of the northeast. 
Th ey practised archery with their recurve bows, they danced in Manchu style and, 
in the repurposed Palace of Earthly Tranquillity, they practised animal sacrifi ce.

Every day, after morning worship in the shamanic tradition, the imperial 
household would gather in the Palace’s central hall while a pig was despatched. 
Th e animal was then butchered and its meat partially cooked. Th e greasy, 
semi-raw fl esh was passed around the assembled members of the Manchu 
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nobility who competed with one another to receive the best cuts. Th e Palace 
became fi lthy, its fl oor spattered with animal fat and its rafters infused with the 
odours of boiled pork.2 Th is did not matter to the royal family. It was an inti-
mate, sacred place closed to outsiders. It was so intimate that the building was 
also used as the emperor’s honeymoon suite – presumably after it had been 
cleaned up. What happened in the Palace stayed in the Palace.

Th ese traditions continued right up until the revolution of 1911/12, yet 
the modern guardians of the Forbidden City gloss over this side of imperial 
life. It does not fi t with the conventional image of a Chinese emperor. Th e son 
of heaven is traditionally pictured sitting serene on a mighty throne, not squat-
ting on a greasy fl oor. But by denying or minimising the Palace’s Manchu 
history, these tourist guides are performing a vital role in defending the legiti-
macy of the People’s Republic of China. Th e People’s Republic regards itself as 
the latest ruler of a Chinese state with a continuous history stretching back 
millennia. Th is history, in its view, makes it the rightful authority across a vast 
territory stretching from the Pacifi c to central Asia: it underpins the PRC’s 
right to rule Tibet, Xinjiang, Mongolia, Manchuria and Taiwan. It also gives it 
the authority to defi ne who is Chinese and how they should behave.

Yet, as the history of the Palace of Earthly Tranquillity demonstrates, for 
268 years ‘China’ was a conquered province of a Manchu empire. It was the 
Manchus who extended the rule of their state as far as the Himalayas and the 
Xinjiang mountains. Th e transition of 1912 turned this empire inside out. 
Chinese nationalists assumed the right to rule the entirety of what was a largely 
non-Chinese empire. Th ey also assumed the right to decide who was Chinese, 
how their Chinese-ness should be expressed, what language they should speak 
and so on. Th e current Chinese leadership are their successors. Th e Communist 
Party has a monolithic view of what it means to be China and to be Chinese 
and appears determined to impose it, whatever the consequences. Time and 
again, it justifi es its actions by reference to a particular, politicised vision of the 
past. If we are to understand China’s future actions we need to understand the 
origins of this vision. Th is book traces the answers back to the period around a 
century ago when the old imperial order collapsed and the modern ‘nation-
state’ emerged from the wreckage.

* * *
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A few words about terminology. Some may object to the word ‘invention’ in my 
title. Professional historians would use the word ‘construction’, but a book on the 
‘construction of China’ runs the risk of being fi led under civil engineering. My 
meaning is the same. I am not claiming that China was invented out of nothing 
but that the idea of China as a coherent territory with a seamless history was 
actively constructed/invented from a jumble of contradictory evidence by indi-
viduals acting in the particular circumstances of their times. Th e ideas, arguments 
and narratives that they borrowed, adapted and asserted were products of those 
times but they continue to guide the actions of the Chinese leadership to this day.

I have also tried to avoid using the term ‘China’ except where it is appropriate 
– generally from the period after the declaration of the Republic of China in 
1912. To use it before this date is to fall into the nationalist trap of projecting 
terms (and their meanings) back into a past where they don’t belong. Th is opens 
the question of exactly how we should refer to this piece of the earth’s surface 
through time. Dirlik used the term ‘East Asian Heartland’, which is useful but 
unwieldy. For the period between 1644 and 1912, I have generally used the term 
‘Qing Great-State’, borrowing from Timothy Brook. Brook argues that ‘Great-
State’, or Da Guo, was a uniquely Inner Asian form of rule and was the term that 
states, from the Mongols onwards, used to describe themselves. For this reason it 
is more appropriate than the western term ‘empire’.3 I have transliterated many 
compound Chinese words as individual syllables on fi rst usage. While this may 
annoy readers who already know Chinese, it may help others who do not.

Finally, I need to clearly state that this is a work of synthesis. It rests on the 
pioneering research of a new generation of academics over the past couple of 
decades. Th e schools of ‘New Qing History’ and ‘Critical Han Studies’ and 
others have allowed us to look at old questions with new eyes. I have credited 
many of these scholars in the main text and more in the Acknowledgements but 
for those who seek greater detail there is a full list in the Further Reading section. 
I am indebted to their expertise. Th is re-examination of the Chinese past has 
only been possible because of the academic freedom provided by universities in 
North America, Australia, Europe and Japan. Th ese issues cannot be addressed 
with candour inside the People’s Republic of China itself: questions of sover-
eignty, identity and unity are still far too sensitive. Th is book tries to explain why.
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Zhongguo – China

Eight lucky steps took Xi Jinping to the stage in the Great Hall of the People; 
three military trumpeters heralded his ascension to the podium of regional 
power. From its heights Xi could gaze down, with his habitual look of practised 
boredom, upon the thirty-six heads of government, several chiefs of inter-
national organisations and a few of their spouses waiting expectantly at the top 
table. Behind them, a further 126 smaller tables stretched into the far corners 
of the room, around which sat over 1,000 members of foreign delegations. Xi 
stood alone at the apex of the arrangement. It was hardly necessary to further 
emphasise China’s centrality but the set designers did so anyway. Th e stage was 
fl anked by a pair of giant montages: compilations of landmarks and monu-
ments from the ancient Silk Road, their arid landscapes contrasting with the 
ornate fl ower arrangements on the top table. Between the diners, swans courted 
on fl oral lily ponds, peacocks strutted through miniature gardens and doves 
took wing from delicate forests.

It was 26 April 2019, the opening banquet of the Second Belt and Road 
Forum in Beijing. As well as off ering fi ne words about regional cooperation, 
Xi wanted to talk about history. ‘For millennia, the Silk Road had witnessed 
how countries achieved development and prosperity through commerce and 
enriched their cultures through exchanges,’ he told the delegations. ‘Facing the 
myriad challenges of today, we can draw wisdom from the history of the Silk 
Road, fi nd strength in win-win cooperation in the present day and build part-
nerships across the globe to jointly usher in a brighter future where develop-
ment is shared by all.’1

History, or rather a particular version of history, underpins events such 
as this. Th rough staging and rhetoric, Xi Jinping presents China as the natural 
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leader of East Asia and perhaps beyond. Th e metaphor of the Silk Road is 
deployed as a diplomatic tool: ultimately, all its roads lead to Beijing. Th e tool, 
ironically, is a European invention. Th e name ‘Silk Road’ was probably fi rst 
coined by an early German geographer, Carl Ritter, in 1838, adopted by 
another geographer, Ferdinand von Richthofen, in 1877 and popularised by a 
Swedish explorer, Sven Hedin, in the 1930s.2 None of this seems to concern 
Xi. In the offi  cial Beijing version of history, the Silk Road is proof of the 
enduring centrality of China. Its rightful position has always been at the apex 
of regional politics. Th is is the natural historical order and this is how things 
will be in the future.

But the view of China that Xi projects at events such as these is a political 
concoction. In this chapter I will try to show that it too owes as much to 
European images of China as it does to China’s ideas about itself. Just as the 
term ‘Silk Road’ was originally a European one, imposing an imagined order on 
a far more complex and chaotic history, so the very name ‘China’ was adopted 
by Westerners and given new meanings which were then transmitted back to 
East Asia. Over centuries, Europeans had developed a vision of a place they 
called ‘China’ based upon scraps of information sent home by explorers and 
priests and subsequently amplifi ed by storytellers and orientalists. In European 
minds, ‘China’ became an ancient, independent, continuous state occupying a 
defi ned portion of continental East Asia.

In reality there was no state called ‘China’ during this period. From 1644 
until 1912, ‘China’ was, in eff ect, a colony of an Inner Asian empire: the Qing 
Great-State. Th e Qing had created a multi-ethnic realm, of which ‘China 
proper’ – the fi fteen provinces of the defeated Ming Dynasty – was just one 
part. Th e previous Ming state lasted for almost 300 years but it had not used 
the name China, either. Before the Ming, those territories had been part of a 
Mongol Great-State that had stretched as far as the Mediterranean: East Asia 
was just one part of its domain. Before the Mongols, they were controlled by 
the rival Song, Xia and Liao states. Th ese had occupied various parts of the 
territory we now call China and they, in turn, were diff erent from the frag-
mented states that existed before them.

Each state was diff erent in its territorial extent and its ethnic composition but 
each one needed to present itself as the legitimate successor to its predecessor. To 
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retain the loyalty of offi  cials and the wider population, therefore, each new 
governing elite needed to claim continuity with tradition. To receive the neces-
sary ‘mandate of heaven’, it had to speak in certain ways and perform the rituals 
expected of a ruling class. In certain eras this may have been genuine belief, in 
others it became political theatre but in some it became outright deception. Th e 
Mongols and Qing elites inwardly retained their Inner Asian cultures while 
externally presenting themselves – at least to a portion of their subjects – as heirs 
to Sinitic traditions of rule. Where, then, was ‘China’? In short, it only existed as 
a unifi ed and defi ned country in the foreign imagination. Until the very end of 
the nineteenth century, rulers in Beijing would not even have recognised the 
name ‘China’. More signifi cantly, they would not have understood the meaning 
that was represented by foreigners’ use of the word.

Western thinkers privileged their ‘China’ over other political formations in 
the region and promoted it, conceptually, above its hinterland. In their minds 
‘China’ was the region’s dynamic engine while Inner Asia only mattered when 
its horse-borne hordes streamed into China to rape and pillage. In European 
eyes, ‘China’ was a constant presence on the historical stage while Inner Asians 
were reduced to playing repeated ‘ride-on’ parts before retreating to the dustbin 
of history. Hence the ‘Silk Road’. China was regarded as the driver of trade and 
Inner Asian states merely as the corridors through which it passed. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this idea of a pre-eminent ‘China’ 
travelled from Europe to East and Southeast Asia and found a new home in 
the private discussions and public journals of Qing intellectuals. Th ese were 
mainly people who had travelled abroad and were able to look back on their 
homeland from afar. From their place of exile or sojourn, they too began to 
imagine a place called ‘China’, just like the Westerners. In time they returned 
home and spread this new vision of a state – a defi ned piece of territory with a 
continuous history – among a population eager for new ideas to resolve a 
profound political crisis. Key to this evolution in thinking was a debate about 
the name of the country.

Th ese days, Xi and his fellow Chinese leaders use two names for their country 
in general speech: Zhongguo and Zhonghua. Within their etymology both names 
make claims to regional supremacy. Both are translated into English as ‘China’ 
but they carry particular meanings in Chinese. Zhong guo is literally the ‘central 



10

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

state’ of an idealised political hierarchy. Zhong hua is literally the ‘central effl  or-
escence’, but its more fi gurative meaning is the ‘centre of civilisation’, an asser-
tion of cultural superiority over the barbarians in the hinterland. Th ese terms 
have deep historical roots but they were not used as formal names for the 
country until the very end of the nineteenth century. Th ey only became its 
names because of the transformation of ideas about the country, under the 
infl uence of Western ideas of nations and states. During this process, the 
meaning of those names changed profoundly. Th is is the story of those names.

Along the coasts of Guangdong and Fujian the local merchants and literati 
welcomed Galeote Pereira. He sold them sandalwood and spices from the 
Indies at cheap prices and then paid twice the market rates for the food and 
supplies he took on board. A gentleman soldier from a noble family, with 
contacts at the highest levels of Portuguese society, Pereira was a good man to 
do business with. He personifi ed the fi rst wave of European exploration of East 
Asia: combining imperial interests with self-advancement and a bit of Catholic 
proselytising. In the decade since leaving home, Pereira had been a merchant 
in India, a mercenary in Siam and by 1548 was sailing between Malacca and 
points east trading the luxury goods of East and Southeast Asia.

Th e provincial governors and the Ming court in faraway Beijing hated 
Galeote Pereira. To them, he was a foreign smuggler, importing contraband in 
defi ance of an edict specifi cally banning the fo-lang-ji – the ‘Frankish’ (a term 
borrowed from Arab merchants) Europeans – from trading. Two decades 
earlier, Portuguese ignorance of Ming diplomatic protocol, and their arrogance 
in the face of offi  cialdom, had caused them to be banned from the country 
altogether. Now Pereira and the others were playing a cat-and-mouse game: 
trading with local merchants while hiding from central government among the 
thousands of islands that fringe the coast between the cities that they called 
Amoy and Liampo (modern-day Xiamen and Ningbo).

On 19 March 1549, the cat caught the mouse. Th e viceroy of Fujian and 
Zhejiang, an apparently honest man called Zhu Wan, had ordered his provin-
cial coastguard to destroy the smuggling trade. Th ey caught Pereira, and the 
two ships under his command, hiding in the quiet anchorage of Zoumaxi – 
‘Running Horse Creek’, somewhere near Xiamen. Th ey hauled the crews off  to 
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jail in the provincial capital, Fuzhou. Th ere, on Zhu Wan’s orders, ninety-six of 
them, mainly local vagabonds, were executed.

But Zhu Wan’s diligent enforcement of the law had alienated all those local 
worthies – the ‘robe and cap class’ – who enjoyed the fruits of the smuggling 
trade. To safeguard their supplies of contraband, they conspired with their 
associates at the imperial court to impeach Zhu for overstepping his authority: 
the executions should not have been carried out without formal approval from 
Beijing. As a result, the charges against the Portuguese were dropped and Zhu 
was convicted of embezzlement. Pereira and his surviving shipmates were given 
lenient sentences while Zhu took his own life.

Pereira probably spent two or three years in various forms of custody but in 
conditions that became increasingly relaxed and comfortable. Eventually he 
was able to bribe his way to liberty. We know that he was free by 27 February 
1553 because he attended the exhumation of Francis Xavier – one of the 
founders of the Society of Jesus – on the island of Shangchuan, just down the 
coast from modern Hong Kong. Th is was a tiny Portuguese settlement – a 
toehold for both proselytising and smuggling – that the local elite tolerated 
and tried to keep secret from the court in Beijing. Xavier believed there 
was great potential for his Jesuit order in the East and he doesn’t appear to have 
had any qualms about working with those whose motives were more fi nancial 
than spiritual as both wings of Portuguese imperialism strived to increase their 
market share.

Once Pereira was back with his countrymen he wrote what became one of 
the fi rst accounts of life under the Ming Dynasty to reach European audiences. 
His descriptions, unsurprisingly, focused on prison and punishment and 
included criticism of idolatry and sodomy (‘the greatest fault we fi nd among 
them’). Nonetheless, he had high praise for the quality of the roads and bridges 
he had travelled over, for the hygienic chopsticks and for the large and sophis-
ticated estates of the rich. However, he puzzled over one detail that appeared 
curious to Europeans who had set sail in search of the mysterious country that 
they called ‘China’.

We are wont to call this country China, and the people Chins; but as long 
as we were prisoners, not hearing amongst them at any time that name, I 
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determined to learn how they were called . . . I answered them that all the 
inhabitants of India called them Chins . . . Th en I did ask them what name 
the whole country beareth . . . It was told me that of ancient time in this 
country had been many kings, and though presently it were all under one 
[king], each kingdom nevertheless enjoyed that name it fi rst had: these 
kingdoms are the provinces . . . In conclusion they said, that the whole 
country is called Tamen and the inhabitants Tamenjins so that their name 
China or Chins is not heard of in that country.3

In other words, the Chinese didn’t call themselves Chinese, nor their 
country ‘China’. Instead they referred to it as Tamen – or, as we might write it 
today, Da Ming, which translates as ‘Great Ming’. Th ey called themselves 
Tamenjins – or Da Ming Ren, ‘people of the Great Ming’. Th e people Pereira 
encountered do not appear to have identifi ed themselves as belonging to an 
ethnic group nor to a piece of territory but only as subjects of a ruling dynasty. 
Th e only place names they referred to were the towns and provinces in which 
they lived, not the country to which Pereira assumed they all belonged.

Within a few decades, by the end of the sixteenth century, Portuguese 
traders and preachers were faring better than Pereira had done. Th ey had 
swapped the toehold of Shangchuan for a slightly larger one on Macao and 
Francis Xavier’s missionary hopes had borne fruit. Jesuits were now welcomed 
in the imperial court. Rather than being imprisoned, the priest-scientist Matteo 
Ricci became the fi rst European to enter the Forbidden City in Beijing. Offi  cials 
were fascinated by his ability to predict eclipses and the movement of planets 
and, although the emperor declined to meet him, Ricci was treated as an 
honoured guest, awarded land upon which to build a church and became an 
unoffi  cial adviser to the court.

Ricci too was initially intrigued by the same issue as Pereira – the lack of a 
national name, but after several years living in the country, he noted in his 
journal that, ‘It does not appear strange to us that the Chinese should never have 
heard of the variety of names given to their country by outsiders and that they 
should be entirely unaware of their existence. . . . It is a custom of immemorial 
age in this country, that as often as the right to govern passes from one family to 
another, the country must be given a new name by the sovereign whose rule is 
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about to begin.’ Compared to their own Europe of emerging nation-states, 
Pereira and Ricci had discovered a very diff erent way of describing political alle-
giances. ‘Th e people of the Great Ming’ were subjects of a ruling dynasty. Th ere 
was no sense of living in ‘China’ or being part of a ‘Chinese’ nation.

But Ricci also noted that ‘among the Chinese themselves . . . besides the 
name assumed with the coming of the new sovereign, the country also has a title 
which has come down through the ages and sometimes other names are joined to 
this title. Today we usually call this country Ciumquo or Ciumhoa, the fi rst word 
signifying kingdom, and the second, garden. When put together, the words are 
translated, “To be at the centre”.’ In the modern era we transliterate Ciumquo as 
zhong guo and Ciumhoa as zhong hua. But Ricci understood that zhong guo was 
not really the name of the country but a statement of political hierarchy. ‘Th e 
Chinese . . . imagine that the world is fl at and that China is situated in the 
middle. . . . Th e few kingdoms contiguous to their state . . . were, in their estima-
tion, hardly worthy of consideration.’4 Th ese terms are still with us. Zhonghua 
and Zhongguo are almost interchangeable in the same way that the terms ‘United 
Kingdom’ and ‘Britain’ or ‘United States’ and ‘America’ are offi  cial and unoffi  cial 
ways of referring to the same place.

Th e phrase ‘zhong guo’ has a long lineage: it has been found inscribed on 
‘oracle bones’ discovered in modern-day Henan province and dating back to the 
Shang Dynasty (1600–1000 bce). A few centuries later, during what is known 
as the ‘Eastern Zhou’ period – approximately 2,500 years ago (770–221 bce) 
– zhong guo referred to the feudal states in the ‘zhongyuan’, the central plains in 
the Yellow River basin, west and south of Beijing. Th ey were, collectively, the 
‘central states’ – the zhong guo. But Richard J. Smith, among the foremost 
experts on Chinese map-making, notes that in this period the phrase actually 
had three interconnected meanings: as a place, as a culture and as a political 
system.5 Th e fi fth-century bce text ‘Strategies of the Warring States’ (Zhang Guo 
Ce) notes that:

Zhong guo is where the intelligent and discerning people dwell, where the 
myriad creatures and useful implements are gathered together, where the 
sages and worthies instruct, where benevolence and right behaviour are 
expressed, where the books of Poetry, History, Ritual and Music are used, 
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where diff erent ideas and techniques are tried, where distant people come 
to observe, and where even the [non-Chinese] Man and Yi people exhibit 
appropriate conduct.

In other words, zhong guo was a place with a particular culture that these days 
we might call ‘Chinese’ or, more precisely, ‘Sinitic’.

Seventeen centuries later, twelfth-century writers under the Song Dynasty 
used zhong guo to assert an identity in the face of threats from invaders from 
Inner Asia. It was both a physical place, the old heartland, and a cultural memory. 
Th e Song saw themselves as keepers of the zhong guo even after they had lost 
control of the actual territory of the central plains to the Mongols. Importantly, 
however, they didn’t call their state Zhong Guo. Th ey called it Da Song Guo – the 
Song Great-State – after themselves. Two centuries later, when Zhu Yuanzhang, 
founder of the Ming Dynasty, announced himself as the ruler who defeated the 
Mongols, he declared, ‘I am now ruler of the zhong guo and all under heaven are 
at peace.’ But he didn’t call his country ‘Zhong Guo’, either. Again, he named it 
after his dynasty: ‘Da Ming Guo’ – the Ming Great-State.

Th e fact that ‘zhong guo’ was used in the distant past and is a name for 
China today has led nationalistic historians to claim that ‘Zhongguo’ has been 
a continuous state across three, or even fi ve, millennia. A wiser look at the 
evidence shows that this is not the case. Th e words took long journeys over 
space and through time before coming to mean what they do today. Peter Bol, 
professor of Chinese language at Harvard University, argues that the consistent 
element through the intermittent uses of the term spread over 3,000 years was 
not to name a particular state but to maintain a sense of cultural diff erence 
between those within the zhong guo and those outside it: the barbarians, or Yi 
di.6 Zhong guo was not intended to be the name of a country but a claim to 
legitimacy. Some writers have translated the phrase as ‘middle kingdom’ but 
that makes it sound too much like a home for hobbits. A much better transla-
tion is ‘central state’ or even ‘centre-of-the-world’ since it is really a description 
of a political hierarchy between ‘us’ on the inside and ‘them’ on the outside.

As we shall see, the terms ‘zhong guo’ and ‘zhong hua’ were revived in the 
late nineteenth century by modern nationalists and given new meanings. Th ese 
ideologues constructed a new vision of the past that linked together disparate 
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episodes to construct a history in which Zhongguo appeared to be a permanent 
presence. Th e story is more complicated and interesting than that and it reveals 
much about why China is the way it is today.

Where then does the English name ‘China’ come from? Th e most common 
explanation for the name of ‘China’ is that it is derived from the ancient 
dynasty of Qin (pronounced ‘chin’), which formed as a small fi efdom in what 
is now Gansu province in the northwest of modern China. Th e Qin Dynasty 
originally took its name from a small piece of land granted to it in 987 bce.7 
For six centuries, the Qin led one among several ‘warring states’ located in the 
lands along the Yellow River and its tributaries. Th e dynasty gradually expanded 
the area under its rule but was never dominant until King Zheng fi nally 
managed to conquer the last of his rivals in 221 bce.

As a new type of ruler, with a domain occupying (albeit briefl y) the central 
plains and the lower reaches of both the Yellow River and the Yangtze, Zheng 
chose a new title: Shihuangdi, or ‘fi rst emperor’. In search of immortality he 
built a tomb near what is now the city of Xi’an and surrounded it with an army 
of terracotta warriors. But the Qin Dynasty lasted little longer than Zheng 
himself. Within four years of his death, his successors were overthrown by 
a former Qin offi  cial turned rebel leader, Liu Bang, who seized the throne, 
created his own dynasty and named it the Han. In retrospect, the Qin have 
been seen as the fi rst rulers to unify the core territory of modern China. But 
while it might sound like an easy leap from ‘Qin’ to ‘China’, there’s no evidence 
that the dynastic name Qin was ever actually used as the name of the territory. 
In fact there’s signifi cant evidence to the contrary.

Th e Indian professor of Chinese studies Haraprasad Ray has argued that 
there are mentions of a place called ‘Cina’ in Sanskrit manuscripts that 
date from before the time of the Qin state. Th e Vayupurana, thought to have 
been written in the fi fth to the fourth century bce, mentions people from 
‘Cina’. Th e Matsyapurana, composed from the fourth century bce, asserts, for 
example, that these ‘Cina’ people are not suitable to perform the rituals associ-
ated with death and burial. ‘Cina’ also appears in the two great Hindu epics, 
the Mahabharata and Ramayana, composed during and after the fourth and 
third centuries bce respectively. A fourth-century bce political treatise, the 
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Arthasastra, mentions ‘Cina’ and the Susruta, a fourth-century bce medical 
guide, describes ‘China cloth’ – Cinapatta – as useful for bandaging. In Sanskrit 
texts, therefore, ‘Cina’, referring to a place in or just over the Himalayas, seems 
to pre-date the Qin.

Ray was following the work of the Chinese scholar Su Zhongxiang, who 
assembled huge amounts of evidence to argue the same point. Su argues that, 
strange as it may seem to English speakers, the correct source of the name ‘Cina’ 
is the much earlier state of ‘Jing’, also known as Chu in Chinese texts. Pronunciations 
have shifted over the centuries and the phonetic connection between ‘Jing’ and 
‘Cina’ that now appears somewhat distant would once have been much closer. 
Th e Jing/Chu heartland lay in what is now Hubei province and was associated 
with the Miao people, an ethnic group that would be described as ‘barbarian’ 
outsiders (Yi) by historians writing in the later Han period.8

Th e Australian scholar Geoff  Wade has argued that a slightly diff erent 
linguistic switch might source ‘Cina’ to another ethnic group. A mountain 
people in the southwestern Chinese province of Yunnan are known today in 
Chinese as the ‘Yelang’. However, they have a collection of epic poems dating 
back to the fi fth century bce in which they describe themselves as the ‘Zhina’. 
Wade notes that this is an almost perfect phonetic match for the Sanskrit 
‘Cina’. Th is group’s traditional domain in what is now Yunnan province gave 
them control of the overland trading routes between what are now China and 
India. Goods that arrived in India from over the eastern mountains through 
this region would have been naturally described as coming from ‘Cina’.

Th ere is evidence for both of these theories but no fi rm conclusion has yet 
been reached. If either is true, the irony would be that the word most Westerners 
now use for China is ultimately derived from places that were outside what is 
commonly regarded as the traditional ‘Chinese’ heartland – outside the ‘zhong 
guo’. Going a step further, the majority cultures in these places at the time were 
not ethnically ‘Chinese’ as that word is currently defi ned. Th e Jing/Chu state 
was linked to the Miao minority and the Yelang/Zhina state with the Li people. 
‘Cina’ may not even have been within the ‘zhong guo’ at all! But whichever 
explanation we prefer, what is clear is that no ‘Chinese’ state used the word 
‘China’ to describe its territory before the twentieth century. It was only ever a 
name used by outsiders.
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But, however it emerged, the name ‘China’ travelled far: by the second 
century ce, the Greco-Roman geographer Ptolemy was mentioning Sinae and 
Th inae in his writings, even if he was unsure of their exact locations. In what 
is, in eff ect, a metaphor for this entire book, the name China acquired a 
meaning outside China that it had never had within it. In Europe, it became 
the name of a mythical place: a source of silk and wonder. Europeans imagined 
a place called ‘China’ without ever knowing what it was. Th ey also heard about 
another place in the east – Cathay, also a source of silk and wonder but appar-
ently further to the north. ‘Cathay’ is derived from the name ‘Khitan’, the 
Inner Asian people who established the tenth- to twelfth-century Liao state in 
what is now northern China, Mongolia and eastern Russia. ‘Cathay’ was 
reached by land, whereas ‘China’ was reached by sea, but they were, in eff ect, 
rival names for the same ‘East Asian Heartland’.

From the 1500s onwards, China/Cathay became the objective of Portuguese, 
Spanish and then Dutch and English expeditions to the East. But when adven-
turers like Galeote Pereira reached their objective they found that ‘China’ did not 
exist in the form they had imagined. Th ree centuries later, however, their idea of 
a country, a continuous state with its origins rooted in antiquity, was adopted by 
a small, elite fraction of ‘Chinese’ society. Th ey chose to become China.

In the summer of 1689, an envoy of the double tsars of Russia, Peter I and Ivan 
V, sat down with representatives of the Kangxi Emperor, the fourth ruler of the 
Qing Dynasty, by the side of the Nercha River in Siberia. Th e Russians sat on 
chairs while the Qing representatives preferred cushions. In the specially pitched 
tent, 5,000 kilometres east of Moscow and 1,300 kilometres north of Beijing, 
they argued over who had the right to exploit the frontier lands stretching all 
around them. Th is event has sometimes been used to justify the claim that, as 
early as the seventeenth century, the Qing state formally called itself ‘Zhongguo’. 
However, a closer look at what happened demonstrates that this is mistaken. 
Instead, it is more evidence for the foreigners’ invention of China.

For several decades, Russian pioneers had been exploring and settling further 
and further along the Amur River and its tributaries, reaching areas the Qing 
elite regarded as rightfully theirs. Th e Qing had resisted and the result, during 
the 1680s, was a series of confl icts. By the end of the decade, Qing forces had 
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turned back the encroachments and both empires were ready to negotiate 
peace. After exchanges of messages between the two governments, a meeting 
was agreed outside the newly established Russian settlement of Nerchinsk.

Who were the people who founded the Qing state? Th ey were a people from 
what is now northeastern China and they spoke a Siberian language: Manchu. In 
1644 they had ridden out of their chilly homeland and taken over the moribund 
Ming state. Th ey were people from outside the zhong guo but they quickly real-
ised that if they were to rule the former Ming domain successfully they would 
have to adopt some of the techniques of their predecessors. Yet even while they 
did so, they remained Manchu. Th ey continued to rule in an Inner Asian style, 
which the American historian Pamela Crossley has called ‘simultaneous ruling’.9 
Each part of their ‘great-state’ was ruled diff erently, according to what was 
thought culturally appropriate. Yet at its centre, Manchu language and script 
remained the offi  cial language and script of the state and the new elite sought to 
preserve their traditions: riding, archery and hunting; rites, prayers and sacrifi ces 
to ancestors. More importantly they maintained Manchu regiments – known as 
banners – to control the society they had conquered. In eff ect, from the mid-
seventeenth century, the zhong guo became a province of a Manchu ‘great-state’.

Th e Kangxi Emperor sent two relatives, Songgotu and Tong Guogang, to lead 
the talks in Nerchinsk. Neither spoke Russian. Th e Russian tsars had sent Count 
Feodor Alekseyevich Golovin as their representative but he could not speak 
Manchu. Th e fact that the negotiations even took place, and that they were 
successful, was largely due to the roles played by two European Jesuit priests. 
Th ey were a Frenchman, Jean-François Gerbillon, and a Portuguese, another 
Pereira: Th omas. Th e Jesuits’ privileged access to the imperial court had survived 
its takeover by the Manchus. By 1689 Th omas Pereira had been attached to the 
Qing court for sixteen years. We know he spoke good Manchu since he also 
wrote textbooks in the language explaining Western mathematics.10

Th omas Pereira was a remarkable man. As the second son of an aristocratic 
family he could not inherit his father’s title and instead devoted himself to the 
Church. He joined the Jesuits at the age of seventeen and then studied at the 
University of Coimbra where he excelled in both mathematics and music. 
Among his fellow students there was the fi rst Macao-born Jesuit, Zheng 
Weixin. Perhaps inspired by Zheng, Pereira sailed east at the age of twenty, the 
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youngest of a consignment of missionaries headed to Asia. After more studies 
in Goa and Macao he was summoned to Beijing, arriving in early 1673 at the 
age of twenty-six. He would spend the rest of his life there.11

Th e Jesuits needed to impress the young emperor and Pereira was set to 
work making clocks, scientifi c instruments and pipe organs. One of his most 
extravagant creations involved a caged bird and a set of ten bells. Whenever the 
bird drank water or opened its food box, it would trigger the playing of a 
melody. Th e attraction probably paled after a while. Nonetheless, through his 
scientifi c skills, Pereira seems to have got to know Kangxi well. In 1680 he 
wrote to his superiors that he had had long conversations with the emperor in 
his own chambers. In 1688 he told them, ‘From me (if I want) nothing can be 
hidden at the Court.’12 It was this confi dence, together with respect for the 
Jesuits’ knowledge of the wider world, that led to Kangxi sending Pereira and 
Galeote out to meet the Russians at Nerchinsk.

When the Qing delegates wanted to say something in the negotiations they 
spoke to the Jesuits in Manchu, the Jesuits translated the Manchu into Latin 
for a Polish translator, Andrei Belobotski. Belobotski then translated the Latin 
into Russian for Golovin. Both priests left detailed accounts of how the talks 
unfolded and it is clear that they interpreted more than just language. Th ey 
were also responsible for translating concepts of law, government and the 
nature of political authority between the worlds of western Europe and eastern 
Asia.

In his memoir, Th omas Pereira describes how he had to convince the Qing 
that the Russians were not savages but civilised people with whom they could 
make an agreement. But he expresses some exasperation with the Qing’s percep-
tion of their status: ‘From the beginning of the world, China had never received 
foreigners in its empire except as tribute-bearers,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘In their 
crass ignorance of the world, the Tartars [i.e. the Qing], with the same pride as 
the Chinese, considered other nations shepherds like their neighbours. Th ey 
thought everything was part of the China which they proudly called Tian Xia 
– i.e. “all under heaven” as if nothing else existed.’13 By his own account, Pereira 
introduced the Qing to what Europeans were starting to call the ‘Law of 
Nations’ – a view of states as territorial entities with boundaries and sovereignty 
that other states were obliged to accept. Th is was a relatively novel view of 
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international society, one that had been embodied in the Treaty of Westphalia, 
which ended the Th irty Years War in 1648, just four decades before the talks on 
the banks of the Nercha River.

Th e Russian leadership had a reasonable understanding of this ‘Westphalian’ 
view of the world. It was a view that the Jesuits understood (even if the Pope 
disapproved of it) and it was up to them to persuade the Qing to accept enough 
of it to sign a formal boundary agreement with the tsars’ delegates. Th e discus-
sions, including the three-stage translations in each direction, were protracted 
and nearly broke down at several points. But fi nally, on 6 September 1689, the 
negotiations were complete and an agreement, the Treaty of Nerchinsk, was 
signed. Signifi cantly, it was not written in Chinese. Th e Jesuits and Belobotski 
agreed the fi nal text in Latin and each side subsequently made their own trans-
lations into Russian and into Manchu – the language of the Qing court. No 
Chinese translation was made until much later; indeed, it seems likely that the 
treaty text was actually kept secret from Chinese-reading audiences.

Th e Latin text of the treaty uses the name ‘Imperii Sinici’ to refer to the Qing 
realm. Th e Manchu text uses the term ‘Dulimbai Gurun’, which can be trans-
lated as ‘central state’, apparently the Manchu equivalent of zhong guo. But it is 
vital to remember that these are European Jesuit interpretations of the Qing 
world-view. Pereira himself says the court used a diff erent term, Tian Xia, but 
he knew that the idea of a Qing state claiming to rule ‘all under heaven’ would 
not fi t with a Russian state claiming to follow the ‘Law of Nations’. Th is is 
almost certainly the reason why the treaty text was kept secret from Chinese 
audiences. If they had discovered that the emperor had signed a boundary 
agreement, they might have concluded that he was not, after all, the ruler of ‘all 
under heaven’ – tianxia. Th e implication for the political philosophy behind 
zhong guo could have been catastrophic.

Th e Treaty of Nerchinsk has subsequently become famous as the fi rst docu-
ment in which China represented itself as ‘China’ to a foreign power. However, 
this version of events misunderstands what took place. Th e accounts of those 
present at the talks make clear that Chinese was not used in the offi  cial negoti-
ations. No Chinese secretaries were attached to the negotiating mission (so no 
Chinese-language records were made) and Pereira makes clear that the Qing 
emissaries spoke Manchu or Mongolian. Rather than seeing the Treaty of 
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Nerchinsk as a ‘coming of age’ document for a nascent ‘China’, therefore, it is 
more accurate to see it as the Jesuits’ attempt to present an Asian state in terms 
that Europeans would understand. In this sense, Gerbillon and Pereira weren’t 
just translating between languages, they were interpreting entirely diff erent 
conceptions of political order and the nature of states. To some extent they were 
misrepresenting the nature of the Qing Great-State in order to make it fi t into 
the European diplomatic order in the wider interests of peace between the two. 
Th e Treaty of Nerchinsk was not the fi rst moment that a ‘Chinese’ state used 
Zhongguo as its name, no matter what later nationalist historians have written. 
It was the moment at which the Jesuits used their knowledge of East and West 
to accommodate within the ‘Law of Nations’ a quite diff erent regional order in 
which states were not defi ned by their territory but by their allegiance to a ruler.

While the Kangxi Emperor may have been grateful for the peace on his 
northern frontier, he was not suffi  ciently enthusiastic about his government’s 
implicit endorsement of the Law of Nations to publicise the Treaty of Nerchinsk 
within his own realm. Joseph Sebes, himself a Jesuit and a twentieth-century 
Sinologist at Georgetown University, noted that there was no trace of the text 
of the treaty in any of the Chinese sources of the time. However, Peter C. 
Perdue, professor of Chinese history at Yale University, has found a copy in the 
Kangxi Shilu, a collection of documents of the emperor’s daily activities 
published at the end of his reign. It does not seem to have been made public 
until around 200 years after the original Treaty of Nerchinsk was signed. Th is 
was a time, in the late nineteenth century, when the Qing state was again being 
forced to deal with Russia at the point of a gun and it had an interest in 
making use of the original treaty.

Th e Jesuits were a small but highly infl uential presence at the Qing court 
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Priests sometimes spent decades 
living in Beijing (Th omas Pereira spent thirty-two years in the city) speaking 
directly with offi  cials and even the emperors themselves. Th ey sent back detailed 
reports to the Jesuit and Catholic hierarchies and through them Europe came to 
know more about the mysterious land of the east. It is they, primarily, who give 
the name ‘China’ to this land and presented it to European audiences through 
maps and books. After Galeote and Th omas, one might say that ‘China’ really 
begins with the writings of a pair of Pereiras.
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When the Jesuits chose ‘Zhongguo’ to represent the Qing Great-State in its 
dealings with Russia they did far more than translate a name. Th ey started a 
process through which the state began to present itself and then think of itself 
in a new way. Although the phrase had been used for millennia, it was only 
towards the end of the Qing era that Zhongguo became commonly used in its 
international relations. Research by the Japanese historian Kawashima Shin 
found that in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century just twenty-eight diplo-
matic documents used the terms Qing and Zhongguo in the same text. But 
Zhongguo became more common in the second half of the century, appearing 
in treaties with Russia in 1861 and the United States in 1880, for example. Yet, 
the wording of the 1861 Chinese-Peruvian Trade Agreement only refers to Da 
Qing Guo (Qing Great-State). Arif Dirlik surmised that where an agreement 
referred to actions by the government, Qing diplomats used the term ‘Da Qing 
Guo’ but where it was a reference to a piece of territory they used ‘Zhongguo’.14

However, the American geographer Richard Smith notes that, historically, 
Zhong guo was not a consistently used name. It was only one of many terms 
used in old texts to describe this amorphous piece of territory. He lists several 
others, including: Zhong hua – ‘Central fl orescence’; Shen zhou – ‘Spiritual 
region’; Jiu zhou – ‘the Nine regions’; Zhong ru – ‘Central land’; and Tian xia 
– ‘All under heaven’. He argues that the relationship between these terms, and 
the diff erences between their exact meanings in ancient documents, is far from 
clear. Th e twentieth-century Chinese historian Chen Liankai argued that 
zhong hua was fi rst used during the third or fourth century and combined 
zhong guo with hua xia – two ways of describing the ‘civilised’ regions under 
the rule of the Jin Dynasty. Chen argued that both zhongguo and zhonghua 
were used interchangeably from then on. Lydia H. Liu, professor of Chinese 
language at Columbia University, notes that the words hua and xia were both 
used to draw a distinction between the ‘illustrious’ or ‘civilised’ people within 
the ‘zhong guo’, and the ‘barbarians’ living outside it: the yi or yi-di. Liu says 
the words hua and xia encompass the ‘essence’ of an identity but she agrees 
that their actual meaning and connotations have shifted over millennia.15

When we see modern China’s self-image being put on display at events such 
as the Belt and Road Forum, we see the results of ideas that were consciously 
imagined, debated and imposed by intellectuals and activists in the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As we shall see, it was discussions 
between thinkers in colonial cities such as Shanghai, and others in exile overseas 
that created an idea of a nation-state that appeared to be indigenous but was 
actually constructed in the image of the Western notion of ‘China’. Th ese 
discussions were inseparable from two other arguments: about whether the new 
state would be a reformed monarchy or a revolutionary republic and about 
whether it needed to be ethnically homogenous.

Zhang Deyi was a poster boy for the Qing Great-State in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. He would become well known as one of the very fi rst of its 
subjects to travel and live in Europe and America. He came of age just in time 
to participate in the fi rst phase of cooperation between reformers inside the 
Manchu court and the newly arrived envoys pressed upon them by foreign 
powers after the Second Opium War. In 1862 the fi fteen-year-old Zhang was 
chosen to be one of the fi rst ten students admitted to the Tongwen Guan – the 
Translators’ College – in Beijing. Th e college was founded by the reformers 
and funded by the new ‘Imperial Maritime Customs Service’, which was itself 
run jointly by the court and foreign powers.

Th e Customs Service was another consequence of the Opium Wars. It 
emerged, as a curious hybrid organisation, from the chaos of the immensely 
bloody Taiping Rebellion, the simultaneous attacks by the European powers and 
from internal palace coups. Th e Cambridge historian Hans van de Ven traces its 
origin to an informal arrangement reached in 1854 between British and Qing 
offi  cials in the international ‘concession’ of Shanghai. In 1861, shortly after 
British and French troops had destroyed the emperor’s Summer Palace outside 
Beijing, it became a formally established body. While it nominally answered to 
the emperor, it was actually run by British offi  cials.16 It needed translators for 
its work, hence the establishment of the Translators’ College. Th e college would 
do more than just translate documents, however. It became a crucial portal for 
Western ideas to enter elite Qing society.

Zhang spent three years learning English and French at the Translators’ 
College and in 1866 he was an obvious candidate to join the Qing court’s fi rst 
offi  cial fact-fi nding mission to Europe. Th en, in 1868, he joined a longer mission 
to the United States and Europe and in 1871 went to France immediately after 
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the Franco-Prussian War. He kept diaries of his travels – just like Galeote and 
Th omas Pereira 300 years before – in which he recorded his impressions of the 
‘divergent sartorial and degustory predilections’ of the people he encountered.17 
While he was impressed by most of those he met, he was frustrated by Europeans 
and Americans who insisted on calling his country by the wrong name. ‘After 
decades of East-West diplomatic and commercial interactions, [they] know very 
well that my country is called the Da Qing Guo [Qing Great-State] or the Zhong 
Hua [Central Effl  orescence] but insist on calling it “China”, Zhaina, Qina, 
Shiyin, Zhina, Qita, etc.,’ he complained. ‘Zhong Guo has not been called by 
such a name over four thousand years of history. I do not know on what basis 
Westerners call it by these names!’18 For Zhang, the proper way to refer to his 
country was to invoke its ruling dynasty, not describe a piece of territory.

Zhang wrote this in May 1871 but he failed to convince his Western inter-
locutors of his case. Instead, over the following few decades, opinion, even 
among his own colleagues, would shift in the opposite direction. By 1887 
another Qing diplomat, Huang Zunxian, would complain that his country 
lacked a ‘proper name’. Huang had been sent to Japan in 1877 as an assistant 
to the newly appointed Qing ambassador there and spent fi ve years watching 
the country open up to the outside world and begin to modernise.19 He was 
impressed by the rapid improvements in Japanese living standards and wrote a 
long account of what he had seen in order to educate his fellow diplomats back 
home. Th ey weren’t particularly interested. Huang’s manuscript was ignored 
until after Japan had defeated China in the 1894/5 Sino-Japanese War. Only 
then did it become the most important Chinese-language source of informa-
tion about Japan.

Huang didn’t begin his book with praise for Japanese modernisation. 
Instead, he opted for criticism of his home country and his priority was to 
address the naming problem, writing:

Research indicates that the diverse countries of the globe, such as England 
or France, all boast their own state names, the only exception being Zhong 
Guo. . . . But ‘China’, as variously transliterated in these languages, is not a 
name that we have used ourselves. Recently, when addressing foreigners, we 
have come to use the term Zhong Hua [Central Illustriousness]. But our 
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neighbours have denounced us for this, pointing out that all countries on 
earth see themselves as situated in the centre, and, moreover, that treating 
ourselves as ‘illustrious’ and others as ‘barbaric’ constitutes no more than 
glorifying oneself in order to demean others.20

In 1897, having served as a diplomat in Japan, San Francisco, London and 
Singapore, Huang was appointed the ‘surveillance commissioner’ (ancha shi) of 
Hunan province. He used his position – offi  cially intended to oversee local 
offi  cials – to advocate reform of the Qing state. He created a new school, the 
‘Hall of Current Aff airs’, in the provincial capital Changsha and invited one of 
the most famous reformers of this period, Liang Qichao, to be its chief lecturer. 
Th e previous year, the two had co-founded (along with another reformer, Tan 
Sitong) a journal, Qiangxue Bao – ‘Strength Th rough Education Journal’ – that 
would become particularly infl uential in what would follow.21

While Huang and Liang agreed on the need for constitutional reform and 
on the need for the country to have a ‘proper’ name, they disagreed about what 
that name should be. Huang didn’t like Zhong, with its meaning of ‘centrality’. 
In his 1887 essay he had argued instead for the more grandiose Huaxia, a name 
that literally translates as ‘fl ourishing greatness’ but also incorporates ‘Hua’ and 
‘Xia’: ancient names for the peoples he considered to be the essence of his 
nation. Others argued, however, that Huaxia was properly the name of a 
people rather than a state. Huang’s idea was generally ignored.

From their new positions the two men continued to press for modernisa-
tion. Together with Liang’s mentor, the radical scholar Kang Youwei, they 
petitioned and then met the young ruler, the Guangxu Emperor, to argue for 
constitutional reform. In 1898, as a result of this lobbying, the emperor 
announced forty edicts heralding modest changes in education, the military and 
the civil service. Th ey were far from dramatic but they so worried conservatives 
at the court that, 103 days later, the emperor’s aunt, Empress Dowager Cixi (the 
real power behind the throne) organised a coup and forced her nephew to 
abandon them all. Guangxu continued to sit on the throne for another decade 
but was stripped of real power and Cixi, in eff ect, ruled through him. Six 
supporters of the Hundred Days Reform were executed while others, including 
Kang, Liang and Huang, fl ed. Huang found sanctuary in his hometown in the 
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south and retired to write poetry. Kang and Liang faced execution and fl ed 
further: to Japan, where they continued to agitate.

Th ese days Chinatown in Yokohama is a neon-lit tourist magnet but at the 
turn of the twentieth century it was a cauldron of subversion. From his base 
there, Liang wrote essays and published newspapers to circulate the ideas that 
he thought would propel his homeland along a road that Japan had already 
travelled: into modernity. But creating a modern nation-state required having 
a state with a name. In his much-read 1900 essay ‘On the source of China’s 
weakness’, Liang echoed Zhang Deyi, thirty years before, by telling his readers, 
‘Foreigners call our country “Cina” or “China” but that is not how we view 
ourselves.’ But, unlike Zhang, Liang was particularly unhappy with the tradi-
tional way of referring to the country by its ruling dynasty: ‘the Ming Great-
State’ or ‘the Qing Great-State’. Th is, he feared, implied there was no Chinese 
nation at all. According to the Australian Sinologist John Fitzgerald, the lack of 
a name was, for Liang, proof of the Chinese people’s cultural and intellectual 
immaturity: Liang called it a conceptual error ‘lodged in every person’s brain’.22

Th e name that Liang chose, indeed the word he used for ‘China’ in the title 
of his essay, was Zhongguo. He took the historic idea of zhong guo as the ‘central 
state’, with the implied meaning of ‘centre of the world’ in the old hierarchical 
cosmology, and gave it a new purpose. Zhongguo would cease to represent a 
regional political system and become merely a name but a ‘name’ that he could 
argue had been used for centuries. Zhong guo the concept would be displaced 
by Zhongguo as a direct equivalent for the foreigners’ word ‘China’. Th is process 
of retaining a word while utterly changing its meaning was key to the entire 
process of constructing – inventing – modern China. Liang chose Zhongguo for 
entirely pragmatic reasons: it was a name that was already starting to be used by 
the Qing state in its relations with other countries. But as we have already seen, 
even this process was not as simple as it sounds. By choosing Zhongguo to repre-
sent the native home of the Chinese nation, Liang was unknowingly adopting 
something that was originally a foreign idea.

Zhongguo is now the name commonly used as the Chinese word for ‘China’, 
but in the fi rst decade of the twentieth century it was only one of several candi-
dates for that honour. It was challenged, in particular, by revolutionaries who 
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had no interest in reforming the Qing state but wanted to tear it down. One of 
them was a young man called Zhang Binglin. Zhang had started his adult life 
training to be a classical scholar-offi  cial. However, after the Qing Great-State’s 
defeat in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894/5 he had resigned and joined the 
Shanghai branch of Kang and Liang’s reform movement. He started to write for 
reformist newspapers and in 1896 became editor of Liang’s Shi Wu Bao – 
‘Current Aff airs Paper’. A diffi  cult fi gure, Zhang repeatedly fell out with bosses, 
editors and offi  cials and in late 1898, to escape the suppression of the ‘Hundred 
Days’ reformers, he fl ed to Taiwan (which had been under Japanese occupation 
since the end of the war in 1895). From there he wrote articles for Liang Qichao’s 
next newspaper, Qing Yi Bao – ‘Th e Pure Opinion Paper’. Th e paper was the 
mouthpiece of the Bao Huang Hui – ‘Th e Protect the Emperor Society’ – created 
by Kang Youwei and Liang to push for reform and, in particular, the restoration 
of the power of the Guangxu Emperor. In 1899, facing yet more troubles, 
Zhang moved to Japan at Liang’s invitation and lived there for several months. 
Towards the end of the year, though, he moved to the International Settlement 
in Shanghai, to write for a newspaper with a more radical attitude, the Su Bao.

Shanghai was the intellectual hub of the Qing realm: a bubble of Western 
capitalism and culture forced into a declining empire. Th e International 
Settlement, nine square miles of colonial territory, was a place where there 
was some basic freedom of speech. Connected to the world by shipping lines 
and to the rest of the country through networks of newspaper and book 
publishing, it was a city where ideas could be exchanged and sedition could 
survive.

Zhang was living there when the anti-foreigner uprising known in the West as 
the ‘Boxer Rebellion’ broke out. Foreigners were besieged in Beijing in June 1900 
and an eight-nation army was despatched to rescue them. A summer of atrocities 
on both sides ended with defeat for the Boxers and the fl ight of the Qing court. 
Zhang remained aloof from the turmoil but his views about the Qing underwent 
radical change. As the foreign armies marched on Beijing, he abandoned his 
previous belief in reform and began to argue for the downfall of the Qing instead.23 
He became a revolutionary and would eventually split with Liang and Kang.

An important part of the change in Zhang’s views was his growing belief 
in racialism. Having seen the failure of the Hundred Days Reform and the 



28

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

response to the Boxer Rebellion, he came to see the Qing rulers not simply 
as corrupt and incompetent but as alien. Th ey were Manchus, outsiders from 
the northeast, who had seized the Ming realm in 1644 and therefore had 
no right to rule. By August 1901 he was arguing, in the country’s fi rst revolu-
tionary student magazine Guominbao, that Liang’s arguments for national 
unity were wrong because Manchus were fundamentally diff erent, pointing 
out that ‘Manchus have their own writing system’, slept on felt mats and ate 
milk products.24

While Zhang fulminated, the foreign armies remained in occupation in 
Beijing. Th ey only departed in 1901 once the Qing court signed a peace agree-
ment, the ‘Boxer Protocol’, in which it agreed to pay reparations to the imper ial 
powers. Zhang was disgusted by the capitulation of people he had looked up 
to as reformers and became more committed to the need for revolution to rid 
his country of the Manchus who had so clearly failed it. To demonstrate the 
split he changed his name from Zhang Binglin to Zhang Taiyan. It was a 
public commitment to his new anti-Qing beliefs. ‘Taiyan’ honoured two 
scholars who had resisted the Qing takeover 250 years before: ‘Tai’ came from 
Taichong, the pen name of Huang Zongxi, and ‘Yan’ from Gu Yanwu.25 Zhang 
saw these two ‘Ming loyalists’ as guardians of the true spirit of the country: 
heroes in the resistance to invaders from Inner Asia. By 1903 he was ready to 
criticise the emperor openly and directly – as well as those who still thought 
the Manchu/Qing regime could be reformed. Th is would lead him into new 
thinking about his country’s future and its proper name.

Into this fevered setting stepped a young wannabe, Liu Shipei. In early 1903 
Liu tried to become a bureaucrat for the Qing state but by the end of the year 
he would be trying to bring it down. One catalyst for his change in views would 
be a meeting with the freshly renamed Zhang Taiyan. Descended from a family 
of classical scholars on one side and government offi  cials on the other, Liu was 
expected to proceed into the elite of the Qing state. In 1903, at the age of nine-
teen, the family despatched him to Beijing to take the jinshi imperial examina-
tion. He failed. Perhaps unwilling to face his disappointed parents, Liu did not 
return to his hometown of Yangzhou but travelled a further 200 kilometres 
downstream along the Yangtze River to Shanghai. Th ere he met the thirty-
three-year-old Zhang Taiyan, already a veteran of the struggle for political 
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reform and disappointed with its failure. Zhang had broken with the Qing and 
was ready to take the revolutionary road. He took Liu with him. Almost over-
night Liu changed from a potential servant of the Qing state into an agitator 
seeking its destruction.26

In mid-1903 Zhang made use of the relative freedom within the International 
Settlement to challenge the Qing directly. In an article in the Su Bao newspaper 
entitled ‘In rebuttal of Kang Youwei’s writings on revolution’, he accused the 
emperor of, among other things, being a ‘dim-witted buff oon’.27 As a result, the 
Qing court issued a warrant for his arrest and on 30 June 1903 Zhang allowed 
himself to be captured by the International Settlement police – partly to demon-
strate his commitment to the revolutionary cause,28 but partly to avoid being 
captured by the Qing who would probably have sentenced him to death. Instead, 
he was convicted of seditious libel and sentenced to three years in a British-run 
prison where, ironically, conditions were so harsh that he contemplated suicide. 
He found succour in Buddhism and his increasingly anti-Manchu feelings.

Meanwhile, his young friend Liu Shipei was about to embark on his own 
anti-Manchu writing career. In 1904, at the age of just twenty, Liu published 
his fi rst work, Rangshu – ‘Th e Book of Expulsion’. As the German Sinologist 
Julia Schneider has pointed out, the phrase ‘Rang Yi’ – ‘expel the barbarians’ 
– would have been well known to Liu’s contemporaries. Rulers had uttered it 
in various historical tales handed down through the preceding millennia. Liu’s 
book was intended to ‘expel’ the barbarians from Chinese history, as a prelude 
to expelling them from the country itself. Th is led him to consider what the 
most appropriate name for his liberated country should be.

In the Rangshu, Liu listed several possibilities based upon traditional docu-
ments. Th ey included: Xia, Da Xia (great Xia), Zhu Xia (various Xia), Zhu Hua 
(various Hua) and the combination word: Huaxia. In the book, Liu stated that 
he wanted a name that would provide a border to his nation: one that made 
clear the diff erence between his people on the inside and aliens on the outside. 
He wanted a name that was truly authentic, dating back to a time before the 
Qin Dynasty, whom he saw as usurpers. He chose a name from the Shan hai 
jing, a classical text of this period. ‘If [we want] to distinguish ourselves from 
the Yi (barbarians) of the four [directions],’ he argued, ‘we can only use Da Xia 
as a country name.’29 Liu felt that Da Xia referred to an ancient civilisation, a 
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pure people free from outside rulers – a fi tting name for a future country free 
of the Qing.

On 24 November 1894, two months after Japanese forces had destroyed the 
Qing navy, three days after they had captured the Liaodong Peninsula and two 
weeks after his own twenty-eighth birthday, Sun Wen, his elder brother and a 
few of their friends met on a Pacifi c island to swear a revolutionary oath. Th ey 
would, they pledged, ‘expel the Tartars, revive China and establish a unifi ed 
government’. Th is was the manifesto agreed at the fi rst meeting of the Xing 
Zhong Hui – literally ‘Revive the Centre Society’, a group that would evolve 
from these tiny beginnings into the organisation that, seventeen years later, 
overthrew the Qing Great-State. By then Sun Wen would be better known as 
Sun Zhongshan or Sun Yat-sen.

Sun’s family had sent him to Hawaii at the age of thirteen, after which he 
studied in Hong Kong. Almost all his teachers had been British or American30 
and, like the other members of the Xingzhonghui meeting that day in Hawaii, 
he spoke English and was well used to people asking him where he came 
from. When he answered the question in English, he had an answer – ‘China’. 
Th at must have given him reason to think about the answer he would give in 
Chinese.

While a medical student in Hong Kong, Sun had developed a fi erce hostility 
towards the Qing authorities. He watched them lose the 1884/5 confl ict with 
France over the status of Vietnam while being simultaneously impressed 
by militant shipyard workers in Kowloon who refused to work on a French 
warship that had been damaged in the fi ghting. Sun was certainly not going to 
call his country Da Qing Guo. But the name that he and his revolutionary 
comrades chose for their country was not Zhongguo but Zhonghua. In this he 
was making a direct reference to history – and one with clear racial meaning to 
those who understood it.

Th e oath that the Xingzhonghui swore was borrowed from Zhu Yuanzhang, 
the founder of the Ming Dynasty. During his struggle against the Mongols in 
the fourteenth century, Zhu had used the slogan ‘Expel the Tartars and revive 
Zhonghua’.31 By adopting this pledge, Sun and his fellow revolutionaries were 
declaring that the Qing rulers, with their roots in the Manchu-speaking 
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northeast, were ‘Tartars’ too. In their eyes, the Manchus were the same as the 
Mongols: outsiders from Inner Asia who had no right to rule the zhong guo.

Th e historian Peter Zarrow notes that Zhonghua – with its linguistic roots 
in Huaxia – has a more ethnic meaning than Zhongguo. As Lydia Liu has 
observed, it appears to describe a land for the Hua people – and thereby impli-
citly excludes the ‘Tartars’. Th is would have been appealing to the revolution-
aries who saw the ‘foreign’ Qing as the cause of Zhonghua’s modern troubles. 
Th e revolutionaries may also have become prejudiced against the name 
Zhongguo by the simple fact that the Qing themselves were starting to use it in 
their diplomatic dealings.

Over the following decade, the Xingzhonghui would try, and fail, several 
times to overthrow the Qing by force. After the defeat of its uprisings, it 
merged, in 1905, with other revolutionary groups to create the Tongmeng Hui 
– the ‘Alliance Society’. Th e actual formation took place in Tokyo and the 
united leadership decided to keep two of the Xingzhonghui’s original demands 
and add two more. Its slogan became, ‘Expel the Tartars, revive Zhonghua, 
establish a Republic, and distribute land equally among the people’.

Th e Tongmenghui adopted this position during the years that Zhang Taiyan 
was in prison in Shanghai. Th ey recognised that Zhang would be a powerful 
advocate for their group and sent a delegation of activists to greet him when he 
was released in late June 1906. Th ey off ered him the job of editor-in-chief of the 
Tongmenghui’s magazine Min Bao – ‘People’s Journal’32 – and took him imme-
diately to the Shanghai docks and then to Japan where he was given a hero’s 
welcome. On 15 July 1906, around 2,000 people, mainly Chinese students, 
turned out in the Tokyo rain to attend a meeting in his honour.33 Almost exactly 
a year later he would announce his own candidate for the future name of the 
country and his would be the one that stuck. Zhang fi lled the pages of Minbao 
with the fruit of his incarcerated thinking: making the case for the anti-Manchu 
revolution. In a long essay published in 1907 he addressed the question of what 
the country should be called once the revolution had been successful. Since the 
Qing were to be deposed and expelled, it was clear that it could not be called Da 
Qing Guo. Nor did Zhang support Liang’s Zhongguo. ‘Zhongguo is meaningful 
only insofar as it refers to the four outlying boundaries,’ he wrote, and he argued 
that since Indians and Japanese also used terms similar to ‘central state’ for their 
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own countries, ‘it is not unique to the land of the Han’.34 (See Chapter 3 for 
more on the development of the term ‘Han’.)

By this time, Liu Shipei had also arrived in Japan. Once there, he declared 
himself to be an anarchist and also contributed to the pages of Minbao. But he 
failed to persuade the movement to adopt Da Xia as the name for the yet-to-
be-created country. Zhang argued for an ethnically based name, just like Liu, 
but he wanted to make a distinction between the name of the state and the 
name of the race that inhabited the state. Zhang felt Xia was the correct term 
for the race, based upon its origins along the Xia River. But in that 1907 article 
he wrote that it was ‘originally the name of a tribe, not a state’, which is why, 
disagreeing with both Liu and Huang Zunxian, he didn’t want Xia as the name 
for the modern country.

Instead, Zhang Taiyan argued that Hua – literally meaning ‘effl  orescence’ but 
carrying the connotation of ‘civilised’ – was a better choice. According to Julia 
Schneider, it had an implicitly ethnic meaning among the exiled revolutionaries 
during this period, since they argued that Manchus could not be part of the Hua 
population. Zhang then off ered a pseudo-historical explanation for his choice: 
‘Th e name Hua came from the place which our people fi rst occupied. . . . Mount 
Hua [Hua Shan in Shaanxi province] formed the boundary, giving our country 
the name Hua. . . . Hua was originally the name of a country and not the name 
of a race but today it has become a general term for both.’35 According to 
Schneider, Zhang preferred Hua because it referred to what he regarded as the 
nucleus of the new state while also being suffi  ciently fl exible. ‘It could be 
stretched over the territory of all Chinese people, including those Zhang assumed 
to have been assimilated’ in the northwestern provinces of Yong and Liang as 
well as parts of modern-day Korea and Vietnam – places where, in Zhang’s 
words, ‘the Hua people tilled the soil’ in Han Dynasty times, 2,000 years earlier.

Zhang then added Zhong to the name, calling it Zhonghua, or ‘central Hua’. 
Th is was, he declared, intended ‘to distinguish between the Hua high culture 
and the Yi [barbarian] low culture’.36 A fi nal piece of the name was needed 
to satisfy the part of the Tongmenghui’s slogan about ‘establish a republic’ so the 
word Min-Guo was coined – literally ‘people’s state’. By the end of the article, 
the post-Qing country had a name – Zhonghua Minguo, literally the ‘Central 
Effl  orescence People’s State’.
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As Peter Zarrow has observed, Zhang, having endured prison, had enormous 
prestige in revolutionary circles and his arguments carried particular weight. In 
the wake of his 1907 article, the debate over the future name of the future 
country was fi nished, certainly within the revolutionary camp. While Liang 
Qichao might stick to his reformist agenda and to Zhongguo, the Tongmenghui 
had opted for Zhonghua Minguo, with its roots in the anti-Mongol, Ming 
Dynasty declaration of Zhu Yuanzhang 500 years earlier. Liang continued to 
regard Sun and the revolutionaries as Western-educated upstarts who didn’t 
understand history or culture, but that didn’t matter. Th ey were going to seize 
power – and he wasn’t.

Liu, meanwhile, abandoned his anarchistic pretensions, returned to his 
homeland and pledged allegiance to the Qing. In 1908 he began working as 
private secretary to the viceroy of Zhejiang and Anhui provinces where, by some 
accounts, he informed on his former comrades in the revolutionary movement. 
While Zhang Bingling/Taiyan eventually changed his views on race, deciding 
that non-Xia peoples needed to be included in the Zhonghua Minguo, Liu 
remained fi rm. He continued to believe that including the non-Xia would 
pollute the Xia. But he would play no further part in the naming debate.

Th ese were arguments taking place among a tiny group of people living in 
exile in Japan, across the sea from the country they were discussing in such vehe-
ment terms. But within fi ve years China had had a revolution and, on 1 January 
1912, Sun Yat-sen was declared provisional president of the Republic of China – 
the Zhonghua Minguo. Liang Qichao’s choice – Zhongguo – may not have become 
the name of the new state, but it won a better prize. It may not be the offi  cial 
name of the country, but it is the name all Chinese use informally to refer to it. 
But then again, perhaps that honour really belongs to the Jesuits.

Th at Friday evening in Beijing, as the assembled heads of government raised 
their glasses to toast Xi Jinping’s version of history, they were unknowingly 
performing an act of circularity. Th ey were there to validate an image of China 
as the natural leader of East Asia, an image which was constructed by foreigners 
in the fi rst place, belatedly adopted by Chinese nationalists and now, through 
their presence, projected back to the world by the Communist Party leader-
ship. Th e idea of Beijing as the central city of a regional order is not new. Most 
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of those orders were, however, Inner Asian great-states that used Beijing as an 
administrative centre. Th e idea of a regional order led by a state called ‘China’ 
or Zhongguo or Zhonghua existing in a defi ned East Asian territory is a distinctly 
modern invention.

Westerners probably fi rst heard of China through the translations of peoples 
living along the frontier with India, and of Cathay through their interactions 
with Inner Asia. ‘China’ became shorthand for an East Asian kingdom about 
which little was known. When the fi rst traders reached the mysterious country 
they were bemused by its diff erent political outlook. As Galeote Pereira and 
Matteo Ricci discovered, there was no conception of ‘China’ within the country 
in the mid-sixteenth century, and the phrase ‘zhong guo’ was an elite assertion of 
political superiority over surrounding, tributary, rulers rather than the name of a 
state. Th e inhabitants assumed their state ruled ‘all under heaven’ – tianxia.

Th e idea of the ‘zhong hua’ continues to drive China’s internal policies. It 
encapsulates the notion of a homeland that can expand as its culture encoun-
ters new peoples, and transforms and assimilates them. As we shall see in 
subsequent chapters, what Arif Dirlik called ‘proprietary perceptions’ – a sense 
of ownership – still drive Beijing’s policies towards minority regions under its 
control.37 As a result, the former regions of the Miao, the Manchu and the 
Mongols are now regarded as lands of the Hua. On the other hand, cultural 
struggles continue in Tibet and Xinjiang. Th e troubles with Taiwan and Hong 
Kong can also be traced back to a sense of the ‘natural’ cultural boundary of 
the zhong hua.

It took until the end of the nineteenth century for the European vision of 
China to become implanted in the minds of the Qing political elite. A crucial 
role was played by those in exile – whether in Japan, the West or Southeast Asia 
– looking back on their homeland with sensibilities acquired outside of it. 
Th ey were the ones who translated international ideas about a place called 
‘China’ into a place called Zhongguo. Th ey came to see their state as outsiders 
see it – as a bounded state with a defi ned territory. In order to do so they had 
to come to terms with the Western notions of nation, history, geography and, 
above all, sovereignty – to which we turn next.
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THE INVENTION OF SOVEREIGNTY
zhuquan – sovereignty

Friday 18 December 2009. Th e leaders of most of the world’s countries are 
gathered in Scandinavia’s largest conference venue, the Bella Center, on the 
southern outskirts of Copenhagen. Th ey have come to seal an international 
agreement on combating the world’s climate crisis. Th e British prime minister 
is calling it, with some hyperbole, ‘the most important conference since the 
Second World War’, but talks are not going well. His Chinese counterpart, 
Wen Jiabao, is refusing to leave his hotel, claiming some diplomatic slight. 
Instead, he has sent a deputy foreign minister, He Yafei, to the top table to 
negotiate with Gordon Brown, Barack Obama, Angela Merkel, Nicolas Sarkozy, 
Manmohan Singh and the rest. It is a calculated insult.

Developed countries have already pledged to cut their carbon emissions by 
80 per cent and to fund eff orts by developing countries to reduce theirs. Th e 
USA has off ered $100 billion. Th e EU is off ering a 30 per cent cut in emissions 
by 2020. What are the developing countries willing to give in exchange? 
Negotiations have been going on for a year but even on this, the fi nal day of 
the summit, they are deadlocked. Offi  cials and deputies spent the previous ten 
days discussing details. Th e heads of government, plus Mr He, have now been 
talking for ten hours. An audio recording, made in the translators’ booths, 
reveals what happened next. Barack Obama addressed He Yafei directly: ‘If 
there is no sense of mutuality,’ he warned, ‘it is going to be diffi  cult for us to 
ever move forward in a signifi cant way.’

Obama knew that whatever deal he struck at Copenhagen would have to 
survive extreme scrutiny back home. Any treaty would have to be ratifi ed by 
a two-thirds majority in the Senate, a test that the Kyoto Treaty had failed 
back in 1997. Why should American taxpayers’ money be sent overseas to 
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help countries that weren’t prepared to make sacrifi ces themselves? And how 
could those taxpayers know that other governments were living up to their 
sides of the bargain? As a result, the Obama administration had belatedly 
decided to include a clause in the agreement to ensure that countries’ climate 
pledges were, in the jargon, ‘measurable, reportable, and verifi able’. Th is, 
however, was too much for China. He Yafei gave the leaders a lecture on the 
history of the Industrial Revolution, blaming the rich countries for the climate 
problem. An exasperated Angela Merkel pointed out that even if all the rich 
countries cut their emissions to zero, China would still have to make cuts in 
order to prevent global temperatures from rising. It got even worse. He Yafei 
then insisted that even the rich countries’ targets be removed from the agree-
ment. Th e other leaders were mystifi ed. Th e only concession China would 
make was a vague commitment to start cutting emissions ‘as soon as possible’. 
He Yafei then demanded a recess to consult with Wen Jiabao. Th e meeting 
never reconvened. Th e other leaders assumed that that had been the plan all 
along.

In the words of Lars-Erik Liljelund, director-general of the Swedish 
Environmental Protection agency, ‘China doesn’t like numbers’.1 But it would 
be more accurate to say the Chinese government was vehemently opposed to 
internationally agreed numbers, together with a regime of inspection to verify 
those numbers. Th e only outcome the Chinese delegation was prepared to 
accept involved voluntary ‘international exchanges’ of information.2 But even 
that compromise was blocked and all the assembled leaders could do was ‘note’ 
the document. In the words of Mark Lynas, who was in the room advising 
the small island states most at risk from rising sea levels, ‘China wrecked the 
Copenhagen deal’.3 As a result, the world’s chimneys kept on belching out 
carbon and its ice sheets continued melting.

12 December 2015: six years later, almost to the day, and in another European 
capital everything is diff erent. 195 countries, plus the European Union, have 
agreed what United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon calls, ‘a monu-
mental triumph for people and our planet’. What made the diff erence? In 
short, the world’s climate change policies were watered down to take account of 
China’s concerns about sovereignty. At Copenhagen, most of the world wanted 
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internationally agreed and legally binding targets to reduce carbon emissions. 
Th ey failed to comprehend China’s objections. In the years that followed, they 
came to understand and changed their approach.

Th e key to the success of the Paris conference was ‘Nationally Determined 
Contributions’. Each country would set its own target for reducing carbon 
emissions, the process would be voluntary and there would be no enforcement 
agency to compel any government to act. China had delayed international 
agreement on climate change for six critical years in order to make sure that it 
could not be forced by an outside power to do something that it said it wanted 
to do anyway.4 It was the principle of ‘sovereignty’ that was non-negotiable.5

Sovereignty is a concept that emerged in Europe in the fourteenth century 
and became a cornerstone of Western international law. It is far from being an 
indigenous Chinese idea and yet it has become the foundation of China’s inter-
national relations. On 17 October 2017, Xi Jinping gave a three-and-a-half-
hour speech to the quinquennial congress of the Communist Party of China 
(CPC). About halfway through he unveiled the fourteen new fundamental 
principles that ‘underpin the endeavours to uphold and develop socialism with 
Chinese characteristics in the new era’. Th e thirteenth principle was declared to 
be ‘Promoting the building of a community with a shared future for mankind’.6 
Th is phrase, and its alternative translation, ‘common destiny for mankind’, 
seem empty and vague to foreigners but they have a specifi c meaning for Xi and 
the CPC. Th ey describe a future in which sovereign countries are placed at the 
centre of international relations, free from interventions into their internal 
aff airs. It is, in eff ect, an attack on the multilateral order of international organ-
isations, alliances and shared sovereignty that has attempted to manage the 
world since 1945. Beijing is chafi ng at some of the interventions and restric-
tions mandated by currently prevailing concepts of international law and seeks 
to redefi ne them. And as China becomes more infl uential, its vision of how the 
world should be reordered will become more infl uential, too.

Th e CPC’s vision of this ‘shared future’ is a legacy of the past and the 
progeny of a collision between European ideas of international law and the 
Qing Dynasty’s ideas about its place as the zhong guo, the centre of the world. 
Th is traumatic encounter, forced upon a declining empire at gunpoint, gave 
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birth to a curious hybrid, China’s sovereignty-fundamentalism, that Beijing 
sees as a template for a new world order.

Th e fi rst American to be received by a Chinese ruler arrived in Beijing on 
9 January 1795. He was Andreas Everardus van Braam Houckgeest and he was 
born Dutch as his name suggests. For fourteen years he worked for the Dutch 
East India Company (VOC) in Canton (Guangzhou) and Macao but in 1783 
he settled in Charleston, South Carolina and became a citizen of the newly 
independent country. With his knowledge of rice cultivation he established a 
plantation but it was not a success. By 1790 he was back in Asia working for 
the company again.

In 1794 the Dutch learned about the failure of a high-profi le British 
‘embassy’ to the Qing court the previous year and began to plot a way to turn 
the situation to their own commercial advantage. Th e British aristocrat George 
Macartney had been deputed by the government in London to request ‘fair 
and equitable’ trading rights from the Qianlong Emperor and invite him 
to establish diplomatic relations on an equal basis. It was a costly venture. To 
impress the emperor, Earl Macartney took with him three ships full of modern 
wonders, among them a mechanical planetarium, a new imperial carriage and 
a hot air balloon. Much has been written about Macartney’s failure. Th e 
emperor was not impressed with the earl’s refusal to kowtow before him and 
Macartney was sent away with a message for King George III. It said that 
the Celestial Empire ‘possesses all things in prolifi c abundance’ and ‘has 
no need to import the manufactures of foreigners’. Th e request for trading 
rights was not granted and the idea of equal diplomatic relations not even 
understood.7

Van Braam saw an opportunity and set about planning his own mission. 
He knew that 1795 was the sixtieth anniversary of Emperor Qianlong’s acces-
sion to the Qing throne and he worked his Canton contacts to engineer an 
invitation to the ceremonies. It took his delegation forty-seven wintry days 
to make the 2,000-kilometre journey by cart and sedan chair to Beijing. Th ey 
arrived just in time for the lunar new year celebrations.8 Unlike the British, 
they hadn’t packed their gifts properly and, in van Braam’s account, ‘Not a 
single article escaped undamaged’.9 But also unlike the British, they had arrived 
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prepared to comply with every request for imperial kowtowing. In fact they 
went even further: they pulled off  an international fraud.

Th e episode has been examined by the historian Richard J. Smith. He has 
shown how van Braam presented the Qianlong Emperor with a superbly obse-
quious message from the Dutch king, ‘[we foreigners] have all been transformed 
by China’s civilising infl uence’, it oozed. ‘Th roughout history there has never 
been a monarch with such a peerless reputation as you possess, my exalted 
emperor.’ In reply, Qianlong off ered gifts with the hope that they ‘strengthen 
your bonds of loyalty and integrity, preserving good government in your 
kingdom and making you forever worthy of my esteem’. Th e only problem with 
this diplomatic exchange was that the Dutch king didn’t actually exist: 1795 was 
the time of the Dutch Republic. However, van Braam thought modern gover-
nance was unlikely to impress the emperor, so he invented a monarch who could 
send the necessary tribute.

Th e details of these early encounters between European governments and the 
Qing court have been much argued over but one thing is clear: the Qing rulers 
did not present themselves as equal members of an international community of 
separate, sovereign states. Th eir court rituals positioned them at the pinnacle of a 
hierarchy. Th eir choice of maps made this clear. As Smith notes, the Qing had 
put away the maps the Jesuit priests had drawn for the Ming rulers in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries and commissioned new ones. Th ese depicted neigh-
bouring states and even faraway Europe and Africa as appendages sitting on the 
western margins of their realm. In 1795 the Qianlong Emperor could really 
believe that the Netherlands considered itself a tributary of his great-state.

Having fooled the emperor and his court, van Braam and his colleagues may 
have laughed to themselves as they made their uncomfortable journey home. 
From the emperor’s point of view, however, that did not matter: courtly protocol 
had been followed. Th e foreigners had submitted themselves to the emperor’s 
presence, thus confi rming that Qianlong was indeed the ruler of ‘all under heaven’ 
or, in Chinese, tianxia. His status as the emperor of the central state, the zhong 
guo, had been reinforced by the kowtow of the visitors from abroad. Th e primary 
audience of the rituals of tribute was not foreign but domestic. Th ey confi rmed 
the legitimacy of the emperor, his empire, his offi  cials and their Confucian 
ideology. As the Sinologist John Fairbank once wrote, ‘Th e ruler of China claimed 
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the mandate of Heaven to rule all mankind. If the rest of mankind did not 
acknowledge his rule, how long could he expect China to do so?’10 Tianxia had no 
formal boundaries: it was potentially universal. Th e only diff erence under tianxia 
was between cultured hua, those who accepted the emperor’s wise rule, and those 
who didn’t – the barbarian yi. In the Sinitic world, yi could elevate themselves to 
become hua if they accepted the rules of defi ned ‘Confucian’ culture and order.11

Th ere was little economic benefi t for the Qing Great-State in the rituals 
of tribute. Th e court hosted the delegations, some of which could be large, for 
several weeks and then showered them with gifts. Delegations would bring rela-
tively small amounts of tributary goods for consumption by the elite: usually 
rare commodities such as ivory, sandalwood and gems. In exchange they would 
receive much larger quantities of commercial goods which they could sell back 
home. Th e whole process was expensive and burdensome and yet the court 
found it worthwhile, in fact necessary. Th e benefi ts were both symbolic and 
political. For the ‘tributaries’ the benefi ts were more direct and pecuniary. In 
addition to the valuable gifts delegates received from the court, traders might 
accompany the embassy to sell their domestic goods and produce along the way. 
But tributaries also received an intangible reward. Just as their acknowledge-
ment of the emperor of zhong guo affi  rmed him in his role, so his recognition of 
them confi rmed their political position as well.

By contrast, Western elites perceived no benefi t from this form of relation-
ship. Th e emperor’s recognition of their tributary status meant nothing. Rather, 
it was perceived as a threat, as an attempt to impose subordinate status upon 
proudly independent states, some of whom had recently fought wars to be free 
of foreign domination back home. Th e consequences of those wars were still 
rippling around the globe and would ultimately destroy the emperor’s unworldly 
delusions of tianxia.

In 1808 Napoleon’s France invaded Spain, deposed the king and took the 
Spanish crown prince captive. Within months, Spain’s colonies in the Americas 
were ablaze. Groups of nobles and military offi  cers took over cities and declared 
independence in Venezuela, Colombia and Mexico. Fighting continued for a 
decade until, by 1825, all the continental colonies had thrown off  Spanish 
rule. Among the many casualties of the fi ghting was the integrity of the Spanish 
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American currency, the peso. Before the independence wars, the peso had an 
unsurpassed reputation for quality: it was known to be 90 per cent pure silver 
and highly prized around the world.

Chinese traders loved it, particularly the coins marked with the ‘foreign 
face’ of King Charles III or his son Charles IV. Th e bookkeepers of the English 
East India Company noted in the 1790s that Chinese merchants were prepared 
to pay more for the ‘Carolus’ coins than for actual silver bullion by almost 
9 per cent. It was portable, recognisable and there was no need to check the 
quality of the metal: the Carolus was trusted. Other coins were available, 
including French and Dutch ones, but they traded at an average 15 per cent 
discount to the Carolus. Spanish cash was king. North American traders made 
good profi ts selling silver coin to China: 2,247 tons of it were shipped across 
the Pacifi c between 1808 and 1833.

However, as the economic historian Alejandra Irigoin has shown, the wars 
for Spanish American independence severely damaged the reputation of the 
peso. To fund their fi ghting, the opposing elites adulterated their coinage. 
Worse, the Latin revolutionaries minted coins without featuring the Spanish 
king’s head. Th e size and quality of these pesos varied widely, depending on 
where they were made. Th is wasn’t just a problem for Spain and Spanish 
America. It had a major impact in China too.

Th e value of the peso began to wobble. By the 1820s the old ‘Carolus’ 
marked with the king’s head was worth up to 30 per cent more than its equiv-
alent weight in silver bullion. However, the price of the post-revolutionary 
coins went in the opposite direction: Chinese traders valued them at as much 
as 15 per cent less than bullion.12 Trust in the money weakened, making it 
harder for traders to do deals, lend or borrow. Merchants hoarded the older 
coins and boycotted the new ones. Demand for new silver coins from the 
Americas collapsed. By 1828 imports were just 15 per cent of what they had 
been only a couple of years before. And as supplies of reliable pesos fell, the 
price of silver bullion in China rose. Wars thousands of miles away in Europe 
and Latin America were having a major impact on the economy in China.

At this time, the Qing court demanded payment of taxes in silver bullion, 
not in coins. It minted copper coins and set an offi  cial exchange rate between 
them and its own standard measurement of silver: offi  cially, 1,000 copper coins 
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bought one kuping tael of silver. However, as the supply of Carolus coins dried 
up in the late 1820s, the price of a kuping tael of silver climbed towards 1,400 
copper coins. Peasants who were paid in copper found it increasingly diffi  cult 
to aff ord silver and fell behind with their taxes. Government income fell accord-
ingly. Since there was no longer a standard silver coin for long-distance trade, 
the costs of doing business also jumped and lending became more diffi  cult. 
Demand fell and unemployment rose. As the price of silver increased, so the 
prices of commodities measured in silver fell: a classic case of defl ation.

Th is shock compounded existing economic diffi  culties. Th e population of 
the Qing realm had doubled (at least) over the previous century while the area 
of land under cultivation had risen only by half. Although new crops, such as 
maize, peanuts and sweet potatoes, had been introduced from the Spanish 
Americas, the great-state began to experience food shortages. Over-intensive use 
of the land caused declines in soil fertility, increased erosion and downstream 
fl ooding. Food became more expensive, work became scarce, and corruption 
and mismanagement made things worse. Serious rebellions broke out in several 
provinces. Th e apparent stability at the court of the Qianlong Emperor masked 
increasing instability outside it. Th e emperor may have had ‘no need to import 
the manufactures of foreigners’ but millions of peasants were already going 
hungry. Th e problems were made worse by the consequences of those foreign 
manufactures, which were reducing global demand for Chinese exports of silk 
and cotton. In short, by the time that Qianlong’s grandson, the Daoguang 
Emperor, took the throne in 1820, the great-state was facing an economic crisis.

Th ere was another problem, too. Foreign traders had previously made fi ne 
profi ts from the silver trade. Because Chinese traders preferred silver pesos while 
people outside China preferred silver bullion, there was money to be made in 
arbitrage: exchanging one for the other. Th is worked well, argues Irigoin, until 
the supply of reliable coins dried up in 1828. It was only then that the arbi-
tragers turned to a diff erent commodity. In 1828, 18,000 chests of opium were 
exported to China, but by 1839 that had more than doubled to 40,000 chests.13 
‘Fast crab’ boats with both sails and oars for speedily navigating shallow coastal 
waters transferred the illicit cargo to customers onshore and to cities far inland. 
Opium had been a part of elite life, from the emperor down, for many years but 
large-scale importation during the 1830s came to be seen as a threat to society.
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In 1839 troubles with the government budget forced Daoguang to issue an 
ostensibly modest decree that, in retrospect, was an early nail in the coffi  n of 
tianxia. Tribute missions had become too expensive: regular traders were taking 
advantage of them to make profi ts at the expense of the Qing court. Th e states 
of Annam (modern-day Vietnam), Siam (modern-day Th ailand) and the Ryukyu 
islands (now the southern part of Japan) would henceforth only be allowed to 
send tribute to the court every four years instead of annually or bi-annually.14 
According to the Japanese historian Takeshi Hamashita, this had two purposes: 
to save money by reducing the amount of ‘tribute goods’ given to the visiting 
delegations and to increase tax revenue by turning tribute into trade. Merchants 
would have to pay more taxes, and that revenue would have to be remitted to the 
central government rather than creamed off  by offi  cials in the ports. Economic 
necessity had weakened the bonds that held the regional hierarchy together.

Th is was an unusual moment of clear-sightedness by the imperial court: 
a recognition of reality. Chinese, Southeast Asian and European merchants 
were already making large profi ts by ignoring the tribute formalities and 
dealing directly with local offi  cials and traders. Perhaps the most famous were 
William Jardine and James Matheson, ‘country traders’ outside the control of 
any government, who used fl oating warehouses to smuggle millions of pounds 
worth of contraband, including opium, into China to meet the demands that 
offi  cial channels were not satisfying.

In 1834 the British government had ended the (English) East India 
Company’s monopoly on trade with China, allowing the country traders a freer 
hand. Daoguang’s move was intended to bring them and their co-conspirators 
around the coast back under Beijing’s control. Th e problem for the Qing court 
was that there were plenty of people in the coastal provinces who were more 
interested in their own prosperity than the court’s tax receipts, and resisted. Th e 
battle between the centre and the coast resulted in what the American Sinologist 
James Polachek has called an oscillation ‘from harsh, xenophobic rigidity to a 
collaborationist opportunism and back’.15 Th is struggle oscillated throughout 
subsequent decades even as the international order shifted ever more against 
Beijing’s interests. Resistance led to ‘opium war’ in 1840, defeat led to concili-
ation, further resistance led to another ‘opium war’ in 1860 and defeat led to 
further conciliation and so on. By the end of the century, the Qing court would 
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have been forced to formally recognise its diminished position: it would no 
longer be the ‘central state’, the zhong guo. Th e emperor would no longer rule 
‘all under heaven’ – tianxia – but simply one sovereign state among many.

In 1844 a twenty-one-year-old student from Hefei, a city in the prosperous 
Yangtze valley, joined an examination school run by his father’s old classmate. It 
was typical of the privileged upbringing that Li Hongzhang had already enjoyed. 
His father was senior secretary of the Board of Punishments, a government offi  -
cial, and Li had enjoyed a reasonably comfortable upbringing. Th e family’s priv-
ilege was obvious from its choice of teacher for Li. He was Zeng Guofan, a rising 
star in the Qing administration. Zeng had passed the jinshi, the highest-level 
imperial examination, at the strikingly young age of twenty-seven and then been 
assigned as one of the thirty-three secretaries for the Council of State: the emper-
or’s closest advisers. As a secretary, Zeng helped to draft the imperial decrees and 
other documents that directed the great-state. A successful stint as a secretary 
generally opened the doors to higher offi  ce. However, before they could advance 
up the hierarchy, former secretaries usually had to spend time overseeing candi-
dates for the provincial examinations – which is how Zeng came to be Li’s teacher.

It was a wise choice by Li’s family. Just three years later, Li came third in the 
jinshi exam, at the even younger age of twenty-four, and was admitted to the 
Hanlin Academy, an honour reserved for the brightest candidates. Th e Academy 
was a secretariat for the imperial court but also the keeper of the offi  cial 
Confucian ideology of the Sinitic part of the great-state. Its scholars were 
expected to provide interpretations of old texts to guide the emperor and the 
court in their deliberations. Success in the jinshi required a deep knowledge of 
the classics but little else. Th ose texts were thought suffi  cient to guide an offi  cial 
in his work and an emperor in his rule. Th ere was no place for innovation and 
no appetite for new knowledge: only those who had laboured through the 
system of examinations had the right to interpret the old texts and off er advice. 
Th ese ‘scholar-offi  cials’ formed the core of the Qing state and saw themselves as 
guardians of a morally superior belief system. Th eir position in society depended 
upon their monopoly over this knowledge and they strove to maintain it. Th ey 
were suspicious of change, hostile to foreigners and profoundly uninterested in 
the outside world.
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Li Hongzhang was of similar outlook but was diff erent in one key attribute. 
He was ambitious in a very un-Confucian way. At six feet four inches tall, he 
towered over his colleagues and made an impression on everyone he met. He 
would go on to a remarkable career. Two years after he died, one of his Western 
admirers would declare that, ‘Writing the biography of Li Hung-chang [Li 
Hongzhang] is writing the history of the nineteenth century in China.’ Th e 
author, Alicia Little, a social campaigner and missionary’s wife, declared him to be 
‘the one man in China with whom foreign envoys found it possible to engage in 
reasonable discussion’, but she also noted that ‘many of his contemporaries . . . saw 
in him only the destroyer of his country’s honour’.16 It was Li’s role as an inter-
mediary between the highest levels of the Qing court and the wider world that 
would make him the key fi gure in the transition from the world of tianxia to the 
world of sovereignty. And key to this transition was Li’s relationships with several 
leading Americans, including a former president and an ex-secretary of state.

Li began his studies under Zeng just a few years after the Qing realm’s fi rst 
bloody encounter with British naval fi repower. Defeat in the ‘First Opium 
War’ had led to the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing in August 1842. Th e Qing 
agreed to open four more ports for British trade in addition to Guangzhou 
(Canton). Th ey were also forced to cede the island of Hong Kong to Britain in 
perpetuity and to pay 21 million ‘dollars’ (actually Carolus pesos) in compen-
sation for opium destroyed by the Guangzhou authorities and the costs of the 
fi ghting. (Th e British, of course, provided no compensation for the approxi-
mately 20,000 people killed during the war or the thousands of others wounded 
or brutalised.) Most importantly for China’s future relations with the world, 
the Qing agreed that trade would be ‘free’ – on commercial lines rather than as 
tribute; that British offi  cials would have the right to reside in the treaty ports 
and communicate directly with local offi  cials; and that British citizens would 
not be subject to what they regarded as the Qing’s barbarous laws. Later that 
year, in its fi rst act of ‘jackal diplomacy’, the United States demanded for 
free the same rights that the British had just fought for. After initial refusal, in 
1843 the emperor granted that the concessions would apply to all foreigners 
equally.17 Neither Zeng nor Li played any role in the First Opium War but its 
legacy would defi ne the rest of their lives. New, foreign ideas would provoke 
sedition at home and secession abroad. Repeated crises would force Qing 
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offi  cials to turn to foreigners for help. Zeng would rise to hero status and Li 
would rise on his coat-tails, only to be denounced in his dotage as a traitor.

In early 1851 a far more serious threat to Qing rule than the Royal Navy 
appeared in southwestern China, prompted by the worsening economic situa-
tion and increasing food shortages. A rebel group espousing a mixture of 
Christian theology, socialistic utopianism and hatred of the ethnic-Manchu 
elite declared itself to be the ‘Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace’, the Taiping 
Tianguo – better known as the Taipings. By March 1853 the Taipings had 
captured the city of Nanjing just down the Yangtze valley from Li’s home in 
Hefei: its 40,000 Manchu inhabitants were massacred. Nanjing became the 
Taipings’ capital for the next eleven years. In January 1854 they captured Hefei 
itself.18 Zeng Guofan’s brother was killed in an unsuccessful attempt to recap-
ture the city in 1858. By 1860 all or part of fi ve provinces along the Yangtze 
and its tributaries were under Taiping control.

At the same time as fi ghting for its life against the Taipings, the Qing court 
was also being pressed by the British and French governments, with the tacit 
support of the United States, to grant more concessions to free trade. Violations 
of the Treaty of Nanjing led to renewed confrontations and the shelling of the 
port cities of Guangzhou and then Tianjin, the gateway to Beijing. In June 
1858, under pressure from Western weapons, offi  cials in Tianjin signed new 
treaties with their attackers granting them access to more ports, the right to 
navigate along the Yangtze River and the right to travel, trade and to preach 
Christianity throughout the country. Just as signifi cantly, the treaties also 
allowed foreign governments to establish legations in Beijing. Th e foreigners 
wanted to be treated as sovereign equals, not tributaries.

Critically, however, the offi  cials in Tianjin did not regard the treaties as 
solemn and permanent commitments. One of the signatories, an ethnic Manchu 
known as Guiliang, wrote a memorial to the emperor in which he stated, baldly, 
‘Th e treaties of peace with Britain and France cannot be taken as real. Th ese few 
sheets of paper are simply a means to get troops and warships to leave the 
coast.’19 Th at clearly was not how the British and French saw them. Two years 
later, the treaties had still not been ratifi ed by the Qing court so, in 1860, an 
Anglo-French expeditionary force set sail from Hong Kong to compel it to do 
so. It would be the fi nal act of the ‘Second Opium War’.
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Th e invaders pushed past the Qing defences on the Hai River and sailed on 
towards Beijing. Th ey blocked rice shipments to the capital and appeared ready 
to sack the city. Th e Xianfeng Emperor (the son of Daoguang, who had died 
in 1850) fl ed Beijing, leaving his half-brother Yixin to deal with the British 
and French. Faced with the twin threat of Taipings and Europeans, the Qing 
agreed to a deal off ered by a Russian envoy, Nikolay Pavlovich Ignatiev. He 
promised to mediate with the British and French, provided the Qing agreed to 
Russia’s demands. In fact, Ignatiev had no leverage with London or Paris at all, 
but the Qing signed away the rights to 130,000 square miles of the most fertile 
part of Siberia regardless.20 Just as signifi cantly for the great-state’s future 
foreign relations, on 24 October 1860 Yixin signed the Convention of Beijing 
with the British and the following day a similar document with the French.

Under the Convention, the Qing conceded to Britain approximately twenty 
square miles of territory on Kowloon Peninsula, opposite Hong Kong island. It 
also opened the port of Tianjin to foreign trade. More importantly the court 
conceded the right of foreigners to permanent diplomatic residence in Beijing: 
they would no longer need to endure lengthy journeys by cart from Guangzhou 
to Beijing. Th e Europeans did not see themselves as representatives of tributary 
states but as equals in an international system, but the Qing could still neither 
understand nor accept this arrangement. Th eir outlook was still that of tianxia, 
with the emperor standing as the rightful ruler of ‘all under heaven’. Th e struggle 
between these two world-views would defi ne the fi nal half-century of Qing rule 
and Li Hongzhang would be the key player in the story.

Th e street rings with misery. A middle-aged woman sits on the kerb, howling. 
Her cries cut through the bustle of modern Beijing, but no one comes to her aid. 
Th ere are plenty of people around who could help but none who wish to. A little 
further along the alley, a young woman sits on a camping stool holding up a long 
text on a large piece of paper for all to see. She is surrounded by tough-looking 
men, all haranguing her and jabbing their fi ngers in condemnation. Her sole 
defender is a peasant woman in a wheelchair, shouting back at the toughs. It is 
hard to tell if they are gangsters or plain-clothes security. Perhaps they are both.

Th e cause of all this woe lies further down Dongtangzi Hutong: a low 
building almost hidden behind a tall grey wall. An old tiled roof is all that can 
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be seen from the street. Number 49 is the offi  cial complaints offi  ce for China’s 
Ministry of Public Security. Th is is where contemporary Chinese citizens come 
to seek redress for abuses committed by the police. Th e chances of success must 
be minimal and yet there is a small queue outside the offi  ce on this September 
afternoon, lining up beneath a stone plaque set into the wall, the text of which 
reveals the history of this palace of unhappiness.

It seems hard to believe now but this building was once the focus of inter-
national life in Beijing. In the second half of the nineteenth century it was 
home to the Zongli Yamen, the very fi rst ‘foreign ministry’ created to manage 
relations with the barbarians who came from the sea. Th ese days it is dwarfed 
by its surroundings: overshadowed by the ‘Legendale Hotel’, built in the style 
of a fascist’s birthday cake, and a Qing-era-styled shopping mall called Jinbao 
Place. Around the corner is another faux-Qing palace: the Beijing clubhouse 
of the Hong Kong Jockey Club. While the nouveau riche are ferried to and 
from these palaces of luxury, a tableau of grief plays out in the alleyway behind. 
History does not repeat itself but it surely rhymes.

Th e Zongli Yamen was established on 13 January 1861, an act forced upon 
the Qing court as a consequence of the Second Opium War.21 Th e European 
powers had demanded payment of 8 million taels of silver to be paid in instal-
ments from the customs revenue at the treaty ports.22 (Th e British and French 
had no qualms about demanding that the Qing pay for the invasion of their 
own country.) Th e three court offi  cials who had negotiated and signed the 
Convention of Beijing suggested the emperor establish a new arm of the court 
to oversee its implementation. Th ey did not see it as a permanent arrangement, 
however. In their memorial to the court, they wrote, ‘As soon as the military 
campaigns [against the Taipings and other rebels] and the aff airs of the various 
countries are simplifi ed, the new offi  ce will be abolished and its functions will 
again revert to the Grand Council for management so as to accord with the old 
system.’

All three offi  cials were senior Manchus: Yixin, who is better known by his 
Chinese name Gong; Hada Guwalgiya (known in Chinese as Guiliang) – Yixin’s 
ageing father-in-law and the offi  cial who had been so dismissive of the Treaty of 
Tianjin in 1858; and Suwan Guwalgiya (known in Chinese as Wenxiang).23 
Yixin/Gong called for the new body to be named the ‘offi  ce to manage aff airs of 
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the various countries’ but he faced continuing resistance from conservative 
scholar-offi  cials in the court who refused to acknowledge the new reality. Th ey 
wanted to downgrade the importance of the new body and decreed it should be 
called the ‘offi  ce to manage the commercial aff airs of the various countries’ – in 
eff ect denying its diplomatic role. Prince Gong lobbied to get this changed but 
only half-succeeded. As a result the offi  ce became generally known by the bland-
sounding title of the ‘Offi  ce of General Management’, or, in Chinese, the Zongli 
Yamen. Th e mismatch of expectations was clear, since the British diplomats who 
had contact with the Yamen immediately referred to it as the ‘Foreign Offi  ce’. 
Th e Qing were determined to make them feel subordinate by adding injury to 
insult. Th e offi  ce was located in a backstreet far from the imperial court – in the 
former offi  ce of the ‘Department of Iron Coinage’ in the Dongtangzi Hutong. 
Th e Yamen’s fi rst foreign visitors would describe it as ‘small and inconvenient’ 
and ‘dirty, cheerless and barren’.24 Modern visitors to the woe-fi lled site might 
still agree.

Gong, Wenxiang and Guiliang hoped to contain the European threat by 
making the Zongli Yamen the only channel through which foreign govern-
ments could communicate with the court. However, it wasn’t just diplomatic 
requests that were channelled through the Zongli Yamen. Th e offi  ce also became 
a portal through which the late Qing elite encountered the wider world. In one 
of its earliest acts, the Zongli Yamen opened the college for translators, the 
Tongwen Guan, in 1862. Th e college hired foreign teachers and then began to 
translate books and ideas into Chinese. Among them were treatises on what 
Westerners called ‘international law’. Th e concept was utterly alien to the three 
Manchus who had encountered it at the wrong end of Anglo-French canons in 
1860, but they swiftly realised its importance to their attackers. Th ey wished 
to know more about it.

When the Xianfeng Emperor died in August 1861, Prince Gong helped 
organise a coup that, in eff ect, handed power to Xianfeng’s consort, the Empress 
Cixi. Her son, then just fi ve years old, offi  cially became the Tongzhi Emperor 
but there was no doubt who was really in charge. Cixi ruled from behind the 
scenes, as she would for the next half-century. Gong’s success put his reforming 
clique in a powerful position at court but the conservatives had strength in 
depth. Th ere were armies of scholar-offi  cials in positions of authority across the 



50

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

country, all dependent on their continuing monopoly over classical teaching for 
their income and infl uence.

While all this was going on in Beijing, a far bloodier struggle was reaching 
its denouement around Shanghai. No one has been able to count the number 
of people who died as a result of the Taiping civil war but the best guesses are 
at least 20 million – something like a thousand times more than died in the 
Opium Wars. Unable to provide suffi  cient military support themselves, the 
Qing court in Beijing had authorised provincial leaders like Zeng Guofan to 
create their own armies to fi ght the rebels. Zeng and his colleagues used their 
offi  cial positions and unoffi  cial networks to gather the money to raise and 
equip military units. Th ese new provincial armies did win some victories but 
they failed to stop the Taipings. As the rebels advanced towards the treaty port 
of Shanghai, the city’s panicked elite turned to foreigners for help. In addition 
to the 3,000 British, Indian and French troops already garrisoned in the city 
under the treaty port system, they recruited a further 3,000 Chinese under 
the command of foreign mercenaries to form what became known as the ‘Ever 
Victorious Army’. Th en, in late 1861, Zeng ordered Li Hongzhang to recruit 
a new army from his home province of Anhwei (now known as Anhui) and 
head to Shanghai.25

In April 1862 Li’s world changed. He and his ‘Anhwei Army’ boarded a 
small fl otilla of British steamships hired by the merchants of Shanghai and 
headed to the city. Th ere he encountered Western modernisation for the fi rst 
time. Li watched European weaponry and military discipline shatter the rebels. 
We know from his diaries and letters that he almost immediately resolved to 
bring the same kind of strength to his own society. But he was still a ‘scholar-
offi  cial’ at heart: he was not interested in becoming ‘Western’. On 23 April 
1862 he wrote to tell Zeng that he would keep his troops separate from the 
Europeans and ‘strive for self-strengthening and not mix with foreigners’.

Li had probably learned the phrase ‘self-strengthening’ from Zeng himself. 
Th e previous year Zeng had been lobbied by a reform-minded scholar-offi  cial 
turned military commander called Feng Guifen. Feng was distressed by his 
country’s humiliation at the hands of foreigners and wrote a collection of essays, 
in which he argued, ‘We have only one thing to learn from the barbarians: solid 
ships and eff ective guns.’26 Th ese were the ideas that would guide what became 
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known as the ‘self-strengthening movement’ pioneered by Feng, Zeng and Li – 
learning the foreigners’ techniques while remaining aloof from their ideas.

Two days after writing that letter to Zeng, Li was made acting governor of 
Jiangsu province, which included Shanghai. By August of 1862 he had become 
alarmed by the discovery that Chinese merchants in the treaty port area of the 
city preferred being ruled by foreigners than by their own government. In a 
letter to another leading self-strengthener, Zuo Zongtang (better known as 
General Tso, of chicken fame), he wrote, ‘Th e hearts of the offi  cials and the 
people have long since gone over to the foreigners’.27 Li’s resentment of the 
foreigners’ power, and his desire to master the tools of that power, only grew 
during the two further years it took to crush the Taipings.

In March 1863 Li was appointed as acting trade commissioner for the 
southern ports. Th is was a job that the imperial court had created at the same 
time as Zongli Yamen, and its function was similar: to manage the foreigners. 
Th e two trade commissioners, one for the southern treaty ports and the other 
for the northern, were expected to be the court’s ‘barbarian handlers’, policing 
the privileges grudgingly conceded under force of Western weaponry. Li became 
convinced that, despite their claims to be only interested in commerce, the 
foreigners were determined to grab more territory. Later that year he warned a 
friend, ‘the long-range trouble is the Western people. Great as Huaxia is, she 
has been so weakened and has come to this pass.’28

But Li was also frustrated by the attitudes of his peers. In spring 1864 he 
wrote directly to the Zongli Yamen, complaining that his fellow scholar-offi  cials 
were ‘immersed in the time-honoured practice of essay-writing and of doing 
calligraphy in small and regular characters’ rather than addressing the real 
issues of the day. Th e court needed to take the lead in ordering them to study 
new technology. Following the ideas of Feng Guifen, he told them the priority 
was to ‘learn the Westerners’ methods without having always to use their men’. 
Prince Gong was sympathetic and passed the letter to the throne but no action 
was taken.

A few months later, on 19 July 1864, the Taipings’ rebel capital, Nanjing, 
fi nally fell to Zeng’s provincial army. It was an extraordinarily brutal fi ght. 
Zeng’s poorly paid army was let off  the leash. As many as 100,000 people may 
have been killed, most of them after the surrender. Children and the elderly 
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were slaughtered, women taken as booty, the city looted and whole districts 
razed to the ground.29 In Zeng’s world-view, there need be little sympathy for 
those who had up-ended centuries of correct Confucian behaviour.

With the Taiping threat gone, the central government could at last turn to 
the problem of rehabilitating a shattered society and addressing the challenge 
posed by the Westerners. Th e three decades, from 1864 until the war with 
Japan in 1894, would be the era of self-strengthening. A modernising elite, 
comprising people like Zeng, Li, Feng and their supporters in the capital, 
would work with the foreigners to create machine shops, a modern navy and a 
professional military into which much hope and prestige was invested. All of it 
would be dashed.

Th e self-strengtheners had seized the initiative after the Second Opium War, 
the 1861 coup and their success against the Taipings but in Beijing they faced 
entrenched opposition. Th e formation of the Zongli Yamen and its college, the 
Tongwen Guan, had been grudgingly approved but the institutions were barely 
functioning. Th e college was intended to teach a generation of interpreters 
who could interact with the British and French. Its Qing sponsors had origi-
nally wanted to keep the Westerners at arm’s length but, after a few months, 
came to the conclusion that, ‘since there are no Chinese possessing a thorough 
knowledge of foreign languages . . . we could not avoid seeking suitable persons 
among foreigners’.30 (It’s worth noting that ‘foreign’ here means ‘European’, 
since the Qing did have translators for the various languages spoken within 
their great-state.)

Th e fi rst two language teachers hired by the college were British mission-
aries who were more interested in setting up a mission school to preach 
Christianity in Beijing than in training offi  cial interpreters. Both had learned 
Chinese in other parts of the country, neither spoke the Mandarin dialect and 
both resigned after a year. Th e quality of the students made things worse. By 
and large they were the least promising candidates, since the more ambitious 
ones wanted to concentrate on learning the traditional classics in order to 
advance through the Qing bureaucracy.31

Th ings began to change when the new inspector-general of the Imperial 
Chinese Maritime Customs Service, Robert Hart, began to take an interest. 
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He was in charge of the organisation that delivered the money from import 
tariff s to the Zongli Yamen – in part to pay the British and French ‘compensa-
tion’ for the recent war, in part to pay for the court’s expenses. Although it was 
part of the Qing bureaucracy, the Customs Service was actually managed by 
foreigners – Britons, Frenchmen, Americans and Prussians – and produced 
considerable income. Hart, therefore, had a budget as well as an incentive to 
improve the quality of the offi  cials he was dealing with. His personal manner 
seems to have been extraordinarily well suited to the job and the Northern 
Irishman built an easy rapport with his counterparts in the Zongli Yamen.

Early on, Hart had decided that Qing offi  cials needed to know more about 
Western international law. According to his diary, on 15 July 1863 he began 
to translate the fi rst English-language treatise on the subject: ‘Elements of 
International Law’ by the American lawyer and diplomat Henry Wheaton. At 
the end of that month he presented a few sections to the Zongli Yamen. Th ey 
concerned the rights of diplomatic legations in foreign capitals – perhaps the 
most pressing issue of the moment for the Western powers. Th e historian 
Richard J. Smith has examined Hart’s diaries and discovered that throughout 
the summer of 1863 he continued to translate sections of Wheaton and hand 
them over to the Yamen.32 At this time, Prince Gong, by his own account, was 
under the impression that the foreigners might want to keep their precious text 
secret. Hart, however, was extremely keen to share it.

He wasn’t the only one. Th at year France had begun to force its way into what 
Beijing regarded as one of its tributary states: Annam (modern-day Vietnam). 
On 14 April 1863 French forces coerced the Vietnamese emperor into signing 
the fi rst Treaty of Hue, which ceded part of his country to France. Th is prompted 
an enquiry from the Zongli Yamen to Anson Burlingame, the American minister 
in Beijing, about a guide to this kind of treaty. According to the American 
linguistic historian Lydia Liu, Burlingame recommended Wheaton. He discov-
ered that an American missionary, William A. P. Martin, had also been working 
on a translation with the assistance of four Chinese Christians.33 Martin was 
already well known to American diplomats: he had been the translator for the 
US delegation at the negotiations for the Treaty of Tianjin in 1858. In fact, 
Martin’s copy of Wheaton’s book had been given to him by the American dele-
gate there: William B. Reed. By his own account, Martin saw the translation of 
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international law as an extension of his missionary vocation, ‘a work that might 
bring this atheistic government to the recognition of God and his eternal justice’, 
as he later put it.34

Martin faced more than the usual diffi  culties of linguistic translation. He was, 
in eff ect, trying to make one world-view intelligible to people from an entirely 
diff erent one. He had to create new words to bridge the gap. ‘Th ese words and 
expressions may seem odd and unwieldy,’ he wrote in the preface to a later book, 
‘. . . [but] you will come to realize that the translators have really made the best 
of necessity.’35 It was Martin who introduced the idea of ‘sovereignty’ to Qing 
offi  cials but he had to do so by repurposing an old word with a diff erent meaning. 
Th rough Martin’s translation, the Chinese word for ‘sovereignty’ became 
zhuquan. Th e word does have ancient roots – it appears in a seventh-century bce 
text, the Guanzi – but it had a diff erent meaning there. As William Callahan has 
noted, back then zhu did not mean state but ‘ruler’, ‘master’ or even ‘owner’. 
Martin chose the character quan to mean ‘rights’ but historically it meant ‘power’, 
with the implication that this power might be arbitrary or opportunistic. Th e 
literal meaning of zhuquan, therefore, can be both ‘the legitimate power of the 
state’ and also ‘the arbitrary power of the ruler’. In the Guanzi, the word was 
used in the context of a warning: ‘If you exercise too much zhuquan, you will 
fail.’36 Th is manufactured equivalence between the Western concepts of ‘sover-
eignty’ and the diff erent meanings embodied in the Chinese zhuquan helps to 
explain some of China’s contemporary ‘sovereignty fundamentalism’. If modern 
Chinese use the term with the implicit meaning of ‘the authority of the ruler’, 
then sovereignty can only be absolute, not relative. What ruler would want their 
authority diminished? From that diff erence emerges a diff erent framework of 
international relations: the ‘community of common destiny’.

In October 1863, after months of wrangling with the diffi  culties of trans-
lating one world-view into another, Martin fi nally went to present the fi nished 
result to the ‘small and inconvenient’ offi  ce of the Zongli Yamen in Dongtangzi 
Hutong. Martin was a friend of Hart and it was an easy matter to eff ect an 
introduction at the Yamen. Th ere they handed over four volumes of translated 
Wheaton to Gong, Wenxiang and their colleagues.

Gong was certainly interested in Wheaton’s work but conservatives in the 
court were not. Th e translation might never have been published at all were it 
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not for the Schleswig-Holstein Question. In the spring of 1864 the confl ict 
between Denmark and Prussia over the ownership of those two northern 
European provinces spread to the port of Tianjin. Th e new Prussian ambas-
sador arrived there on a warship and promptly took captive three Danish 
merchant ships. Gong used his newly acquired knowledge of Wheaton’s text 
to argue that such an act inside another country’s territorial waters was illegal. 
He was impressed to see the Prussians acknowledge this, release the ships and 
even pay compensation to the Danes.37 In the aftermath of that incident, on 
30 August 1864, Gong wrote a memorial to the court, arguing that it showed 
the utility of this mysterious book and made the point that it contained ‘laws 
which can, to a considerable extent, control the foreign consuls and this is 
certainly a useful thing’.

But even though Gong was interested in using Wheaton’s book as a tool to 
manage the foreigners, he saw no reason why it should govern his own court’s 
behaviour. In a letter, he assured the emperor that Wheaton’s arguments would 
have no eff ect on the great-state. ‘Your ministers forestalled [Martin’s] attempt 
to get us to follow the book by telling him at once that China has her own 
laws and institutions and that it is inconvenient to follow foreign books,’ he 
explained. Gong then concluded his note by informing the court that he had 
approved a budget of 500 silver taels to edit and publish Martin’s work.38 Martin 
had asked Gong to provide a preface to the translation but he declined. It 
would seem that Gong did not wish to be so publicly associated with foreign 
ideas. Th e Zongli Yamen didn’t even publish the book. As the Swedish Sinologist 
Rune Svarverud has noted, that was done, in 1864, through a publishing house 
attached to a missionary school established in Beijing by Martin himself.39

Th e following year, Martin was appointed as an English teacher at the 
Tongwen Guan and in 1867 he was made professor of international law there. 
It was from this period onwards that the college became an engine of intellec-
tual transformation among receptive sections of the Qing elite. Th ey were, 
however, very much in the minority. Th ere was determined resistance to Gong’s 
eff orts, and those of the other self-strengtheners, from within the ranks of the 
scholar-offi  cials.

Th e chief conservative was the eminent fi gure of Wo Ren (sometimes 
written Wojen). Wo Ren was an ethnic Mongol who had risen through the 
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examination system to simultaneously hold some of the most important offi  ces 
of the great-state. Wo had cultivated a public image as an upright and abste-
mious man who urged strict conformity with the Confucian classics. One 
satirical story has him forming a ‘Bran Eating Society’ to avoid the pleasures of 
white fl our. But high offi  ces also brought high rewards and there were rumours 
that Wo Ren was a hypocrite who secretly enjoyed fi ne foods and even the 
smoking of opium. He was kept at arm’s length by the Xianfeng Emperor – 
who even posted Wo to faraway Turkestan for a time. However, after the 
emperor’s death in 1861 and Cixi’s subsequent coup he rapidly acquired high 
positions. By 1866 he was not only a grand secretary, supervising the Board of 
Revenue, but also president of the Censorate, president of the Board of Works, 
chancellor of the Hanlin Academy and tutor to the child emperor.40

Th e clash between Gong and Wo Ren crystallised in March 1867 over 
whether junior offi  cials and scholars at the Hanlin Academy should be encour-
aged to study the new subjects of mathematics and astronomy at the Tongwen 
Guan. Wo was opposed on the grounds that ‘the basic need of the state is 
people’s morals not technical skill’.41 He also argued that the college should 
not be employing foreigners: Confucian integrity must remain supreme. Th e 
throne dismissed Wo’s arguments and to drive home their displeasure, appointed 
Wo to the board of the Zongli Yamen so that he could learn more about foreign 
aff airs. He begged to be excused, saying he was by nature a conservative and 
unprepared for the role. He claimed ill health and then, on the day he was due 
to take up his post, apparently fell from his horse, injuring his foot. Wo then 
resigned all of his offi  cial posts except tutor to the young emperor and disap-
peared from public life.

Nonetheless, Wo’s sacrifi ce resulted in a signifi cant victory for the ‘neo-
Confucianists’. As the Hong Kong-born historian David Pong has observed, 
Empress Cixi may have supported Gong against Wo and the Zongli Yamen 
against its conservative critics but she was not prepared to challenge the scholar-
offi  cials directly. Th e idea of requiring offi  cials to study at the Tongwen Guan 
died a quiet death. Th e Zongli Yamen would later report that, ‘ever since Wo 
Ren raised his objection, the scholar-offi  cials have been gathering in groups 
and conspiring to obstruct [the Tongwen Guan]. . . . As a result no one came to 
the Yamen to take the entrance exam.’ Th e court had made a choice in favour 
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of Confucian orthodoxy and against learning about the wider world. Although 
these arguments had revolved around the study of ‘Western aff airs’ – yang 
wu – they were also implicit rejections of any moves towards changing the 
underlying world-view of the court. Th e foreigners may have forced their way 
into the Qing realm and extracted concessions about trade but their way of 
looking at the world was still to be kept at arm’s length: managed through the 
Zongli Yamen.

Th is is confi rmed by the court’s own correspondence. Th e treaties signed 
at Tianjin in 1858 contained clauses allowing either side to demand a revision 
after ten years. As that date approached in late 1867, Yixin/Gong authored an 
imperial edict to the most senior provincial offi  cials in the country who had some 
experience of dealing with foreigners. He wanted their advice: what did they 
expect the foreigners to demand and how should the court respond? Seventeen 
offi  cials replied, including Li Hongzhang, Zeng Guofan and Zuo Zongtang. 
Th is secret exchange tells us a great deal about the court’s view of the world. What 
is most remarkable is how poorly these offi  cials understood the changes taking 
place around them. Th e essential basis of the imperial world-view remained the 
same: the Qing state was zhong guo, centre-of-the-world, and remained culturally 
and morally superior to the barbarians. In the acid judgement of the American 
historian of China, Knight Biggerstaff , ‘One is struck by their ignorance and 
blindness’. Only Li, Zeng and Zuo ‘demonstrated any real understanding of 
the grave problems which their country faced in dealing with these aggressive 
Western powers’.42 But how could they? In the words of the Canadian historian 
John Cranmer-Byng, ‘China was being forced by circumstances and her own 
weakness into an international system in which the Chinese did not believe 
because, in their view, this system had no moral justifi cation.’43

As it turned out, the aggressive Westerners did not demand any revisions of the 
1858 treaties. In general, the 1860s were a period of cooperation between the 
Western powers and the Qing. Th e Europeans and Americans were enjoying 
their forcibly acquired trading rights and the self-strengtheners were trying to 
rebuild the great-state’s war-shattered defences with the foreigners’ technology. 
Th e treaty ports were little bridgeheads of modernity, but the ‘neo-Confucianists’ 
were holding the line everywhere else. Th e two world-views existed side by side.
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Th e presence of foreign banks in the treaty ports (combined with the return 
of political stability in Latin America) had another impact. From about 1853 
reliable Mexican silver coins began to fl ow into the Qing economy once again. 
Th e economic problems of converting between copper coins and silver began 
to ease. At the same time, people unearthed savings of silver that they had 
hoarded and buried during the Taiping Rebellion. As the peso supply resumed, 
the economy recovered. And as silver became more available, Western merchants 
moved away from trading opium. Instead, home-grown supplies of the drug 
rocketed. By the end of the 1860s more opium was grown domestically than 
imported.44

Th e years of grudging co-existence did not last beyond the decade. On 
21 June 1870 rumours about Catholic orphanages kidnapping children, 
combined with the hasty overreaction of a French consul, resulted in the Tianjin 
Massacre in which around sixty Christians, both Chinese and foreign, were 
killed. Th e Europeans demanded recompense. As French warships approached 
the city, the court gave Li Hongzhang the job of managing the crisis. He was 
appointed governor-general of Zhili, the province that included Tianjin. Some 
alleged rioters were executed, a mission of apology was despatched to France 
and the hysteria abated. Within three months of taking on the Zhili role, Li was 
also made superintendent of the Northern Ports and promoted to ‘imperial 
commissioner’, or qinchai.45

Th is made Li one of the most powerful offi  cials in the country. As well as 
Tianjin, Zhili included all the land surrounding Beijing, and as superintendent 
of the Northern Ports, Li was responsible for all dealings with foreigners in the 
treaty ports north of Shanghai. For the following quarter-century, if you were 
a Westerner and wanted to get to Beijing, whether geographically or politically, 
you had to go through Li’s territory. And one Westerner who did get through 
would have a profound eff ect on both Li and, through Li, on China’s relations 
with the wider world.

William N. Pethick had fought in the fi nal stages of the American Civil 
War. At the same time as the Taipings were being vanquished in Nanjing in 
1864, he joined the 25th New York Cavalry as a private. He fought through the 
Shenandoah Valley under General Sheridan until his regiment was mustered 
out in June 1865. He must have sought further adventure for, later that year, at 
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the age of just nineteen, he departed for China. One account says he received a 
letter of introduction from President Lincoln to the American ‘ambassador’ in 
Beijing, Anson Burlingame.46 Another says Pethick initially worked for a British 
trading house. Whichever is correct, Pethick then went travelling. He reputedly 
roamed for two years, covered thousands of miles, learned diff erent dialects 
of Chinese and immersed himself in local cultures. On his return to Beijing, 
Li apparently requested a meeting with Pethick.47

Th e two men would remain friends until they died, within days of each 
other, in 1901. In 1872 Pethick was appointed the American consul in Tianjin 
and around the same time he also joined Li’s personal staff .48 By November 
1874 Robert Hart of the Maritime Customs Service was describing him as 
‘one of Li’s most useful and trusted employees’.49 Th is double role made him 
the ideal intermediary between the United States and Li and, through Li, the 
Qing court. While most of his time was spent dealing with commercial oppor-
tunities and trade disputes, Pethick also found himself at the centre of China’s 
foreign relations. Th rough Pethick, Li would involve the United States in four 
international crises over the following twenty years. Each American interven-
tion would chip away at the Qing’s position at the centre of tianxia and oblige 
it to accept, at least in external form, the rules of sovereignty and Western 
international law. Th is was not a deliberate strategy on the part of Pethick 
personally or Washington as a whole, it was simply a consequence of the way 
that Americans saw the world.

In the 1870s Li, as a Confucian scholar and Qing offi  cial, would have 
accepted as natural a world-view that pictured the emperor in Beijing at the 
centre of a regional order with power over offi  cials, subjects and tributary states 
radiating away from him in all directions. In theory six states still paid regular 
tribute to him: Annam (Vietnam), Choson (Korea), Nanzhang (Laos), Liuquiu 
(the Ryukyu Islands), Xianluo (Siam/Th ailand) and Miandian (Burma/
Myanmar). A few others did so less regularly (the very last tribute mission 
came from Nepal as late as 1908). Ties, though, had been weakening for some 
time as a result of the Qing’s economic and then political crises. Nonetheless, 
the ‘tribute system’, or rather the idea of tianxia upon which it was based, 
remained the offi  cial ideology of the state. It underpinned the emperor’s right 
to rule. Even the disastrous Macartney embassy of 1793 had been recorded as 
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‘tribute’ from England by the court administrators, even though that contra-
dicted the whole point of the expedition.50 In the words of John Cranmer-
Byng, ‘Th e breakdown of China’s traditional world-system took place faster 
than the erosion of the assumptions on which the order itself was based.’51 Th e 
Qing elite simply could not comprehend what was happening.

Th eir world was slipping away nonetheless. During the Taiping Rebellion, 
Siam and Laos had simply stopped sending tribute: the last missions from each 
were received in 1853. Chinese and Southeast Asian merchants had found they 
could make more money by simply trading between Southeast Asia and the new 
treaty ports. In 1862, once the Taiping revolt had been crushed, the Qing author-
ities tried to restore the old relationship. Th e governor-general of Guangdong 
petitioned the Siamese government to resume tribute missions. Th e request was 
ignored.52 Siam had left the tributary system.53 Laos had gone too.

Th e next to fall was the Ryukyan kingdom. In March 1879 Japan annexed 
the Ryukyus, the chain of islands stretching between Japan and Taiwan. Th e 
Ryukyan elite was furious. For around 250 years, with direct trade between the 
Qing Great-State and Japan banned, they had played the middleman and 
enjoyed the profi ts. Th e Japanese had greater infl uence in the kingdom but 
they encouraged the Ryukyans to continue to off er tribute to Beijing to keep 
the commerce fl owing. Th e Ryukyans had done so until the Guangxu Emperor 
ascended to the throne in April 1875.54 Th e following month, the Japanese 
government ordered tribute missions to cease, much to the displeasure of the 
Ryukyans who repeatedly petitioned the Qing authorities for assistance. No 
help came. Th e islands’ rulers were about to leave the world of tianxia and 
enter the world of ‘sovereignty’.

William Martin’s Chinese translation of Wheaton’s law book had been 
translated into kanbun characters for Japanese readers within a year of its 1864 
publication in Beijing. Th e Japanese saw its value immediately and around 
twenty diff erent editions were published over the following twenty years, 
including a full Japanese translation in 1876.55 In complete contrast to the 
suspicions it aroused among senior Qing offi  cials, the text was wholeheartedly 
welcomed and adopted in Tokyo. Its fundamental message, that states were by 
right sovereign and independent, fi tted the new ideas circulating in Japan about 
its proper regional status. Th ese ideas had emerged following the country’s 
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forced opening by the US Navy in the 1850s. Th ere was now an aggressive 
faction in Japanese politics looking to learn from the Europeans and, like them, 
acquire an empire. Th ey began to covet the lands around them and their fi rst 
move was into the Ryukyus. Th e expansionists had learned from Wheaton and 
turned his arguments to their advantage.

Th e Japanese annexation was a fait accompli; the Ryukyan king was spirited 
into exile and his kingdom absorbed into Japan. Th e Qing court had to decide 
how to respond. Having the Ryukyus as a tributary state brought no fi nancial 
gain. In May 1878 Li had said as much in a letter to the Qing ambassador to 
Tokyo, He Ruzhang.56 Th e relationship’s importance lay in its symbolism. Th e 
annexation was a violation of the regional order and an insult to the emperor. 
Moreover, the deposed king of the Ryukyus had directly appealed for assistance. 
If the traditional order was going to be preserved, Beijing would be obliged to 
come to his aid. Th ere were also now questions of realpolitik. After nearly four 
decades of Western interference, the top Qing offi  cials believed that ceding the 
islands was likely to invite further aggression.

Li and Gong debated their reaction. Li felt the islands weren’t worth fi ghting 
for, and opted for diplomacy and the deployment of international law. Th e fi rst 
article of a treaty that Li had personally negotiated and signed with the Japanese 
government in 1871 stated, ‘In all that regards the territorial possessions of 
either country, the two Governments shall treat each the other with proper 
courtesy, without the slightest infringement or encroachment on either side.’57 
In Li’s view, Japan had violated the treaty and he instructed Ambassador He to 
write a letter of protest. Ambassador He’s letter, however, was so imperious in 
its language, so imbued with the old order, that the Japanese refused to discuss 
the matter any further.

But then William Pethick had an idea. His former military commander, 
now the former president, Ulysses S. Grant, was making a grand tour of the 
globe after eight years in the White House. On 6 May 1879 Grant docked at 
Guangzhou (Canton) before heading on to Xiamen, Shanghai, Tianjin and 
Beijing. He wasn’t impressed by what he saw. On 6 June he wrote from Beijing 
to his friend Adolph E. Borie, ‘We have now been in this Capitol for three 
days and have seen all there is to see, and that precious little to interest. . . . 
Tientsin is a more populous city than Shanghai and more repulsively fi lthy.’58 



62

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

Accompanying him on that trip was William Pethick. Pethick introduced him 
to Li and the two men discussed ways that Grant might mediate in the Ryukyu 
dispute. According to the American researcher Chad Berry, Li probably 
believed that Grant, as an anti-imperialist American who had fought a war to 
preserve his country’s territorial integrity, would be sympathetic to the Chinese 
position.

In Beijing, Grant met Prince Gong, who told him he wanted the situation 
to return to the previous status quo, with Japan renouncing its claim of sover-
eignty over the Ryukyus. On his return to Tianjin, he had another meeting 
with Li. Li drew on his knowledge of international treaties to argue his case but 
Grant pointed out a contradiction. When relying on the 1871 Sino-Japanese 
Treaty, Li seemed to be saying that Ryukyu was a part of China. But when 
relying on the 1853 treaty between Ryukyu and the United States, he was 
arguing that Ryukyu was a separate country. Li tried to fudge the issue, 
describing Ryukyu as a ‘semi-dependent power’. Grant agreed to help but he 
wanted something in return: an agreement to limit Chinese immigration into 
the United States. Well over 100,000 Chinese had arrived in the US during 
Grant’s two terms and the backlash from whites had been immense. A pledge 
to halt Chinese immigration would be a huge help to Grant’s ambitions for a 
third term in offi  ce. After their fi nal meeting on 13 June, Li asked Pethick to 
tell Grant that he was willing to make a deal along those lines.

Grant then headed to Japan where he was much impressed by the country’s 
rapid modernisation, calling it ‘liberal and enlightened’ in his personal diary. 
Th e contrast with China was clear and his sympathies seem to have shifted. 
Any desire that Grant might have had to press the Chinese arguments evapo-
rated. According to the historian of China-US relations Michael H. Hunt, in 
his meetings with Japanese offi  cials in July 1879, Grant proposed a partition of 
the Ryukyus. Grant lived within a world-view of sovereign states and agreed 
boundaries. Th e idea that a state could have two masters was incomprehen-
sible. But perhaps he knew that this would be too controversial to express 
directly, since his letter to Prince Gong and the Japanese prime minister recom-
mended only that the Chinese should withdraw the earlier off ending letter 
from Ambassador He and that the two sides should meet for further discus-
sions. He then left for home.59



63

THE INVENTION OF SOVEREIGNTY

It took a year for the meeting to actually take place. On 15 August 1880, 
Prince Gong met the Japanese ambassador at the Zongli Yamen. After two 
months of talks they reached a compromise along the lines that Grant had 
previously suggested to the Japanese: partition. China would receive the two 
southernmost islands of the Ryukyus but Japan would keep the rest. Japan 
would also get ‘most favoured nation’ status – the same rights to trade in China 
as the Western powers. But when Li heard about the deal he objected furiously. 
As he told Grant in a letter in February 1881, he ‘thought it incompatible with 
the dignity of China to share in the spoliation of a tributary prince against 
whom she had no grievance whatsoever. Indeed, China, after protesting against 
the annexation of Ryukyu by Japan, could not without losing all self-respect 
and the esteem of the rest of the world suddenly turn around and participate 
in an act which at the outset she condemned as arbitrary.’ Li still lived in an 
intellectual world of tianxia. What he needed was the preservation of the 
symbolic order of tribute. Without it, the political order of the great-state 
collapsed. How could it claim to be centre-of-the-world if it could not protect 
its tributaries? However, no further negotiations took place and Japan consol-
idated its control over the entire Ryukyus. China had refused to concur in the 
removal of its tributary but had lost it nonetheless. Th is, for Li, was an object 
lesson in how Western international law worked. It stood for nothing unless 
there was power behind it to enforce the rules.

In the summer of 1880, while discussions about the Ryukyus were still ongoing, 
Li came to hear of another American visitor to the region. Commodore Robert 
W. Shufeldt had been despatched aboard the USS Ticonderoga following a Senate 
resolution two years earlier calling for the United States to negotiate a treaty with 
Korea. Korea was still the ‘hermit kingdom’ and closed to Westerners, but 
Shufeldt visited Nagasaki to ask the Japanese for help. Th e Chinese consul in the 
city passed on the news to Tianjin and Li began to formulate a plan. Th rough 
Pethick’s double role as personal employee and United States diplomatic repre-
sentative, Li invited Shufeldt to pay a visit.

Li was concerned about Japan’s expansionism and also Russia’s ambitions in 
the East. Like Ryukyu, Korea was a traditional tributary state of the zhong guo, 
and also like Ryukyu, Japan had ambitions there. Taking a leaf out of the 
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Westerners’ books, the Japanese government had despatched warships to the 
Korean coast in 1876 and coerced the court into signing its fi rst international 
treaty. Korea reluctantly agreed to open two ports to Japanese traders and allow 
an ambassador to reside in Seoul.60 Given what was happening in the Ryukyus, 
Li suspected that Japanese ambitions ran deeper. In his conversation with 
Shufeldt on 26 August 1880, presumably translated by Pethick, Li referred to 
these worries and off ered to help American diplomatic eff orts in Korea. It 
seems Li was attempting to ‘use barbarians to control barbarians’ by getting the 
United States, a country that seemed to have no hostile intent towards China, 
to neutralise the activities of the Japanese and Russians. In Shufeldt’s account, 
Li was also seeking American assistance in building up his naval forces, and 
suggested Shufeldt could play a role as its commander.

Th e Qing court’s formal relationship with its tributaries had always been 
handled by the ‘Board of Rites’, the highest-ranking of the government’s 
six ministries. Strict procedures were followed to maintain the hierarchy 
of relations – as Andreas van Braam had discovered ninety years before. Th e 
board had managed relations between Beijing and Seoul for centuries but 
in the spring of 1881 this role was transferred to the Zongli Yamen. At the 
same time, the emperor wrote to the Korean king and encouraged him to 
sign a treaty with the USA. Th ese moves, apparently at the behest of Prince 
Gong, might seem trivial but they represented a fundamental change in the 
court’s foreign relations. It was no longer possible for the court to assume that 
the old ritualised relationship was suffi  cient. Beijing needed to play at foreign 
policy. However, the deeper aim of Gong and Li was to use the Westerners 
to keep the Japanese at bay and thereby preserve the traditional tribute 
relationship.

Shufeldt returned to Tianjin in July 1881. No reply had been received from 
Seoul so he was obliged to wait. It was only in December that he learned that 
Li had been able to persuade the Korean court to agree a treaty. In February 
Shufeldt travelled to Beijing to meet the American chargé d’aff aires, Chester 
Holcombe, and prepare a draft. Th eir text contained no reference to Korea’s 
tributary status: it was a document predicated upon Western concepts of sover-
eignty. But that was not how either Prince Gong nor Li Hongzhang saw the 
situation. Firstly, they insisted that the treaty would have to be agreed in 
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Beijing before it could be presented to the Koreans and, secondly, Li’s version 
of the text stipulated that Korea would remain a tributary.

Li’s wording was perplexing to the Americans. Th e fi rst article of his version 
of the treaty stated that ‘Choson [Korea], being a dependent state of the 
Chinese Empire, has nevertheless heretofore exercised her own sovereignty 
in all matters of internal administration and foreign relations.’ Th is may have 
made sense to Li, but for the Americans the two halves of this sentence were 
incompatible. Sovereignty meant nothing without independence. Nonetheless, 
Li said its inclusion was non-negotiable. It is clear that what he really wanted 
was US recognition of Qing suzerainty over Korea. In reply, Shufeldt insisted 
that if Korea had sovereign powers, then the United States had the right to deal 
with it independently of China. Th is was the critical diff erence between the 
Qing and the Western world-views.

Finally, on 10 April 1882, Li Hongzhang made an expedient decision with 
enormous implications. He agreed to remove his wording from the text. In 
eff ect, he conceded the end of Korea’s tributary status and a regional political 
arrangement in which Korea could independently make its own sovereign 
choices in its foreign relations. Th e consolation prize was that the Korean king 
would write a separate letter to the US president, after the treaty had been 
signed, which would state that the treaty had been made with the consent of 
the government of China. It was a fi g-leaf to preserve Qing dignity. Th e critical 
threshold had been crossed. Li was so anxious to have the United States as a 
partner to minimise Japanese infl uence in Korea that he sacrifi ced the tradi-
tional tributary relationship and opened the door to Korean sovereignty. From 
other sources, and Li’s subsequent behaviour, we know that he felt that he 
could continue to maintain the substance of the tributary relationship through 
personal contacts with the Korean court. Ultimately, however, this did not 
happen and the new form of sovereign relations displaced the old.

A month later, aboard the USS Swatara, moored in the mouth of the Seoul 
River, the treaty agreed between Li and Shufeldt was presented to a Korean 
delegation. Li had deputed a Chinese offi  cial to host the occasion but Shufeldt 
presented a letter to the Korean king directly from President Chester Arthur, 
as one sovereign to another, and requested an answer in the same terms. Th e 
Koreans did not object and the treaty was signed on the beach on 22 May. 



66

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

A letter from the king arrived two days later but its text contradicted the treaty 
by saying, ‘Th e Choson country [Korea] is a dependency of China, but the 
management of her governmental aff airs, home and foreign, has always been 
vested in the sovereign.’ Th us, the Korean court presented a version of its rela-
tionship with Beijing that matched Li’s version and which, from an American 
perspective, was equally oxymoronic.

All the eff orts expended by Shufeldt came to very little, however. Th e treaty 
was ratifi ed by the US Senate at the end of July and ambassadors were 
exchanged. US citizens were allowed to trade and live at the open ports but few 
of them actually did so. Shufeldt’s mission was largely ignored by the Arthur 
administration and the media, and he received little thanks for his pains. He 
didn’t even get a position with Li’s naval forces. Th e other Western powers, 
however, did see the merits of his achievements and within a few months of the 
signing on the beach, Britain, Germany, Italy, France and Austria all had their 
own treaties with Korea. Li could hope that his strategy of using Western 
‘barbarians’ to control Japan was bearing fruit. It was not to last.

Th e next tributary state to fall under foreign infl uence was Vietnam, which the 
Qing and French continued to refer to as Annam. French forces had seized the 
city of Saigon in 1859 but wanted more. In 1862/3 they forced the Vietnamese 
Tu Duc Emperor to cede three southern provinces as French Cochinchina. In 
1874 France had imposed a further ‘Treaty of Peace and Alliance’. Article 2 
made a point of ‘acknowledging the sovereignty of the King of Anam and his 
entire independence of all foreign power of any name’, while in Article 3, ‘the 
King of Anam engages to conform his foreign policy to that of France’.61 Th e 
treaty ended the old tributary relationship through what was a transparent 
diplomatic fi ction: the notion that Annam was an independent state making 
its own choices. In reality Vietnam became a protectorate of France. It sent its 
last tribute embassy to Beijing in 1880.62 But, again, the French wanted more, 
particularly trade routes north into Yunnan province: the remote southwest of 
the Qing domain.

When the Tu Duc Emperor died in July 1883 a political crisis ensued. 
Vietnam had fi ve emperors in just over a year, most of them being killed 
in offi  ce. Amid the chaos, one emperor signed a treaty accepting a French 
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protectorate over Tonkin, the area adjacent to the frontier with Yunnan. French 
troops began moving in. Th is time, the court in Beijing thought it could use 
military force to prevent another tributary from slipping away. It sponsored 
various semi-regular units and gangs such as the ‘Black Flags’ to take on the 
French.63 Aware that he also needed diplomatic support, Li Hongzhang turned 
again to the United States.

By this time the American representative in Beijing was John Russell Young, 
formerly the correspondent who had accompanied Ulysses S. Grant on his 
grand tour. Young had used his political connections to have himself sent back 
to Asia as a diplomat and was looking for a crisis in which to make his name. 
In August 1883, as the clouds gathered, he reported back to Washington on a 
revealing conversation he had had with Li.

Young: Why does not China defi ne her territory?
Li: Th e limits of empire were well defi ned. Th ere was China and there were 
the tributaries of China. Th ese tributaries were self-governing, except in the 
fact that they owed the emperor an allegiance; which was satisfi ed by acts 
of tribute and ceremony.
Young: In modern times and under the forms of civilization which now 
prevailed, there were no such institutions as tributary states: a colony was 
as much part of the empire as the capital. . . . Th is is the rule of civilized 
nations. China should follow it and save herself embarrassments by consol-
idating her empire and having the world know the exact limits of her 
territory.
Li: I see no reason why the outside nations should destroy the relations that 
had existed between China and these outlying nations for ages.64

Th e mismatch in world-views is obvious. Young may have objected to what the 
French were doing but he agreed with the basis upon which they were doing it.

Young advised Li not to attempt to fi ght the French military, advice that 
Li was happy to take since he wanted to preserve his northern fl eet to face 
the challenge from Japan. Li preferred to negotiate and asked Young to be the 
mediator. Th e French, however, were not interested; they simply demanded 
recognition of their territorial claims in Annam and Tonkin and a large 
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fi nancial indemnity. Th e Qing court refused, so, in August 1884, France 
reverted to the traditional European practice of naval shelling to induce compli-
ance. Meanwhile, the French forced Vietnam to break its tributary relationship 
with the Qing. On 30 August 1884 the court, in the presence of French diplo-
mats, destroyed the offi  cial seal that the Qing had given to the Vietnamese 
court in 1804. Six kilograms of beautifully engraved silver were melted into an 
ugly blob.65

Th e French had forced the Vietnamese to cut their tributary relations with 
Beijing but it took further shelling to persuade Beijing to give up Vietnam. 
However, domestic opposition in France and some Chinese successes against 
French troops in Tonkin dented Paris’s ambitions. Young was still trying to 
mediate but his only success was in persuading Li to abandon his objections to 
recognising French sovereignty over Vietnam. It was actually the inspector-
general of the Maritime Customs, Robert Hart, who persuaded the French to 
accept a ceasefi re in exchange for the recognition of its control over Annam 
and Tonkin. Th e treaty was signed at Tianjin on 9 June 1885. Another tribu-
tary was gone.

Interestingly, the British took a diff erent approach. In late 1885 they 
launched the third Anglo-Burmese War and seized those areas of Burma they 
hadn’t taken in the fi rst and second invasions. Britain formally annexed the 
whole country on 1 January 1886. However, unlike the French, the British 
allowed Burma to continue to send tribute to Beijing every ten years. Th e fi rst 
article of the ‘Convention Between Great Britain and China Relating to 
Burmah and Th ibet’, signed in Beijing on 24 July 1886, makes this clear, while 
the second article states that ‘in all matters whatsoever . . . England shall be 
free to do whatever she deems fi t and proper’.66 For the British, ‘tribute’ was a 
pointless piece of symbolism which could be tolerated while they got on with 
the business of empire. For the Qing court, it was the other way around: the 
symbolism was the business. As it turned out, no missions were actually ever 
sent from British-occupied Burma and another convention, agreed in 1897, 
formally ended the ritual. For that fi rst decade, however, appearances had been 
preserved.67

In the wake of the Annam debacle, the Beijing conservatives had seized the 
initiative. A large number of lower- and middle-ranking scholar-offi  cials formed 
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a ‘Purists Party’ – Qingliu Dang – which denounced the passive response to the 
French and demanded militant action. Th ey had no experience of dealing with 
foreigners, nor of modern warfare, but they insisted that a return to Confucian 
values would be suffi  cient to defend the realm. Under pressure, the Dowager 
Empress Cixi fi red or punished all the members of the Zongli Yamen – including 
Yixin/Gong. Li managed to escape censure largely because of his personal rela-
tionship with Cixi. His forces had made her the power behind the throne in 
1861 and throughout the years of self-strengthening they remained allies. He 
also tolerated her extravagance and misuse of state funds.

Some of the results of her extravagance still stand in the northwestern 
suburbs of Beijing for all to see. On a fi ne day, the huge Imperial Summer 
Palace, with its artifi cial lakes and mountains, stone bridges and monumental 
temples, draws thousands of visitors: vastly more than would have ever been 
allowed to see it in Cixi’s time. For fi ve years after 1889, millions of taels of 
government revenue that should have been spent on ships were diverted into 
preparations for the empress’s sixtieth birthday, due in 1894. Hidden away on 
the far western side of the site is the former Naval Academy. Th ese days, the 
tourist signs in front of the low grey buildings tell the story: ‘Built in 1886, it 
was a special school to train naval offi  cers for the Qing armed forces. It was also 
utilised as a front behind which Empress Cixi diverted naval funds to rebuild 
the Summer Palace. . . . Th e students put on numerous naval manoeuvres for 
the Empress Dowager on the lake and shouldered the duty of tugging her 
Imperial Pleasure Boat with a steamboat for pleasure rounds of the lake.’ Th e 
steamboat is still preserved there, as is a marble pavilion in the shape of a boat. 
As the naval historian Sarah Paine has noted, the boat-pavilion ‘was the 
Empress Dowager’s sole contribution to the Chinese fl eet between 1889 and 
1894’.68 Th e marble boat lasted far longer than the rest of the navy, soon to 
meet an ignominious end at the hands of the Japanese.

Th e immediate cause of the war with Japan was the status of Korea. Li’s 
attempts to use the Western barbarians to control the Japanese barbarians had 
not prevented the militant faction in Tokyo from trying to seize control of 
the peninsula. Th roughout the 1880s the two rival powers had plotted with 
their supporters inside the Korean elite to foment coups and counter coups. 
On 3 June 1894 the Korean king, Gojong, requested Chinese troops to help 
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suppress yet another rebellion. Th is gave the Japanese the excuse they had been 
looking for. By mid-June, 6,000 Japanese troops were marching on Seoul. 
Japanese politicians spoke of the country’s ‘duty to lead the little kingdom 
along the path to civilisation’ and out of its traditional tributary status. On 
23 July the Japanese stormed the royal palace in Seoul, took King Gojong 
hostage and demanded the court introduce a series of reforms. Th e new 
government then renounced its status as a tributary of the Qing.69

In Beijing, the conservatives demanded action. Th ey were convinced that 
their mighty great-state could crush the upstart empire across the water. Th e 
Qingliu Dang scholar-offi  cials cultivated the support of the Guangxu Emperor, 
now twenty-three years old, and became a war party. Li, on the other hand, 
knew that his forces were no match for the modernised Japanese and sought to 
avoid confl ict. Instead, he tried to get the Western barbarians to intervene 
again. Th ey weren’t interested. In fact, they felt considerable sympathy with 
Japan’s modernising mission. After decades of failing to persuade the Qing to 
reform, the Westerners felt that a stinging defeat would prove instructive. It 
wasn’t long in coming. On 25 July the Japanese sank a Chinese troopship and 
damaged two others. A week later Japan formally declared war, and the Qing 
responded in kind. In his declaration, the Guangxu Emperor took care to refer 
to the Japanese by the traditional insult of wo-ren – dwarfs – six times.

Th e war turned out to be a walkover for the dwarfs. In battle after battle, on 
sea and on land, the Qing forces were no match for the Japanese. By the end of 
October, Japanese forces controlled the Korean peninsula. In November they 
captured the naval base at Port Arthur on the eastern side of Bohai Bay and, in 
February 1895, the other main naval base, at Weihaiwei on the western side. 
Th e route to Beijing was wide open. Th e court’s fi rst response was to deny it was 
all happening. Th e second was to blame the defeats on Li and his attempts at 
modernisation. His honours were stripped from him and if it hadn’t been for 
Empress Cixi’s realisation that she needed Li’s forces to defend the capital, he 
would have been executed. Instead, he was given the task of negotiating the 
humiliating surrender and staining his reputation for ever.

On 19 March 1895 Li, together with a retinue of over 100 people, arrived 
in the Japanese port of Shimonoseki. Among the crowd was an expensively 
hired adviser, another American, former US secretary of state, John W. Foster. 
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After leaving offi  ce, Foster had acted as a consultant to the Chinese legation in 
Washington and was contracted again to guide Li through the intricacies of 
international law in Shimonoseki. Li’s initial plea to the Japanese had been for 
the two sides to ignore international law and work together as members of the 
‘yellow race’ to counter the Westerners. Th e Japanese declined. Th ey intended 
to deploy Wheaton and his works to destroy the old tributary order.

Foster may have been hired by Li, but he came from an intellectual world 
in which the ‘natural order’ of international relations had no place for tributary 
systems. He would hammer the fi nal nail into the coffi  n of the old regional 
order. On 5 April he drafted, on Li’s behalf, a four-point reply to Japan’s draft 
peace treaty. Th e fi rst point was to agree the full and complete independence 
of Korea, ending the Qing’s fi nal formal tributary relationship. Worse was to 
follow. Japanese troops had invaded Taiwan on 25 March and the cession of 
the island was added to the list of Japanese demands. Th is was even more 
humiliating than the loss of Korea, since Taiwan was a province, not a tribu-
tary. But, faced with overwhelming military force, Li and Foster decided they 
had no choice but to agree.

On 17 April 1895, almost exactly 100 years after Andreas Everardus van 
Braam Houckgeest had paid tribute to the Qianlong Emperor, the Qing world 
was turned upside down. In a small hotel in Shimonoseki, the great-state’s 
leading statesman, Li Hongzhang, viceroy of Zhili, minister of the Northern 
Sea Trade, grand secretary of the Hall of Literary Flourishing and grand tutor 
to the crown prince, was obliged to formally recognise that his emperor was 
not the ruler of ‘all under heaven’ but simply the head of one, rather weak, state 
surrounded by many others. Li and his adopted son, acting as representatives 
of the imperial throne, signed the Treaty of Shimonoseki recognising the inde-
pendence of Korea, the cession of Taiwan and the payment of 7,500 tonnes of 
silver to Japan. It was an utter humiliation – so bad that Li couldn’t face the 
court to explain it. Instead, he sent Foster to Beijing.

It was the fi rst time the Grand Council had ever met a foreign envoy. Foster 
was unimpressed with the encounter. For him, it demonstrated why the Qing 
Great-State had found itself in the mess that it had, particularly once he discov-
ered that the emperor’s tutor, Weng Tonghe, had no idea about the history of 
European wars and how they had led to the creation of Western international 
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law. Ultimately, however, the Grand Council agreed to face reality: the treaty 
was the only alternative to continued military humiliation. Th e court tried to 
keep details of the Treaty of Shimonoseki secret. Nonetheless, details leaked 
out and 2,500 scholar-offi  cials signed petitions in opposition. Two of the 
organisers of the opposition were the outspoken reformists Kang Youwei and 
Liang Qichao.

Th e Qingliu Dang were determined to pin the blame on Li. Th ey pressed 
the court into ordering that the person to sign the edict handing over Taiwan 
to Japan would be Li’s nephew and adopted son Li Jingfang. Li was concerned 
that his relative might be killed by Taiwanese scholar-offi  cials outraged by the 
treaty’s provisions so he insisted that Foster accompany Li Jingfang to the cere-
mony. On 30 May 1895 the two men rendezvoused with the Japanese off  the 
coast of Taiwan. Th ey didn’t even go ashore but signed the edict aboard the 
Japanese ship Yokohama Maru, anchored off  the port of Keelung.70

Th e Qing world order was over. In the aftermath of those defeats, the 
Western ambassadors used the Qing’s need for political support to wrest 
concessions from the court. No longer would they be received as second-class 
barbarians in peripheral buildings. From 1894 they would be received as equals 
in the Hall of Literary Flourishing at the heart of the Forbidden City. It had 
taken a century – from February 1795, when a Qing emperor could believe 
that a Dutch kingdom had come to off er tribute to his zhong guo, to April 
1895, when Li Hongzhang, following the counsel of his American advisers, 
fi nally conceded that China was now surrounded by independent sovereign 
states. Th e formal recognition of this came in 1901, after the suppression of 
the Boxer Rebellion, when the Zongli Yamen was formally renamed the 
Ministry of Foreign Aff airs (Waiwubu) and given the same status as the court’s 
traditional six ministries.

Li was the one who was obliged to wield the brush but his role capped a 
century of failure. Th e Qing Great-State rotted from within. Given that failure, 
Li had little choice but to engage with the new rules of the international order. 
He became the mediator between the power of Western armaments and the 
norms of the Qing world. He did not do so alone. At each stage in that process 
he was advised by outsiders – predominantly Americans: Pethick, Grant, 
Shufeldt, Young and Foster. Th ese men had no way of thinking of the world 
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other than in terms of ‘sovereignty’, a world in which independent states with 
formal boundaries dealt with each other on the basis of law.

Li could see that this was only half the picture. He also had legal arguments 
but in the face of superior fi repower, whether European or Japanese, law meant 
little. In the new world order, only the strong triumphed: law without power 
meant nothing; might trumped right. Li understood this but his opponents 
within the court, the conservative scholar-offi  cials, the Qingliu Dang and 
others who saw themselves as the upholders of tradition were never convinced. 
For them, tianxia and the moral superiority it both required and engendered 
were the natural order.

Th is, then, is the origin of contemporary China’s ‘sovereignty fundamentalism’: a 
hybrid of Confucian chauvinism and American legalism. It melds premodern 
ideas of the cultural pre-eminence of the zhong guo with Western ideas of fi xed 
borders and independence. At its heart lies a philosophical diff erence: the Chinese 
word for sovereignty, zhuquan, carries the literal meaning of ‘the authority of the 
ruler’ – it is focused domestically, not internationally. Zhuquan mandates the 
continuation of a morally superior culture within the protection of inviolable 
boundaries. It is, in eff ect, tianxia with passport controls – tianxia in one country. 
Th is is not an idea that can tolerate intervention in a country’s internal aff airs but 
is rather a mandate for the opposite: the exclusion of other states and their ‘inter-
national norms’, whether on human rights or climate change.

Memories of the dynastic rituals of tribute still underpin ideas about polit-
ical legitimacy in communist China. Th e Beijing leadership frequently deploys 
the performance of rituals of international respect as a critical element of its 
domestic political messaging. Th e number and size and status of delegations 
attending a ‘Belt and Road Forum’, or a G20 summit, are widely publicised 
and help to confer a modern ‘mandate of heaven’ upon the Communist Party. 
By contrast, critical commentary on the party’s performance is kept away from 
the people. Th e idea of international delegations traipsing across the ancestral 
land, ‘measuring, reporting and verifying’ its carbon emissions and then telling 
the world that Beijing is not living up to an internationally agreed standard 
remains anathema. Th e assertion of sovereignty above all else is therefore a 
means to avoid disrespect and a loss of domestic legitimacy.
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Wang Huning is the brain behind Xi Jinping, just as he was the theoretician 
behind Xi’s predecessors Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. He currently sits at the 
apex of political life in China: on the Standing Committee of the Politburo. As 
a law professor at Fudan University, his fi rst book was entitled Guojia Zhuquan 
– ‘National Sovereignty’.71 In it he argued that the Chinese word zhuquan 
pre-dates the Western concept of sovereignty.72 We have come full circle. 
Wang’s predecessors fought in vain to prevent the concept of sovereignty taking 
root in Beijing. Wang now claims China invented it and wants to own and 
control its meaning. He has chosen to ignore the roles of Wheaton and Martin, 
who worked to bring the zhong guo into the modern world by re-creating the 
meaning of zhuquan. Th is ‘strategic ignorance’ of the foreigners’ intermediary 
roles enables Wang’s wider philosophical project: to fi ll Western concepts with 
Chinese meaning in order to underpin Beijing’s plans for a world based upon 
the notion of a ‘community of common destiny’. It fi ts neatly with a modern 
version of tianxia, in which Beijing sits, once again, at the top of a regional, or 
even global, hierarchy. It is a hierarchy open to all, as long as they know their 
place.
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THE INVENTION OF THE HAN RACE
zhongzu – race

Th e residence of the consul-general of the People’s Republic of China in San 
Francisco is one of the smartest properties in the city. Originally built for the 
developer of the wealthy neighbourhood of Monterey Heights, 85 St Elmo Way 
sits on the brow of a small hill with views down to the Pacifi c Ocean. Its garden 
is shaded by a pair of huge cypress trees and the steps leading to the house are 
fl anked by a pair of large stone lions. In all, an impressive venue for a party. On 
5 December 2015 the occasion was a reception for Bay Area parents who had 
adopted children from China. Th e Chinese consul-general, Luo Linquan, had 
what he called a ‘special message’ for the children who came: ‘You grow up 
speaking English, live in American families and have loving American parents. 
Yet your black eyes, black hair and dark skin all remind you that you are Chinese. 
I want to let you know that China, your country of birth, never forgets you,’ he 
told them. He was not appealing to Chinese citizens on the basis of their pass-
ports but to foreign citizens on the basis of their ethnicity.1

A few months beforehand, another Chinese diplomat had caused an inter-
national incident by expressing similar sentiments. Th e Chinese ambassador to 
Malaysia, Huang Huikang, organised a walkabout along Petaling Street, the 
heart of Kuala Lumpur’s Chinatown. Th e timing was deliberate. 25 September 
2015 was the day before ethnic-Malay chauvinists were due to march through 
the area and the community was on edge. Standing amid the busy market stalls, 
Huang read out a prepared statement. ‘With regard to the infringement on 
China’s national interests, violations of legal rights and interests of Chinese citi-
zens and businesses which may damage the friendly relationship between China 
and the host country, we will not sit by idly,’ he told journalists. ‘China is forever 
the natal home of Malaysia’s ethnic Chinese.’ Th e shops and stalls along Petaling 



76

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

Street are not run by Chinese citizens but predominantly by Malaysian citizens 
of Chinese descent. Ambassador Huang had neither authority over nor respon-
sibility for this community but took it upon himself to speak out for, in his 
words, members of the ‘Chinese race’.2

In 2014 the Chinese government’s ‘Overseas Chinese Aff airs Offi  ce’ 
announced plans to create a global network of ‘Overseas Chinese Service Centres’ 
in sixty countries around the world.3 At the time of writing there were offi  ces in 
at least sixty cities: from London and Paris to Houston, Caracas, Cape Town, 
Yangon and beyond. While many countries maintain consular offi  ces to assist 
their citizens overseas, the purpose of the Overseas Chinese Service Centres 
is quite diff erent. In 2018 the responsibility for the Overseas Chinese Aff airs 
Offi  ce was transferred from the Chinese government to the ‘United Front Work 
Department’ – the Chinese Communist Party organisation that is formally 
tasked with building support for the Communist Party and neutralising its polit-
ical enemies. Article 31 of a set of Communist Party regulations issued in 
September 2015 makes clear that one of the main goals of the United Front ‘is 
to utilise overseas Chinese to help with the development and modernisation of 
the ancestral land . . . to defeat Taiwan separatism and to promote friendship 
between the people of China, Chinese people and the world’.4 Th e United Front 
is directly supervised by the fourth most powerful fi gure in the party’s Politburo, 
and a United Front teaching manual seen by the Financial Times newspaper in 
2017 made clear that, ‘Th e unity of Chinese at home requires the unity of the 
sons and daughters of Chinese abroad.’5 It is clear that the Communist Party 
intends to use the people it calls ‘overseas Chinese’ to support its agenda both at 
home and abroad.

Th e English phrase ‘overseas Chinese’ is ambiguous. It can refer both to citi-
zens of the People’s Republic of China who are overseas and to people of Chinese 
ancestry who are citizens of other countries. In Chinese there are diff erent terms 
for each group, waiji huaren and huaqiao respectively, but Chinese offi  cials rarely 
use the fi rst one. In speech after speech they display an understanding of Chinese-
ness that is overtly racial. It is not about which passport someone holds but 
about their ‘blood’.

Th e term that the United Front regulations use for overseas Chinese 
is huaqiao. As we have seen earlier, the name hua emerged as a cultural 
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description that literally means ‘effl  orescent’ or ‘civilised’, but it has come to 
refer to Chinese people. Qiao has the meaning of ‘sojourner’ – someone who is 
out of the country temporarily and who will, one day, return. When Xi Jinping 
gave his closing speech to the nineteenth National Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party in October 2017, he used the phrase haiwai qiaobao – liter-
ally ‘over-seas sojourner-siblings’. Th e meaning is the same: regardless of how 
long ago someone’s ancestors left home, or for how many generations they 
have been citizens of another country, they are still hua and still have obliga-
tions to the ancestral land. Xi told the congress that, ‘Th e point of working 
with the over-seas sojourner-siblings is to promote the revival of the Chinese 
nation [Zhonghua minzu].’6

Th e leading authority on the history of the overseas Chinese, Professor 
Wang Gungwu of the East Asian Institute in Singapore, argues that the 
term huaqiao was coined in the early twentieth century for political reasons.7 
Right up until 1893 it had been illegal for subjects of the Qing to leave the 
empire without permission. Th ose who had gone abroad to trade or work were 
commonly regarded as outlaws or even traitors. During the nineteenth century, 
as the number of people leaving the country illegally began to rise, a more 
sympathetic attitude emerged among the public. It became common to refer 
to them as hua-ren or hua-min – ‘hua-people’ – to distinguish them from 
barbarian foreigners. Offi  cial attitudes towards them began to change from the 
1870s once the fi rst Qing diplomats were sent abroad and learned about the 
migrants’ often miserable living conditions. One of them, Huang Zunxian, 
the reformer we met in Chapter 1, who served in Tokyo, San Francisco, 
London and Singapore, coined the term huaqiao to imply that the migrants 
were only abroad temporarily and through necessity and that they deserved 
some offi  cial protection. From 1902 the Qing court started to require its 
diplomats to send formal reports on their conditions.

However, the term huaqiao only came into general use after 1903 when the 
revolutionaries who wanted to overthrow the Qing state adopted it as a means 
of honouring the overseas communities who were their main sponsors. One of 
their leading propagandists, eighteen-year-old Zou Rong, penned a nationalistic 
essay, ‘Th e Revolutionary Army’ (Geming Jun), while a student in Japan. Another 
Japan-based student, Zhang Binglin, composed the martial ‘Song of Revolution’. 
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In both they exhorted their fellow huaqiao to stop enjoying their meaningless 
wealth, embrace their racial origin and overthrow the Manchu oppressors. Zou’s 
essay was reprinted dozens of times over the following decade and Zhang’s song 
performed on innumerable occasions. Th e term huaqiao became a key part of the 
revolutionaries’ appeal to their funders overseas. It told them they were a part of 
a global community of hua-people and owed allegiance to it.

Partly to try to counteract this appeal, and partly because of moves by the 
various colonial authorities in Southeast Asia to give the huaren local citizen-
ship, the Qing government passed a Nationality Law in 1909. It was based 
upon blood ties – the principle of jus sanguinis – that citizenship was acquired 
from ancestry, not from the place of birth. It stated that even if huaren took local 
citizenship, they would become Qing subjects if they returned ‘home’. In other 
words, the defi nition of a Qing subject became a racial one.8 Th is created prob-
lems for huaren in Southeast Asia throughout the following decades. Th eir dual 
status as actual citizens of the country in which they lived but also potential 
citizens of China became a cause for suspicion. It was not until the 1970s that 
Cold War politics in Southeast Asia obliged most huaren to take local citizen-
ship and let their ties with China wither. Around that time, the term huaqiao 
largely dropped out of use within Southeast Asia to be replaced by the less 
loaded word huayi – ‘descendants of hua’.9 However, the racialised notion of 
overseas Chinese identity persisted within China itself and has returned to 
prominence with the rise of Xi Jinping and the newly assertive United Front. It 
is likely to create new problems for the overseas Chinese. On 1 February 2018 
China began granting fi ve-year residency permits to overseas Chinese. Th e visa 
rules now state that applicants need only one Chinese ancestor to qualify and set 
no limit on how many generations back that ancestor might have lived in China. 
Chinese offi  cials frequently describe the overseas Chinese diaspora as numbering 
60 million people.10 Th e People’s Republic now seems to be laying claim to 
all of them.

Th ese proprietorial attitudes towards overseas Chinese emerged from much 
earlier arguments, a century ago, about how Chinese-ness should be defi ned. 
In the context of the times, and under the heavy infl uence of European ideas, 
identity became racialised. Key roles in this process were played by fi gures we 
have just encountered: Huang Zunxian and Zhang Binglin. Th is chapter tells 
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the story of their parts in the invention of two races: fi rstly the ‘yellow race’ and 
then the ‘Han race’.

In 1855 long-simmering disputes between communities in the southern prov-
ince of Guangdong erupted into a vicious civil war that lasted twelve years. Th e 
rival groups were known locally as the Hakka – literally ‘guest’ people – and 
the Punti – literally ‘original place’ people. Th e two names expose the basis of 
the confl ict: the Punti considered themselves the native inhabitants of the 
province, with long-established rights to its more fertile and prosperous parts. 
Th e Hakka had migrated into the region over several centuries and been 
restricted to less fertile and more remote areas. Th e Punti looked down on the 
Hakka migrants in racialised terms: calling them, in eff ect, dogs. Unlike the 
Punti, Hakka women worked alongside their menfolk and did not bind their 
feet. Hard work had allowed them to improve their social position and, in a 
nineteenth-century attempt at social reform, the Qing authorities had encour-
aged some Hakka to migrate to the wealthier areas. Th e result was increased 
competition for resources – with predictable consequences. Along the west 
branch of the Pearl River, rival communities armed themselves and eventually 
attacked one another. Over the following decade the Hakka-Punti war killed 
well over 100,000 people.11 Th e war became enmeshed in the Taiping Rebellion 
(see Chapter 2) and was only quashed by government forces with considerable 
violence.

To this day there are neighbouring villages in Guangdong with Punti and 
Hakka populations still separated by the legacy of that nineteenth-century 
war. Th e Punti still look down on the Hakka and the Hakka still complain of 
discrimination. Th e languages they speak, Cantonese and Hakka, are largely 
unintelligible to one another and the communities observe diff erent religious 
practices and follow diff erent social customs. Th ey are more diff erent from one 
another than, for example, Serbs are from Croats in the Balkans. Th ey are, in 
short, diff erent ethnic groups. In 1905 a new Guangdong school textbook 
stated explicitly that the two groups were, in fact, diff erent races. In a time of 
revolutionary upheaval, the implications were potentially genocidal. It provoked 
prominent members of the Hakka community to try to prove that the textbook 
was wrong: that the Hakka had the same origins as the Cantonese/Punti 
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and were therefore just as much a part of the same race.12 Th e key instigator 
of this defence was Huang Zunxian, by then a retired diplomat and also a 
revered poet. It was fi tting that this would be Huang’s fi nal intervention in 
public life because, arguably, he was the fi rst person to introduce modern racial 
thinking into China. He introduced his countrymen to the idea of the ‘yellow 
race’.

Quite why Europeans began to think of East Asians as ‘yellow’ remains 
obscure. Michael Keevak of the National Taiwan University has traced the idea 
to the eighteenth-century botanist Carl Linnaeus, who attempted to classify all 
forms of life and created a particular category for Homo asiaticus whose defi ning 
characteristic was ‘yellowness’. Th en, in the nineteenth century, the French 
anthropologist Paul Broca attempted to measure and standardise skin colour 
and declared the ‘Mongolians’ to be yellow. Th is, however, was based on the 
invention of an idea that there was a group of people called ‘Mongolians’ in the 
fi rst place. Th at was an innovation by the German anatomist Johann Friedrich 
Blumenbach, one of the eighteenth century’s most prolifi c collectors of human 
skulls. In the 1795 edition of his De generis humani varietate nativa he argued 
that the facial angles of these skulls demonstrated the existence of a racial hier-
archy. He declared the existence of fi ve separate races, which were, in order 
of ‘degeneration’: Caucasian, Native American, Malay, Mongolian and then 
African. He associated each race with a particular colour: white, copper, tawny, 
yellow and black respectively. According to Keevak, this was the moment that 
the Mongolian ‘race’ was invented and given the colour yellow. It was a broad 
and vaguely defi ned category but Blumenbach was sure that it included both 
the Chinese and Japanese.13

Quite why a Qing offi  cial such as Huang Zunxian would think of his own 
people as part of a ‘yellow race’ is an even more complicated story. Across East 
Asia, there were long-standing traditions of venerating ancestors and of tracing 
family lineages back into the deep past. Th e Chinese word for lineage is zu.14 
One of the leading historians of the period, Pamela Kyle Crossley, has argued 
that under the Qianlong Emperor, towards the end of the eighteenth century, 
the Qing Great-State moved towards an overtly racial categorisation of its 
subjects. Th e term that it chose to use was also zu. She argues that the best 
English translation for zu in this context is ‘race’, since it carried with it the 
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idea of ‘immutable, genealogically-determined identity with fi xed cultural, 
psychological and moral attributes’.15

Th e rulers of the Qing Empire were originally semi-nomadic tribes from the 
sparsely populated lands along what are now the frontiers of modern China, 
Russia, Korea and Mongolia. In the early seventeenth century, a leader of one 
of these peoples – the Jurchen – called Nurgaci, united disparate groups of 
plains-dwellers under his rule and began to expand his territory southwards. 
His son and successor, Hung Taiji, continued this process and decreed that the 
Jurchen should henceforth call themselves Manju, or, in English, ‘Manchu’. He 
chose a new name for his dynasty too: Qing, meaning ‘pure’. In 1635, to 
consolidate his power, Hung Taiji divided his subjects into militarised groups, 
known as ‘banners’: one set for Manchus, one for Mongols and another for 
settled people who had become loyal to him. Th is latter group were named 
Han-jun. Jun means ‘martial’ and the term Han was an ethnic description – but 
it was not a term used by the people who were to be called Han. Th e Singapore-
based researcher Yang Shao-Yun has argued that the use of the name Han 
emerged among an Inner Asian people, the Xianbi, in the fourth or fi fth centu-
ries ce. Th e Xianbi had a folk memory of the much earlier Han Dynasty and 
used the same name to describe the people living along their southern frontier. 
From the Xianbi the name then spread to other Inner Asian nomadic groups: 
Khitan, Mongols and Jurchen.16 As we saw in Chapter 1, Han had not been a 
term used by the ‘Han’ themselves; they generally called themselves subjects of 
a particular dynasty or, more generally, Hua – civilised.

So even before the Manchu conquered Beijing and toppled the Ming Dynasty 
in 1644, they had already created a form of classifi cation within their state struc-
tures. Th e diff erent ‘banner’ units were kept separate from the civilian popula-
tion. Th e categories of Man (from Manju) and Han-jun were not formally 
defi ned but there were boundaries between them based upon their members’ 
ancestry. More important was the boundary between the banner units – who 
were collectively termed qi – and the rest of the population, who were termed 
civilians – min. However, from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, the court 
moved to more formally demarcate a diff erence between the populations. Th is 
may well have been prompted by the proximity with which the conquerors and 
conquered found themselves living. Discipline among the Manchu was breaking 
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down, rule-breaking was increasing and the court’s response was to impose order 
through separateness. As the historian Edward Rhoads has shown, these rules 
lasted right into the 1900s: Manchus were obliged to live in separate, usually 
walled, districts of cities, they were formally banned from engaging in trade and 
intermarriage between qi and min was forbidden.17

Th e use of the term Han as a racial marker therefore appears to have begun 
with foreign rulers who invaded the ‘Han-lands’ from the north: Xianbi, Mongols 
and Manchu. It was their way of describing their newly conquered subjects. Once 
they became rulers of the Han, however, they took care to demonstrate their legit-
imacy to the conquered population by outwardly adopting traditional Sinitic 
rituals of government in the ‘Han-land’ areas of their great-states. By following 
these principles they could proclaim themselves civilised in Confucian terms: 
uniting themselves and their subjects under the umbrella term Hua. But by main-
taining their separate and privileged status as qi, the Manchu elite created the 
conditions for a race-based revolution at the beginning of the twentieth century.

By the mid-nineteenth century it was routine for European social theorists of 
all kinds to see the world in racial terms. Among the most infl uential was the 
British naturalist and philosopher Herbert Spencer, who transplanted concepts 
of evolution from biology into sociology. Spencer’s aim was to describe how 
societies might progress towards perfection. He took ideas from Charles 
Darwin and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck about the eff ects of evolutionary pressures 
upon individuals and applied them to entire groups. It was he, not Darwin, 
who in 1864 coined the phrase ‘survival of the fi ttest’. Spencer borrowed the 
subtitle from Darwin’s On the Origin of Species – ‘the preservation of favoured 
races in the struggle for life’ – and made it the focus of his social theory.18 His 
entire outlook was founded upon racial thinking: ‘Th e contrasts of races in 
form, colour, and feature, are not greater than the contrasts in their moral and 
intellectual qualities’, as he put it in his fi rst major work, Social Statics, origi-
nally published in 1851.19

Spencer’s ideas travelled far beyond Britain. Th ey were enthusiastically 
adopted among some in the United States and also in Japan, where they arrived 
at a time of political ferment. At least thirty-two translations of Spencer’s works 
were published in Japanese between 1877 and 1900 and many more of his 
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shorter articles were republished in journals and magazines.20 Spencer’s ideas 
nourished the Japanese ‘Freedom and People’s Rights’ movement, a new coali-
tion of merchants and wealthy farmers who were demanding emancipation 
from the old feudal ways and greater rights for individuals. Th e traditional elite 
stood their ground for some time and arguments over Spencer’s ideas domi-
nated Japanese political life in the 1870s and 1880s.

Closely observing this subversive spectacle was the third-ranking diplomat 
at the Chinese Mission to Japan, Huang Zunxian. Huang was unusual in 
several ways. He was a Hakka from Guangdong and his family had made 
money in business – particularly money-lending – before losing most of it 
during the turmoil of the Taiping Rebellion and the Hakka-Punti war. In 
1870 he had visited the British colony of Hong Kong and been both impressed 
and outraged by the opulence and sophistication of a foreign city implanted 
within the Qing realm. Th at seems to have triggered feelings of disillusion 
towards the Qing scholar-offi  cials and their ignorance of the world beyond the 
oceans. He made this plain in poems he wrote for his friends. By 1876, though, 
he was living in Beijing and studying for the government exams. His father, 
working as a civil servant in the Agriculture Department there, took him to 
Chefoo (Zhifu in Pinyin; now called Yantai), where Huang met Li Hongzhang, 
who was by then fi rmly established as governor-general of Zhili and superin-
tendent of the Northern Ports. Th is introduction to Li and his entourage 
fi nally opened the door to the Qing bureaucracy. After nine years of study, 
Huang passed the offi  cial exams.

From the poems he composed at the time, it appears that Huang saw 
himself as an ally of Li and the self-strengtheners’ attempts to modernise the 
country. In the view of the Japanese scholar Noriko Kamachi, Huang was one 
of the fi rst scholar-offi  cials to openly challenge the Qing concept of being the 
‘central state’. ‘Now the world is one, stop being so self-important about zhong 
guo,’ he wrote in 1876. In this period his poetry looked forward to a new era 
of friendship between the people of the Qing Empire and foreigners – ‘Th e 
East and West are one family’, read one line. Th is sense of hope, combined 
with support from his powerful new friends, drove him to seek work not in the 
government machine at home but in the Qing’s fi rst overseas mission. A friend 
of his father’s, another Hakka, had been made head of the delegation to Japan 
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and insisted that Huang accompany him as counsellor. It was a well-paid job: 
each month he earned what a junior local magistrate might earn in a year.21

Huang arrived in Tokyo in late 1877 as part of the fi rst Qing diplomatic 
delegation to take up residence there. Th e establishment of the delegation was, 
in the eyes of court conservatives, a humiliating step: the rightful order was 
for tributaries to visit the emperor, not the other way around. But from the 
moment he arrived, it was clear to Huang that the Japanese had already adopted 
a European outlook on international relations: Japan saw itself as China’s 
equal. All of this Huang reported back to Li Hongzhang in Tianjin and the 
Zongli Yamen (the putative ‘foreign ministry’) in Beijing. But Huang did more 
than draft diplomatic letters. He composed poems and started to write a book 
on Japan’s reforms. Huang could not speak Japanese and few of the offi  cials 
and intellectuals he met could speak Chinese. However, both sides could 
understand written Chinese characters so the two sides engaged in ‘brush talk’: 
writing their words on paper for the other to read.

Huang became a keen observer, occasional supporter and sometimes critic 
of the ‘Freedom and People’s Rights’ movement, reading and commenting on 
the European tracts that they translated and published – which included the 
work of Herbert Spencer. Among those he held discussions with was Sone 
Toshitora, a former naval offi  cer turned leader of a pan-Asianist organisation, 
Shin-A sha. Sone believed that Japan and China should stand together against 
the West and that Japan should take the lead. While Huang agreed with the 
need for mutual support and took part in some of Sone’s activities, he naturally 
felt that China should be in the lead. Nonetheless, he seems to have absorbed 
some ‘pan-Asian’ sentiments; in particular, he started to use the term Yaxiya – 
the Chinese transliteration of the Japanese transliteration of the Western word 
‘Asia’. He came to believe that Asians were suff ering collectively from the 
predations of the West and that they should stick together to resist.

In the spring of 1879 Huang presented a collection of 154 poems, plus 
various commentaries on Japan’s apparently miraculous modernisation, to the 
Zongli Yamen. It was published by the Tongwen Guan (the Translators’ College 
in Beijing) that winter. More importantly, it was republished the following 
year by a Hong Kong-based Chinese-language newspaper, the Xunhuan Ribao 
(Hsün-huan Jih-pao), edited by Wang Tao, one of the most prominent exiled 
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reformers of the period. Huang’s views began to reach a wide audience. One of 
the fi rst poems in the collection described the Chinese and Japanese as being 
‘of the same culture and the same race’ – tongwen, tongzhong. Th is was the 
Chinese version of a Japanese expression implying the two peoples should 
resist the whites together. For Huang, though, it had a diff erent meaning: that 
the Japanese were descended from the Chinese.

Th e Chinese word that Huang chose as an equivalent to ‘race’ – zhong – was 
an innovation. (It’s a diff erent zhong to the zhong in zhong guo.) As the Sinologist 
Frank Dikötter has observed, it originally meant ‘seed’ or ‘breed’ when applied 
to plants or animals. Huang used it to refer to diff erent kinds of human being.22 
In another poem, written in Japan but only published later, he explicitly 
referred to the ‘yellow race’. ‘Th e Western nations became stronger and more 
aggressive; they enslaved blacks and gradually got around to the yellow race,’ 
he wrote in ‘Cherry Blossoms’.23 It was through this circuitous route that 
Herbert Spencer’s ideas about race began to be transferred to a new audience: 
those who were demanding reforms of the Qing political system.

Huang continued to work on his Treatises on Japan for another decade and 
also to write and publish new poems. However, the next stop on his diplomatic 
career would radically change his thoughts on race. He came to believe that 
competition, not cooperation, was the natural international order and that 
only the fi ttest would survive. Like Herbert Spencer, he became a ‘Social 
Darwinist’. On 30 March 1882 Huang arrived in San Francisco to take up his 
post as the Chinese consul-general in the city. Unlike his modern successors, 
he did not get to live in a fancy part of town. Just over a month after Huang’s 
arrival, President Chester A. Arthur signed the Chinese Exclusion Act into law, 
banning the immigration of Chinese labourers. Th ese were people who had 
fl ed their homeland illegally to escape war and poverty and who had little 
choice but to endure low wages and poor conditions just to survive. Organised 
labour saw them as a threat and was pushing for the 60,000 Chinese workers 
already in California to be expelled en masse. Meanwhile, disorganised labour 
was perpetrating innumerable abuses on individual Chinese migrants.

In response, Huang wrote a long poem to ‘express my indignation’. It shows 
how his racialised view of the world had hardened by 1882 and includes 
perhaps the fi rst use of the phrase ‘yellow race’ by a Chinese writer.
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Men of all nations, folk of every country,
Were free to settle in those frontier lands.
Th e yellow, white, red and Negro races
Would live on equal terms with the American people . . .
On the fi ve continents, each and every race thinks only of its own,
Th ey mutually exclude each other, hate each other and curse each other.
Th e world today is not a world of great harmony,
Only one’s own wit and might can be relied upon for defence against 
others . . .
Our Celestial Empire and the Yellow Race
Have become a laughing stock to all nations of the world.
(Hopefully we will not be so dull as the African slaves,
Who placidly accept whatever fate brings them.)24

Huang performed his consul-general’s duties in San Francisco for three 
increasingly miserable years and then resigned in despair. In September 1885, 
almost as a coda to his term in offi  ce, twenty-eight Chinese miners were 
murdered by a white mob in Rock Springs, Wyoming. Th e legacy of American 
treatment of migrant Chinese would poison relations between the two coun-
tries for a long time, providing a pretext for violence against Christian mission-
aries and other acts of anti-Westernism.

Huang’s world-view became even darker. Th e loss of Vietnam to France in 
1885 prompted a poem with the line, ‘Th e weak become the prey of the strong 
by the slash of a carving knife’. Disillusioned, he spent the next three years 
grieving for his late mother and working on his Treatises on Japan. He fi nally 
presented it, along with a recommendation from Li Hongzhang, to the Zongli 
Yamen in 1888. However, the Yamen was then under the control of conserva-
tives, following the purge of reformers in the wake of the Sino-French war, and 
they were not interested in propagating the book’s message that the Qing 
Empire had to follow Japan’s example and undergo radical change. Huang was 
bitterly disappointed. Th e Treatises would only be published – by a private 
company in Guangdong – in the wake of the Sino-Japanese War seven years 
later. He consoled himself by sojourning in Beijing for a year in search of a new 
diplomatic post. He spent long hours in discussions with junior offi  cials who 
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were sympathetic to his ideas on reform, including the thirty-year-old scholar, 
Kang Youwei. In this way, many of his ideas about Social Darwinism and the 
racialised world came to be part of the orthodoxy of the reform movement that 
would develop over the following decade.

Eventually, Huang’s lobbying bore fruit and he was appointed counsellor to 
the Chinese legation in London. He arrived in March 1890 but found he had 
little to do: minimal correspondence, few overseas Chinese to protect and without 
enough English to be able to converse with locals. Bored and homesick he 
jumped at the chance to leave and became consul-general in Singapore in October 
1891. Th ere he generated serious friction with the British colonial authorities by, 
among other activities, issuing Chinese passports to ethnic Chinese who were 
living under British rule. In a precursor to the disputes of today, it seems his race-
based view of the world directly clashed with those of other governments.

It was only in the aftermath of the Sino-Japanese War that Huang became a 
prominent fi gure. He was recalled from Singapore during the fi ghting in 
November 1894 and spent the next two and a half years working for the 
governor-general of Liangjiang – the region around and including Shanghai – in 
charge of his personal ‘Offi  ce of Foreign Aff airs’. Th is gave Huang plenty of lati-
tude to promote his own ideas and to plot with like-minded offi  cials. He became 
part of the ‘gradualist reform’ clique within the bureaucracy, while also main-
taining relations with the now-disgraced Li Hongzhang. He met, and became 
good friends with, the twenty-three-year-old writer Liang Qichao and appointed 
him editor of a pro-reform magazine that he sponsored and co-funded, Shi Wu 
Bao – the ‘Current Aff airs Paper’. Its fi rst issue was published on 9 August 1896 
and it came out every ten days until it was suppressed two years later. Its circula-
tion rose to 10,000 and its infl uence – and through it the views of Liang and 
Huang – spread across the reform-minded elite. Th ey argued for changes in 
education, state administration and economic aff airs. But Huang also managed 
to stay on excellent terms with key offi  cials in the court. Th e same month that the 
magazine was inaugurated, Huang was summoned to a private audience with the 
emperor. Th e emperor asked him to explain how Britain and Japan had become 
stronger than the Qing, and Huang took the opportunity to preach the necessity 
of new policies. Huang had become one of the most infl uential reformers in the 
empire. But it was not to last.
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In January 1898 Kang Youwei, the loudest advocate of political reform in 
the country and Huang’s discussion partner, was summoned to the Zongli 
Yamen to explain his proposals for reform. In February, the seventeen-year-old 
emperor asked to read copies of Huang’s Treatises on Japan and in June the 
emperor issued a decree declaring the beginning of what became known as the 
Hundred Days Reform. Kang was appointed to the Zongli Yamen and Huang 
made minister to Japan. Luckily, before he could take the job, Huang was struck 
down by dysentery and was on sick leave when the Dowager Empress Cixi and 
her allies among the court conservatives launched their coup, imprisoning the 
emperor and crushing the reform movement. Th e empress ordered Huang 
arrested in Shanghai but the Western community in the city was outraged at the 
treatment of the famous reformer and, together with the Japanese government, 
pressed for the warrant to be cancelled. Th e court relented and Huang was 
allowed to retire to his hometown, famous but rusticated. By then, Huang’s 
ideas on the ‘yellow race’ had spread throughout the reform movement and into 
the upper reaches of the offi  cial bureaucracy. But after 1898, others would take 
the urge to reform, and the idea of race, in new directions.

Th e death of his father was tragic for twelve-year-old Yan Fu but it pushed him 
down a path that, ultimately, made him one of the most important Chinese 
writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. If his father had not 
been struck down, Yan would probably have joined the scholar-bureaucracy 
where, in all probability, circumstances would have propelled him to oppose all 
the ideas that he came to be known for. Instead, he was hurled from a life of 
prosperity and scholarship into penury and woe. Th e tutor his father had hired 
for him was let go, his mother only kept the household together by selling 
needlework and Yan was married off  at the age of fourteen. Unable to aff ord the 
necessary schooling in the Confucian classics, a life of obscurity in the steep 
wooded valleys of Fujian province beckoned.25

But then one of his father’s old friends stepped in with an off er that was 
welcome, although very much second best. Shen Baozhen was also from Fujian, 
had fought with Zeng Guofan against the Taiping rebels and then, like Zeng, 
become an active supporter of ‘self-strengthening’ – making use of Western 
methods to preserve Qing rule. Once the Taipings had been crushed, however, 
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Shen took leave to formally mourn his mother, in the traditional manner of 
a devout Confucian. While he was performing his domestic duties, the self-
strengtheners convinced the court to hire foreign engineers to teach a new 
generation of skilled workers how to build ships and weapons. Two modern 
arsenals were established: one in Shanghai under Li Hongzhang and the other 
in Fuzhou under Zuo Zongtang (General Tso), the governor-general of Fujian 
and Zhejiang. Li hired British engineers and military offi  cers while Zuo (who 
hated the British) hired French ones. Experts from the two countries who had 
infl icted such a humiliating defeat on the Qing realm in 1860 were now 
employed by it in order to construct a modern navy that could fi ght off  future 
attackers.

Zuo needed a Qing offi  cial to oversee the foreigners in the shipyard and, in 
November 1866, Shen was persuaded to mourn only part-time and return 
to public service.26 For the next eight years, under his leadership, the Fuzhou 
shipyard became what the Princeton professor Benjamin Elman called ‘the 
leading industrial venture in late Qing China’.27 Building ships was only part 
of the shipyard’s work. It was also tasked with training the men who would 
construct and operate them. Th e fi rst obstacle to overcome was fi nding suit-
able candidates, since most educated families wanted their sons to enter the 
scholar-gentry rather than have their minds sullied with ‘Western learning’. In 
the end, Shen decided to attract students with a generous stipend and the 
promise of a well-paid job. It was perfect for the fourteen-year-old Yan Fu.

Th e availability of teachers meant that naval architects were trained in 
French while navigators and ships’ offi  cers were trained in English. Yan chose to 
join the ‘English School’, a decision that proved fateful. His teacher was James 
Carroll, formerly of the Royal Naval College at Greenwich in England and Yan 
appears to have studied hard. He graduated in 1871 and then went to sea, 
sailing as far south as Singapore and as far north as Japan. After six years as a 
naval offi  cer, his tutors recommended him – along with eleven other offi  cers – 
for further study at the Royal Naval College. He arrived in 1877, one of a tiny 
number of Qing subjects in London. Th ere he encountered direct discrimina-
tion. Sir Edward Fanshawe, Admiral President of the college, ordered that the 
visitors live, eat and socialise outside its precincts rather than with the British 
offi  cers.28 Yan found more sympathetic company in the person of Guo Songtao, 
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the fi rst Qing ambassador to London, who had only taken up residence there 
the year before. Th e two men spent long evenings debating the source of Britain’s 
wealth and power and drawing up radical prescriptions for change back home. 
In spite of the racism he encountered Yan opted to spend a second year at the 
college rather than join the crew of a British warship as his contemporaries did. 
It seems that he preferred to make the most of the opportunities to read and 
learn then available in London. Yan travelled back home in 1879 to take up a 
position as an instructor at the Fuzhou shipyard, but his sponsor, Shen, died 
that year. Li Hongzhang saw an opportunity and he poached Yan to teach at the 
institution Li controlled – the Northern Naval Academy in Tianjin. He spent a 
decade there and became its superintendent in 1890.

Fluent in English and fascinated by Britain’s rise from obscurity to world 
domination, Yan spent this decade searching for answers. How could China 
regain its strength? He found the answers in Herbert Spencer. In 1881 Yan 
read Spencer’s Th e Study of Sociology.29 Th e entire book is predicated upon 
Spencer’s racialist ideas. Early on Spencer pokes fun at the idea that ‘an Aristotle 
[might] come from a father and a mother with facial angles of fi fty degrees’ and 
argues that the ‘genesis of the great man depends on the long series of complex 
infl uences which has produced the race in which he appears’.30 Later on, he 
argues that war ‘has had a large share’ in raising races to a higher stage by 
killing off  the less fi t. Spencer claimed to be a follower of Charles Darwin but 
his view of evolution was closer to that of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck: he believed 
that physical and mental adaptations that developed as a result of changes in 
behaviour could be passed on to subsequent generations biologically: ‘By the 
unceasing antagonisms between human societies, small and large, there has 
been a mutual culture of adapted intelligence, a mutual culture of certain traits 
of character not to be undervalued and a mutual culture of bodily powers.’31

In 1892 the British missionary John Fryer (who had briefl y worked as a 
teacher at the Tongwen Guan Translators’ College in 1863) published what is 
thought to be the fi rst article in Chinese suggesting a division of humanity into 
categories based upon skin colour.32 Fryer had founded and edited a magazine, 
Gezhi Huibian (known in English as the ‘Chinese Scientifi c Magazine’) intended 
to bring Western scientifi c thinking to Chinese audiences. In his 1892 article, 
Fryer explained the latest developments in European racial thinking. It posited 
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the existence of fi ve races: Mongolian, Caucasian, African, Malayan and American 
Indian, each with diff erent skin colours: reddish-brown (zhe), white, black, 
brown and bronze respectively. As Frank Dikötter has pointed out, this could be 
fi tted into existing Chinese ideas about diff erence. Th e number fi ve has strong 
symbolic meaning in Chinese culture, describing the number of senses, fl avours, 
elements and directions. Fryer’s ‘Mongolians’ weren’t ‘yellow’ but in the ferment 
of the time it didn’t take long for these racial ideas to fuse. Traditionally, yellow 
was the colour of the centre with the ‘barbarians of the four quarters’ allocated 
the colours of green, white, red and black. It didn’t take much intellectual eff ort 
to adapt some of these ideas to the new circumstances.

Yan seems to have languished during the 1880s and early 1890s. Although 
he had been hired by Li Hongzhang, he seems to have thought the whole 
‘self-strengthening’ approach was a waste of time. Depressed, he turned to 
opium and bitterness. It was defeat in the Sino-Japanese War that spurred him 
into action: ‘things choked up in my breast, which I had to vomit forth’, as he 
later wrote.33 Th e old ways, which had led China into corruption and defeat, 
must be replaced by new ways based upon Western ideas: ‘Science, sincerity 
and rectitude are made the foundations for ordering society,’ he proclaimed.

Th e dam burst in early 1895. A new journal established by reformers among 
Tianjin’s elite, Zhibao, gave Yan the space to publish four essays in rapid succes-
sion. Its base in a treaty port gave the publishers and writers protection from 
the Qing authorities and allowed Yan Fu to let rip with his criticism. Between 
February and May 1895, the essays introduced readers to Herbert Spencer’s 
ideas on race and what would become known as ‘Social Darwinism’. Th at 
was not really their primary purpose, though. In the words of the Sinologist 
James Pusey, Yan Fu ‘brought in Darwin not for scientifi c reasons but as a 
Western witness to the necessity of change’.34 Yan wanted reform and, just as 
in Japan a decade earlier, Spencer’s ideas gave him grounds to argue for it. But 
there was a major diff erence between Spencer in Japan and Spencer in Yan Fu’s 
writing.

Th e Japanese reformers liked Spencer because Spencer used Darwin to 
justify his ideas about the struggle for survival between individuals. Yan Fu 
took the idea of the struggle for survival but turned it into a struggle between 
groups. To explain the ideas, Yan had to create Chinese-language equivalents 
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for the terms used by Social Darwinism. In particular, he needed a translation 
for ‘natural selection’. He chose wu jing tian ze – literally, ‘living things contend, 
heaven chooses’. Yan explained the meaning of the phrase as ‘only the fi t races 
survive’.35 Th is was a distortion of Darwin’s original meaning – that the fi ttest 
individuals passed on their genes to successive generations – but it fi tted with 
Yan’s thoughts on social change – that groups were the engine of history, a view 
formed by his observations of British society and his years as a resentful 
observer of Qing politics.

Yan’s purpose is clear from the conclusion of the second essay, ‘On the 
Origin of Strength’ (Yuan qiang), published sometime between 4 and 9 March 
1895. Written in the light of the stunning defeats infl icted upon the Qing 
forces by Japan, he argued, ‘If we want to . . . resist our foreign enemies we 
must . . . establish a parliament at the capital and let each province and county 
elect its own offi  cials.’ In Yan’s view, the only way to make ‘the people’ willing 
to fi ght for the country and defeat its enemies was to give them the power to 
direct it. Th e big question was, therefore, who were ‘the people’?

To answer the question, Yan borrowed the idea of the ‘yellow race’ from 
Huang Zunxian. He complained that the Manchus had ruled their great-state 
as a separate elite ever since their conquest in 1644 and argued that, in the face 
of the existential threat from the ‘white race’, that needed to change. Yan 
opined that, despite the Qing elite’s deliberate strategy of keeping themselves 
apart from the majority of the population, they were in fact part of the same 
people, the same race: ‘Now on earth there are only four great races: the yellow, 
the white, the brown, and the black. . . . Th e Man [Manchu], Meng [Mongol], 
and Han people of today are all of the yellow race. . . . Th erefore zhong guo 
[China] from of old has been ruled by one race only. It has never actually fallen 
to an alien kind.’ Th e Chinese word that Yan chose for ‘race’ was the same as 
the one used by Huang: zhong. He used it to argue that the barriers between 
Man and Han had to be torn down.

It is interesting to note that Li Hongzhang set sail for the negotiations with 
Japan at Shimonoseki a few days after ‘On the Origin of Strength’ was published 
in Zhibao. It is easy to imagine that he took a copy of the journal with him and 
that this was the reason why he tried to appeal to his Japanese counterparts on 
the basis of their shared membership of the ‘yellow race’ at Shimonoseki. Th e 
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fact that the Japanese gave him short shrift must have demonstrated to Li the 
weakness of the idea.

Nonetheless, the trope of the ‘yellow race’ continued to motivate the 
reformers during the following decade. In August 1896 Yan Fu met Huang 
Zunxian as he was travelling to Beijing to meet the emperor. Over the following 
few years, the two men wrote to each other frequently, exchanging ideas on race 
and reform.36 In 1897 Yan founded two journals in Tianjin – the daily Guowen 
Bao (‘National News Journal’) and the weekly Guowen Huibian (‘National 
News Collection’)37 – to spread his ideas. In 1898 his ‘translation’ – really a 
paraphrasing – of an 1893 lecture by the British social reformer Th omas Huxley 
on ‘Evolution and Ethics’ was published as Tianyan Lun (‘On Evolution’). 
Huxley was strongly opposed to Spencer’s individualism and emphasised, 
instead, group solidarity. Th at was even more emphasised in Yan’s rendering of 
it. As Dikötter points out, Yan took Spencer’s ideas of competition and Huxley’s 
ideas of cooperation and infl ected both with his own ideas about race to argue 
that ‘science’ told us that the ‘yellow race’ is locked in a death struggle with the 
‘white race’ and would end up in the same state as the ‘black race’ and the ‘red 
race’ unless it instituted political reform.

Yan Fu’s writings became extremely infl uential: they came to be seen as the 
authentic representation of Darwinism in China for many years. It was not 
until 1919 that a full translation of Darwin’s Origin of Species was published 
in Chinese. In the meantime, it was Yan Fu’s rendering of the interpretations 
of Darwin by Huxley and Spencer that set the terms of the debate both for 
reformists such as Liang Qichao and revolutionaries such as Sun Yat-sen. In the 
words of James Pusey in his study China and Charles Darwin, the way Yan Fu 
wrote about race ‘helped open the door for a generation of unpleasant racial 
thinking’.38

15 April 2018 and the grande salle of the University of New South Wales, 
Leighton Hall, is fi lled with 600 members of Australia’s ‘overseas Chinese’ 
community. Against the polished travertine wall hangs a giant image of a myth-
ical fi gure, or rather a giant image of a real statue in the Chinese city of Xinzheng 
representing a mythical fi gure: the Yellow Emperor. Th is is an annual event 
organised by the ‘Australia Chinese Ayers Association’, a group founded, in its 
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own words, to ‘promote understanding between countries’. Th e only country 
the association promotes, however, is the People’s Republic of China. Among 
those attending the event or sending messages of congratulation were the 
former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott, the governor of New South 
Wales and various local mayors and councillors. It is a classic example of the 
kind of work that the Chinese Communist Party’s ‘United Front Work 
Department’ undertakes – building links between the motherland, overseas 
Chinese and local politicians and fi gures of infl uence. Th e main United Front 
organisation in Australia, the ‘Australian Council for the Promotion of the 
Peaceful Reunifi cation of China’, was a supporter of the event, as were several 
other United Front-linked cultural groups. Among the organisers was Deng Li, 
a journalist with China’s state media, and the event, like others before and 
since, was duly celebrated on the United Front’s own website.39

Th e purpose of the Sydney event was to connect its participants with a much 
larger gathering taking place around that statue in Xinzheng: a mass worship-
ping of the mythical Yellow Emperor in his mythical birthplace on his mythical 
birthday – the third day of the third month of the lunar calendar, 2698 bce. It 
was one of six similar gatherings on the same day: others were in Hong Kong, 
Macao, Taiwan, San Francisco and Vancouver. Ever since they were fi rst held, 
in 2006, the celebrations in Xinzheng have been aimed at building a sense of 
community with overseas Chinese. Th eir offi  cial theme is ‘same roots, same 
ancestors, same origins, peace and harmony’.40 Th e purpose of the ‘core’ cere-
mony in Xinzheng, according to the Chinese state media, was to ‘build a spiri-
tual home to pray for the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’, a message 
that was broadcast around the world by online news sites and China’s overseas 
broadcasters, CCTV International and Phoenix TV.

In the years since Yellow Emperor worship was inaugurated in Xinzheng in 
2006, the organisers have devised a specifi c form for the festivities, which has 
become the model for the others around the world. Nine events take place in 
sequence, including music, dancing and prayers, venerating the Yellow Emperor 
as the ‘Ancestor of the Chinese nation’. It is a classic case of what the British 
historian Eric Hobsbawm once called ‘the invention of tradition’. Th e Yellow 
Emperor has been positioned as a globally unifying fi gure: a poster boy for all 
Chinese everywhere and an ideological tool for the Communist Party of China. 
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It is the culmination of a journey that began a century ago with the thoughts of 
a young hothead from Hangzhou called Zhang Binglin.

We encountered Zhang Binglin in Chapter 1: the classical scholar who 
became a reformist writer after the 1895 defeat by Japan, and then a revolu-
tionary agitator after the international suppression of the Boxer Rebellion in 
1900/01. As we saw, his political evolution was founded upon a dramatic shift 
in his thinking about race. In short, Zhang invented the idea of the ‘Han race’. 
As the Hong Kong-born professor of Chinese History, Chow Kai-wing, has 
observed, ‘Before 1899, Zhang’s characterisation of China’s struggle against 
European powers was primarily based on the idea of war between the “white” 
and “yellow” races.’ He accepted some of the ‘Western-origin’ theories of the 
French orientalist Albert Terrien de Lacouperie – that the white and yellow 
races shared common origins in Mesopotamia – but inverted them by claiming 
the whites were descendants of the yellows. In 1898, having read the work of 
Yan Fu, he had published an introduction to Herbert Spencer’s racial thinking 
in a reformist journal, Changyanbao.41 Politically, he followed the reformist 
arguments of Huang and Yan.42 But in May 1899, writing from the safety of 
Japan and then Shanghai, he penned an article referring to the emperor as the 
‘Guest Emperor’, highlighting the ‘barbarian’ origins of the Qing, and in early 
1900 his Qiushu (‘Th e Book of Urgency’) explicitly called for the overthrow of 
the Manchu government.

Zhang had an ideological diffi  culty. Th e ‘Confucian’ attitude shared by the 
court and the reformers was that political legitimacy came from an enlightened 
culture and that anyone, including barbarians, could become Hua by adopting 
that culture. Manchus could be Hua as much as Han. But having decided that 
the Manchus were the problem, Zhang needed a basis for an argument against 
culturalism. He found it in a fourth-century bce historical commentary called 
the Zuozhuan, which – according to Zhang – demonstrated that bonds of 
kinship were more important than culture. Since ‘barbarians’ were not of the 
same ‘type’, they could not have the same loyalties as the Han. He adopted the 
word zu – meaning ‘lineage’ – as a marker of diff erence. Lineage was a vexed 
issue in the turbulent nineteenth century. Th e Qing needed its ‘bannermen’ to 
demonstrate their ancestry and, as Frank Dikötter has shown, many Han fami-
lies drew up long family trees as a survival strategy: to demonstrate their pedigree 
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and also to strengthen their kinship connections with neighbours. Around the 
country, lineage groups were frequently involved in violent feuds, ranging from 
small inter-village disputes to large-scale confl icts such as the Hakka-Punti war.43 
Zu, then, encapsulated a powerful idea. Zhang Binglin took zu and enlarged it 
from the local to the national: the Han became the Hanzu and Manchu, the 
Manzu. Th e two groups were rival lineages and therefore confl ict between them 
became not just thinkable but logical.

Onto this he grafted European ideas about evolution and race. Both the 
white race and the yellow race were intelligent, he argued in the Qiushu, but the 
yellows were more civilised. Th e Han belonged to the ‘yellow race’ but he created 
the idea of the ‘race-surname’ – zhong xing – to demonstrate that they were 
diff erent from the Manchus. Th e term zhongxing was a contraction of the char-
acters in ‘race-lineage’ (zhongzu) and ‘surname’ (xingshi). Han and Manchu may 
have been part of the same zhong, but they were not part of the same zhongzu, 
and lineage surnames were a vital way to discern the two. Th is was not the only 
innovation in the Qiushu. In it he also gave the world his lasting legacy, the 
notion that the ancestor of all the Han was Huangdi: the Yellow Emperor.

Just after his publication of the Qiushu came his decisive split with the 
reformers. Th e Eight-Nation Army seized Tianjin on 14 July 1900 and, unlike 
the reformists, who pledged to defend the Qing court, Zhang denounced it. In 
a hugely symbolic protest he cut off  his ‘queue’ – the braided pigtail hairstyle 
imposed on all Qing male subjects on pain of death – in front of a reformers’ 
protest meeting on 3 August. He then wrote an article entitled ‘Th e Correct 
Discourse on Hatred for the Manchus’ for the fi rst revolutionary magazine 
Guominbao, based in Japan. He did not want to kill the Manchus, he wrote, 
but he did want them expelled back to Manchuria, the northeastern lands of 
their origin. In this he was a relative moderate among the revolutionaries. 
Th ere were already some arguing for an anti-Manchu genocide. While Huang 
Zunxian, Yan Fu and the other reformers were calling for the Qing govern-
ment to break down the barriers between members of the same ‘yellow race’, 
Zhang Binglin and his revolutionary comrades were arguing that the race 
which mattered was the Han and there was no place for the Manchus.

Th ere was a key diff erence between Western racism and its ‘eastern’ counter-
part. Whereas most European racialists argued in terms of biology, there were no 
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obvious diff erences in skin colour or facial angle between Han and Manchu. But 
Zhang needed a rationale to demarcate the boundary between the two groups he 
was trying to create. He found it in the logic of the lineage. He made use of his 
early training as a classical scholar and went searching through the ancient texts. 
He found an answer in the writings of the second-century bce historian Sima 
Qian, who began his account with the life of the Yellow Emperor. For Zhang, 
the emperor became the shi zu – the original ancestor – and the twenty-four 
surnames of his sons (according to Sima Qian) were the original Han zhongxing. 
Almost 5,000 years later, the entire 450 million-strong Hanzu could be imag-
ined as the sons and grandsons of the Yellow Emperor – the Huangdi zisun.

Like most successful new political ideas, Zhang’s racial-nationalism took 
pre-existing ideas – the myth of the Yellow Emperor, the importance of the 
lineage, dislike of the government and so on – and fashioned a new ideology 
from the amalgam. In the aftermath of the Qing court’s failure to resist the 
allied powers during the 1900 Boxer Rising, the concept became so successful 
that within just a few years the arguments of reformists such as Huang Zunxian, 
Yan Fu and Liang Qichao had disappeared into near irrelevance. By December 
1906 the new ideas could simply subsume the old ones. Writing in the second 
edition of Minbao, the pro-revolutionary journal that he edited, Hu Hanmin 
‘borrows Yan Fu’s own Social Darwinist categories to prove that the Manchus 
are simply an inferior people and that China can only fl ourish when the 
super ior Han race prevails’, in the words of Yan’s biographer, Benjamin 
Schwartz.44 At a meeting that same month to celebrate Minbao’s fi rst anniver-
sary, Zhang fi nished his speech by chanting ‘Long live the Minbao! Long live 
the Hanzu!’ Th e notion of a ‘yellow race’ that could contain all the inhabitants 
of East Asia was jettisoned for a much narrower one that deliberately excluded 
those outside the freshly imagined Hanzu.

Th e beauty of the ‘Han race’ idea for the revolutionaries was that it created 
a huge community of potential supporters who could be mobilised against a 
declared enemy: the ruling Manchu elite. If the Manzu were excluded, then so 
were the Mengzu (Mongols) and the non-Chinese-speaking minorities. Indigenous 
groups were relegated to the status of ‘browns’ or ‘blacks’ for whom Social 
Darwinism predicted only one fate: they could be ignored in the coming struggle. 
Increasingly, the revolutionaries – mainly young, male students living in exile in 
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Japan – mixed old ideas of lineage – zu – with new racial ideas of biological 
race – zhong. Th e fusion of zhong and zu was made possible by the imaginary 
fi gure of the Yellow Emperor: Huangdi became the father of the zhongzu. However, 
the question of who was, and was not, a member of the zhongzu was not always 
so easy to answer.

With revolutionary sentiment rising, the Qing government made some 
belated eff orts at reform, including, in 1904, new regulations on primary 
schooling. Th ey stipulated that schools should promote ‘their love of the nation’ 
through, among other things, ‘native place education’. Various local literati 
rushed to publish their own ‘gazetteers’ of prefectures, sub-prefectures, depart-
ments and counties in the hope of promoting their world-view to the younger 
generation and perhaps making a profi t from sales. According to May-bo 
Ching, history professor at the City University of Hong Kong, the politics of 
these men traversed the spectrum from traditional scholar-offi  cials to reformers 
and revolutionaries. While the ‘gazetteer’ was a long-established publishing 
format, the Qing administration specifi ed in 1905 that reformed editions 
needed to include new information. Apart from basic history and geography, 
each gazetteer should include details about the various races (literally ren lei – 
‘person types’) and their clans (literally shi zu – surnames and lineages).45

Th e guidelines also specifi ed that gazetteer compilers needed to decide who 
counted as a subject of the empire – a qi min (a new term that submerged the 
diff erences between members of banner units – qi – and civilians – min). Th ere 
were three criteria: they could not be a believer in ‘another religion’, such as 
Christianity or Islam; they had to be employed in one of the four traditional 
occupations: scholar, artisan, farmer or trader; and they could not be a member 
of ‘another race’ – ta zhong. Th e regulations specifi ed that ta zhong included the 
Hui (Muslims), the Miao (Hmong), the Zhuang (Tai) and several other named 
minorities. By listing these groups as ‘outsiders’, the Qing state was, in eff ect, 
saying that everyone else was an insider, whether Han, Manchu or Mongol. 
Th us, by 1905, even the Qing state had begun to replace the idea of zu, which 
had structured its military and bureaucracy for almost 300 years, in favour of 
the reformists’ ideas of zhong – race.

However, a controversy that year would demonstrate the arbitrariness of the 
whole concept of a Han race and bring the pioneer of Chinese racial thinking, 
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Huang Zunxian, back into the public eye one fi nal time. Th e question of who 
was, and was not, Han could be extremely divisive, particularly in Guangdong 
province, where older inhabitants still remembered the Hakka-Punti war. Th e 
compilers of diff erent local-level gazetteers took diff erent positions. For example, 
two counties, Shixing and Xingning, both contained large numbers of Hakka 
speakers: the Xingning gazetteer mentioned this fact but the Shixing book did 
not. Th e issue came to a head when a writer with revolutionary sympathies, 
Huang Jie, published his ‘Textbook of Guangdong Local History’.46 Huang Jie 
had co-founded the ‘National Essence Society’ (Guoxue baocun hui) the year 
before to promote political change, with inspiration from a conservative view of 
the past. Th e society’s anti-Manchuism combined revolutionary zeal with the 
Social Darwinist fear that the Han race had to be preserved from the threat of 
extinction. Th is, the society argued, could only be done through the mobilisa-
tion of ancient culture. Huang Jie and his fellow National Essence Society 
members saw an opportunity in the education reforms to transform the thinking 
of the new generation by providing them with ‘national essence’ textbooks.47

Huang Jie’s 1905 Guangdong History textbook stated baldly that, ‘Among 
the races of Guangdong are Hakkas and Hoklos who are not Cantonese and 
not of Han racial stock.’ Th is infuriated Huang Zunxian, then living in quiet 
banishment in the province, and provoked him into organising, along with 
fellow Hakka scholar-offi  cials, a ‘Society for Investigating the Origin of the 
Hakka People’. Th e society used all its infl uence to lobby the provincial educa-
tion authority which, eventually, agreed to have the sentence removed from 
the book. Huang Zunxian died in March 1905 but his struggle continued. 
Although other textbooks were published that specifi cally excluded the Hakka 
from membership of the Han, by 1907 the provincial authorities had agreed 
to remove all the off ending sections. Th us, in his fi nal act, Huang Zunxian 
demonstrated the emptiness of the notion of a ‘Han race’ by showing it could 
be expanded or contracted not by science but by political pressure from infl u-
ential people. Henceforth, the Hakka and the Hoklo would be Han.

But empty or not, the idea of a Han race became the revolutionaries’ most 
powerful weapon. It enabled them to create alliances between literate offi  cials 
and illiterate peasants. It was no longer suffi  cient to be a cultured Hua, or a 
member of the ‘yellow race’ – change could only come from the Han, the sons 
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and grandsons of the Yellow Emperor. From 1900 onwards, as a result of Zhang 
Binglin’s innovation, the way that Chinese communities referred to themselves 
began to change. Th at change endures. Th e descendants of the huaqiao who 
settled abroad before 1910 generally still refer to themselves as ‘Hua’ to this 
day. Th ey are using a ‘culturalist’ defi nition of themselves that Huang Zunxian, 
Yan Fu and Liang Qichao would have recognised. By contrast, those who live 
in the People’s Republic of China or on Taiwan are far more likely to call them-
selves ‘Han’.

But it is clear that the Communist Party of China’s United Front Department 
wants to change this. Th e promotion of the Yellow Emperor ritual among 
huaqiao communities is an obvious example of a political strategy intended to 
change their identity and allegiances. When a Chinese consul in San Francisco 
makes an appeal for loyalty to American citizens based upon their genetic inher-
itance, he is doing so on the basis of Zhang Binglin’s racial nationalism. Th e 
same is true of the granting of residency visas to descendants of nth-generation 
emigrants. Rather than simply being proud of being Hua and having ancestral 
connections to villages in faraway provinces, the leadership in Beijing wants 
these audiences to see themselves as sons and grandsons of the Yellow Emperor 
and be loyal to his lineage, embodied today in the People’s Republic of China.

Given that attendances at United Front-type events generally number only 
in the hundreds, a tiny fraction of the estimated 60 million ‘overseas Chinese’, 
it seems safe to say that this message has only a minority appeal. Yet by 
recruiting key fi gures within diaspora communities and by dominating the 
global narrative about the nature of ‘Chinese-ness’, the United Front’s activi-
ties can have a far greater impact around the world than mere numbers might 
suggest.
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THE INVENTION OF CHINESE HISTORY
guoshi – national history

Beijing’s answer to Silicon Valley is Zhongguancun. A generation ago it was still 
possible to cycle through parts of it along muddy tracks between paddy fi elds. 
Th ese days it is home to ten science parks, from which have sprung Lenovo, 
Baidu and a hundred other hi-tech giants, most of them unknown outside their 
home country. Zhongguancun is also an intellectual hub. It is fringed by the 
huge campuses of Tsinghua and Peking universities, built decades ago in what 
was then splendid rural isolation to keep the students away from city vices and 
safely under political control. At its heart sits the people’s university, Renmin, 
originally founded by the Communist Party in 1937 to educate its cadres. And 
on the fi fth fl oor of one of Renmin University’s gleaming towers lives the 
‘Institute of Qing History’.

Just a year after its victory in the civil war, the Communist Party leadership 
called on its university to write a history of the Qing Dynasty.1 As one of the 
leading American historians of the Qing period, Pamela Kyle Crossley, has 
pointed out, the instruction would ‘complete the traditional arc in which each 
imperial dynasty declared its legitimacy by writing the history of its predecessor’.2 
Th e party’s directive led to the formal creation of the Institute of Qing History 
in 1978 and then, in 2002, to something far bigger. Following a proposal from 
Professor Li Wenhai, formerly the president of Renmin University – and also 
the secretary of its Communist Party Committee, director of the China Society 
of History and director of the History Teaching Guidance Committee of the 
Ministry of Education – the State Council approved the establishment of the 
‘National Qing Dynasty History Compilation Committee’. Th e project enjoys 
the kind of government fi nancial support that makes other historians weep with 
envy. It has now digitised nearly 2 million pages and images, translated tens of 
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thousands of foreign studies into Chinese, published multi-volume collections 
of documents and held dozens of academic conferences.3

From the outset, the Qing Dynasty History Compilation Committee has 
been a vehicle for the Communist Party to direct the way that the Qing Dynasty 
is remembered. Following Xi Jinping’s ascent to the apex of power in 2012, 
however, the party’s hand has gripped ever more tightly around the project’s 
throat. Th ere are increasingly strict limits on what can, and more importantly 
cannot, be said about the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Th e reason is obvious: facing demands for independence in Taiwan and sepa-
ratist feeling in Tibet and Xinjiang, nothing can be allowed to upset the offi  cial 
national narrative that these places were smoothly, peacefully and organically 
incorporated into the motherland and that they are therefore integral parts of a 
nation-state with ancient roots.

Since 2013 foreign historians such as Crossley, Evelyn Rawski, James 
Millward, Mark Elliott and the many others who tell a diff erent story about 
the Qing Great-State – that it was a Manchu dynasty and expanded its realm 
through conquest, violence and oppression – have been denigrated in China, 
denounced as imperialists and denied access to archives. Th e same fi ght has 
also been taken to independent-minded Chinese historians. In early 2019 the 
Communist Party’s own ‘Chinese History Research Committee’ warned that, 
‘A very small number of scholars lack the proper vigilance against Western 
academic thoughts, and introduce theoretical variants of foreign historical 
nihilism into the fi eld of Qing historical research.’ Th e phrase ‘historical 
nihilism’ has become increasingly common in recent years: it is Communist 
Party-speak for research that does not support the party’s own view of history. 
Th e article, by Zhou Qun, deputy editor of the committee’s own journal, Lishi 
yanjiu (‘Historical Research’), was republished in the People’s Daily to make sure 
the message was widely received. Under the headline ‘Firmly Grasp the Right 
of Discourse of the History of the Qing Dynasty’, it helpfully reminded readers 
that, ‘Studying history, and learning from history is a valuable experience of the 
Chinese nation for 5,000 years, and it is also an important magic weapon for 
the Chinese Communist Party to lead the Chinese people to win one victory 
after another.’4 As a description of the Communist Party’s view of history, that 
could hardly be bettered, except perhaps by Mao Zedong himself: ‘Make the 
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past serve the present’, as he told students in 1964. Th e ideological war over the 
events of three and four hundred years ago is alive and apparently still vital to 
the survival of today’s People’s Republic. Th e National Qing Dynasty History 
Compilation Committee is a bulwark in the party’s defences against foreign 
plots to undermine national unity through the ruse of archival research.

Th ere is a new rigidity to the Communist Party’s imposition of an ‘ideolog-
ically correct’ history but the creation and curation of a national story that 
begins 5,000 years ago pre-dates Mao. It is not, however, 5,000 years old. Th e 
belief that there was a place called ‘China’ and a people called the ‘Chinese’ in 
continuous existence for 5,000 years only came into existence itself around the 
turn of the twentieth century. Th e idea was born in the minds of political 
exiles, far from home and dreaming of a new world. For that new world to be 
created, they fi rst had to create a story about the old world. And the person 
who did the most to bring this old world story into existence was someone we 
have already encountered: the radical reforming writer, the father of Chinese 
journalism, Liang Qichao.

By the time Timothy Richard died, in April 1919, he had become the most 
famous foreigner in China. He is now largely forgotten in his home country 
but his picture can still be found in museums in Beijing. It is quite possible 
that even Xi Jinping has seen it, for Richard has a place in the Communist 
Party’s pantheon as the fi rst person to publish the names of Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels in Chinese. It was an unlikely prospect for a farm boy from 
the far west of Wales.

Richard was born in 1845 in Ffaldybrenin, a one-chapel village tucked 
away in the Carmarthenshire hills, into a staunch protestant family. At the age 
of fourteen, he chose to be baptised in the chilly waters of a nearby river and a 
decade later he signed up for the ministry at the theological college in the 
county town of Haverfordwest. Almost immediately, it seems, China became 
his vocation. After four years of study and a three-month journey by ship, he 
arrived in Shanghai on 12 February 1870. Th e Baptist Missionary Society sent 
him north, to Chefoo/Zhifu (now better known as Yantai) in Shandong prov-
ince, where he lived among the people, wore local clothes and learnt Chinese. 
He married another missionary, Mary Martin, in 1878 and they had four 
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children. Th eir role as organisers and relief workers during the famines of the 
time earned them respect and, later, protection against the anti-missionary 
feeling that arose in many other parts of the country.5

His attitude to missionary work was very diff erent from many of his 
colleagues. He sought dialogue and common ground, hoping to convert by 
example rather than inducement. In 1891 Richard was appointed secretary of 
the ‘Society for the Diff usion of Christian and General Knowledge Among the 
Chinese’ (SDK – also known as the Christian Literature Society for China, or 
CLS), whose purpose was to translate and circulate materials ‘based on Christian 
principles’. It was the Society’s fi rm belief that their mission was not just reli-
gious but social: ‘pure Christianity, as a matter of fact, has lifted up every nation 
that has thoroughly adopted it’, as they put it in their annual report of 1898. 
Th ey were preaching the gospel of Westernisation just as much as the gospel of 
Christ. Th e society’s explicit strategy was to reach out to ‘the future rulers of 
China’, and they found a receptive audience among a section of the elite. Th e 
Chinese name that it operated under, which translates as the ‘Broad Study 
Association’, made this easier by obscuring its religious nature. One of the 
SDK’s most successful tactics was circulating books and pamphlets to candi-
dates outside the traditional examinations for future scholar-offi  cials.6 Between 
1892 and 1896, it distributed over 120,000 tracts to candidates.7 For the soci-
ety’s leadership, political and religious reform went hand in hand.

Another tactic was to publish the Wanguo gongbao, a Chinese-language 
magazine carrying a mixture of Christian argument, articles about European 
progress and calls for political reform, many of them written or translated by 
Timothy Richard. Th roughout 1894 he devoted several issues of the magazine 
to an abridged version of a particular history book that he believed would have 
a profound eff ect on its audience. Th e book he chose was a 463-page door-
stopper: Th e Nineteenth Century: A History by Robert Mackenzie, originally 
published in London, Edinburgh and New York in 1880. It was not an academic 
work but one aimed at a new middle class keen to discover its place in the 
world. About half of the book was focused on Britain, with the rest looking at 
Europe, particularly France and Russia, as well as Turkey and the United States. 
Th ere was almost nothing on Asia or Africa outside the British colony of India. 
Richard’s purpose in choosing this tome to translate was to show how Britain 
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and France had emerged from poverty and wartime destruction into the world 
powers they had become. His audience was similar to Mackenzie’s: the urban, 
literate middle classes. And his prescription was simple: education, reform and 
liberalisation.

Th e Wanguo gongbao serialised Th e Nineteenth Century between March and 
September 1894. As each edition appeared, the situation in the Sino-Japanese 
War grew worse. Every successive defeat became, in eff ect, physical proof of 
Mackenzie’s message: through reform, even little upstart Japan had become 
stronger than the sclerotic Qing Great-State. Demand for Mackenzie’s writings 
was so huge that, the following year, the society published a complete edition 
of Th e Nineteenth Century with the Chinese title of ‘Th e Outline of Occidental 
New History’. Th e idea of ‘New History’ was important to Richard, as he 
explained in his preface: ‘Just as a clear mirror reveals the beautiful and the 
ugly, so New History reveals what fl ourishes and what needs to be replaced.’ 
‘New History’ was therefore more than a way to learn about the past; it was a 
guide to instruct modern people, modern nations and modern governments. 
Th e translation was a sensation: 4,000 offi  cial copies were sold in a fortnight. 
More importantly, pirated versions were printed all over the country. Th e 
historian Mary Mazur estimates that, in all, around a million copies were sold 
and that the book’s infl uence ‘cannot be underestimated’. It was read by almost 
the entire elite, including the emperor.8

While the book was being published, Richard took his proselytising directly 
to the elite, making a visit to Beijing at the time of the highest-level examina-
tions for prospective scholar-offi  cials, which took place every three years. Many 
of those taking the jinshi already knew Richard from his writings in Wanguo 
gongbao, and some were eager to meet him. In the wake of defeat by Japan, 1895 
was a time of ferment in the capital. In April, the reformist scholar Kang Youwei 
and his pupil Liang Qichao had organised 1,200 of the examination candidates 
to sign a petition demanding that the emperor reject the humiliating conditions 
imposed by the Treaty of Shimonoseki (see Chapter 2).9 Th eir demands were 
rejected but that only sharpened the reformists’ determination. In August, Kang 
founded his own newspaper, the fi rst independent journal to be published 
in Beijing. Th e model for the paper was obvious; it was the SDK’s Wanguo 
gongbao. In fact Kang even gave it the same name to begin with, before changing 
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it to Zhongwai Jiwen (‘World Report’) three months later. Liang, who had just 
failed the jinshi exam for the second time, agreed to be its editor.

On 17 October 1895, Richard and Kang Youwei met for the fi rst time. In 
Richard’s account, Kang came to say that he wanted ‘to cooperate with us’ in 
the work of regenerating China.10 Th e relationship grew strong enough for 
Richard to become a founding member of Kang’s reformist lobby group, the 
Qiang Xue Hui, or ‘Strengthening Study Society’, established the following 
month. At the same time Liang Qichao volunteered to work as Richard’s secre-
tary, helping with his translations and his dealings with offi  cials. Th e two men 
clearly shared a vision for the future of the country. During late 1895 and early 
1896, while working as Richard’s secretary, Liang devised and published a 
bibliography of important texts intended as a guide for reformists. Two of his 
particular recommendations were Mackenzie’s book and the society’s Wanguo 
gongbao. As the two men worked alongside each other, Liang’s ideas on reform 
continued to develop. Richard’s infl uence can be seen in many of Liang’s later 
writings, whether on history, political reform or the role of women.11 When the 
court banned the Zhongwai Jiwen, Liang founded another newspaper, Shiwu 
Bao, in the safety of Shanghai in August 1896. He copied its format from 
Wanguo gongbao and covered many of the same themes and arguments.12

Th is was an intellectual journey that Liang Qichao had been traversing ever 
since 1890, when he failed the jinshi exam for the fi rst time as a seventeen-
year-old. While making his way home in disappointment via Shanghai, he had 
discovered Western maps and reformist ideas which completely changed the 
direction of his life. By the late 1890s Liang was probably the most infl uential 
journalist writing in Chinese and the ideas about history that fi lled his articles in 
Shiwu Bao were, in turn, heavily infl uenced by the thoughts of Timothy Richard, 
and through him, Robert Mackenzie. When the Qiangxuehui published its 
‘New Collection of Tracts of the Times’ (Jing Shi Wen) in February 1898, thirty-
one of the essays were written by Richard, along with forty-four by Liang and 
thirty-eight by Kang.13

Richard also introduced Liang to Social Darwinist ideas at around the same 
time as Yan Fu’s translations of Herbert Spencer and Th omas Huxley (described 
in Chapter 3) were being published. Th ey inspired Liang to develop his idea of 
the ‘group’ – qun – and the best way to ensure its survival. During this period, 
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the fear of racial extinction became the spirit that animated the reformers. 
Liang’s 1897 essay ‘On Grouping’ (Shuo Qun) introduced the idea to readers 
of Shiwu Bao.14 According to Liang, it was groups of people who provided the 
energy for social change. Th at meant they were the proper subjects for any 
writer of history – not the state and its rulers. Th is implied a complete break 
with traditional ideas of ‘old learning’ and indicated the direction in which 
Liang’s thoughts on a Chinese ‘New History’ were heading.

Th e schemings of Kang and Liang and their hopes for reform (not to 
mention those of Timothy Richard) were smashed on 22 September 1898 
when Empress Cixi launched her coup. Cixi’s allies placed the emperor under 
house arrest and executed six of the leading reformers but failed to prevent 
Kang and Liang from escaping to Japan. Richard had been supposed to meet 
the emperor on that day but seems to have been warned about the danger and 
worked his contacts to make sure that Kang and Liang received diplomatic 
protection.15 Once established in exile, the reformers found themselves in a 
cauldron of plots and theorising as communities of Chinese students, taking 
inspiration from the rapid modernisation of Japan, dreamt of change back 
home. Liang made his home in Yokohama and learnt Japanese. As a result he 
was able to read many Western books that had already been translated into 
Japanese but not yet into Chinese. His intellectual horizons expanded once 
more. In a 1902 article he recommended dozens of titles by authors ranging 
from Aristotle to the German historian Karl Ploetz. Many of the ideas and 
terms he both adopted and invented clearly bore the infl uence of these 
European thinkers fi ltered through Chinese and Japanese translations.

Most fundamentally, Liang adopted an exile’s view of home. Writing from 
Yokohama, it was obvious to him that the Qing Great-State did not comprise 
‘all under heaven’ or tianxia, but was just one country among many. In an article 
in 1899 he referred to that country as ‘Zhina’, borrowing the Japanese name.16 
Lacking Chinese-language equivalents for the Western concepts intrinsic to the 
writings of European ‘New History’, such as ‘country’ and ‘nation’, he began to 
experiment with new words. In October 1899 he wrote that while there was a 
Chinese term guo-jia, meaning state-clan, the survival of the yellow race required 
a guo-min – a state-people. Th e only way to save the guo from ‘Social-Darwinist’ 
extinction by the white race was to mobilise the min – the people – in its 
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defence. With a guomin, the state would belong to the whole people, who would 
thereby form a nation.17 Liang developed his idea of the importance of the 
‘group’ into a single-minded focus on the nation as the engine of history. In 
1900 he wrote, ‘Today’s Europe, every single part of it, has benefi ted from 
nothing so much as nationalism.’18 Crucially, in Liang’s view, it was the people 
who should defi ne the state, not the other way around. As we shall see in 
Chapter 5, all these terms – ‘people’, ‘race’ and ‘nation’ – were new and very 
loosely defi ned, and their meanings would shift over the following few years as 
political battles raged between reformists and revolutionaries. However, Liang’s 
emerging ideas about the guomin would go on to defi ne the ‘New History’ that 
he wanted to write and how his successors would defi ne ‘Chinese history’ for 
the following century and beyond.

In 1901 Liang published what became the founding text for the ‘Chinese 
New History’: his ‘History of China Introductory Essay’ (Zhongguoshi Xulun). In 
it he laid down the intellectual foundations upon which a nation would be 
defi ned and built. He writes of a place – no longer called Zhina but Zhongguo – 
and he declares that this Zhongguo is comprised of a single people with a history 
that binds them together and makes them diff erent from their neighbours. 
He tells his readers what should be included in the history of ‘Zhongguo’ and 
what should be left out, and the correct terms in which to discuss it. Th e term 
he chooses for ‘people’ is clearly infl uenced by the debates about race that are 
taking place among exiled reformists and revolutionaries (discussed in Chapter 
3). It is minzu – literally ‘people lineage’ – but something that could just as easily 
be translated as ‘race’. Th e Chinese people are therefore the Zhongguo minzu. He 
borrows ideas from German historians to argue that the impact of the Zhongguo 
minzu on history was akin to that of the Aryan/white race.19

Liang believed there was an organic connection between history-writing 
and survival. All groups were in competition but those groups who possessed a 
history – and for Liang, that meant the white and yellow races – survived, 
while those who had ‘no history’ – the blacks, browns and reds – would not. 
In another essay published at around the same time, he claimed that ‘the black, 
the red and the brown races are inferior to the white as far as micro-organisms 
in the blood and brain power are concerned. Only the yellow race can compete 
with the white.’20
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It was critical for racial survival, therefore, to have a history that reinforced 
the group. Liang’s chosen group was the ‘people of Zhongguo’ and his ‘New 
History’ therefore had to be a narrative of continuity. But the concept of 
Zhongguo minzu had to be fl exible enough to include all the diverse peoples of 
the great-state. He tore up the traditional way of writing histories of dynasties 
and adopted a European classifi cation of ‘ancient’, ‘middle ages’ and ‘modern’. 
For him, the ancient period began with the mythical Yellow Emperor in 2700 
bce and ended with the creation of a unifi ed ‘zhong guo’ under the Qin Dynasty 
in 221 bce. In Liang’s words, ‘Th is was the age when zhong guo became Zhongguo, 
as the Zhongguo minzu developed itself, struggled among itself, and unifi ed 
itself.’ Th e ‘middle ages’ started in 221 bce and continued until the end of the 
Qianlong Emperor’s reign in 1796, when the ‘modern’ period began. As Professor 
Xiaobing Tang has noted, this periodisation was based upon Liang’s views about 
the ‘natural’ geography of Zhongguo and he chose it with the frontiers of the 
Qing Great-State in mind. He described the ‘ancient’ period as a time when 
the minzu struggled with other groups, such as the Miao. Th e implication here 
was that the original minzu was a racial group, the Han, even though Liang 
profoundly disagreed with the Hanzu racism of Zhang Binglin who was also 
active in Japan at the same time.

It is important to understand that in 1901 Liang was not describing an 
already existing Chinese nation but was actually creating one by writing its 
history. By choosing which groups were included in the Zhongguo minzu and 
which were excluded, he drew a boundary around the nation that has endured 
to this day. He felt no need to explain why he was writing a history of this 
particular group of people: the necessity appeared simply self-evident. Liang 
was not writing history for its own sake but in parallel with essays and articles 
on the need for political reform. History was the foundation of his political 
work. Liang wanted to modernise but also to preserve the Qing Great-State and 
he needed an ideology that justifi ed his arguments. He found it in a European 
view of history, based on a ‘Social Darwinist’ view of progress in which the 
authenticity of a nation was provided by its ostensibly ancient roots. Th e exis-
tence of the nation therefore had to be proven by tracing its evolutionary 
history. It was critical that he demonstrate continuity between a distant past 
and the present. It did not matter whether members of the original Zhongguo 
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minzu actually knew that they were part of that group. What mattered was the 
link between then and now.21 He stitched together a narrative based on a 
mixture of evidence and conjecture, selecting certain stories while leaving out 
others, and all to justify his modern political agenda. Th at agenda still defi nes 
the Chinese-ness of the People’s Republic of China to this day.

Liang’s characterisation of middle ages ‘Asia’ included only those races 
(zhong) who were incorporated into the Qing realm during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries: the aboriginal ‘Miao’ (a catch-all term that included the 
Hmong and other southern hill peoples), the Han (described as the descendants 
of the Yellow Emperor), plus Tibetans, Mongols, Tungus (Manchus) and 
Xiongnu (Uighurs or Turks). Th ese ‘Asian races’ fought the Han but then, Liang 
argued, united with it to form a single race very diff erent from those outside.22 
Th ese, then, were the historically ‘obvious’ components of the modern Zhongguo 
minzu. Th is had equally ‘obvious’ implications for the territory of Zhongguo – it 
should include all the territories on which those peoples lived: Zhongguo Benbu 
(‘China proper’, the former Ming realm) plus Tibet, Xinjiang, Mongolia and 
Manchuria.

Liang then defi ned the beginning of the ‘modern’ period as the time when 
Zhongguo became connected to the wider world and was forced into a ‘survival 
of the fi ttest’ competition with the countries of the white race.23 He argued 
that racial mixing, not separateness, was the key to survival and that, in partic-
ular, the barriers between Han and Manchu needed to be broken down. For 
Liang, the Han were the core of the Zhongguo minzu and clearly superior. Th e 
purpose of mixing was to raise up other peoples to their evolutionary level.

Th is was just a taste of what was to come. In February 1902 Liang founded 
a bi-weekly paper called Xinmin Congbao (‘New Citizen Journal’). Each edition 
sold around 10,000 copies, distributed mainly in Japan but also in China and 
overseas. Its enormous infl uence among reformers can be demonstrated by a 
letter from Liang’s friend and sponsor, Huang Zunxian, sent in November 
1902, in which Huang says that the ideas and new terms developed in Liang’s 
articles have appeared widely in other newspapers and even been discussed in 
the Qing bureaucracy’s entrance examinations.24 Xinmin Congbao would be the 
outlet for most of Liang’s new thinking until it folded in November 1907. He 
was explicit about the purpose of this newspaper: it was dedicated to bringing 
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a new nation into existence. Th e very fi rst edition included the fi rst of six instal-
ments of a major essay in which Liang explained how a new history needed to 
be written for this new nation. It was called ‘New Historiography’ – Xin shixue 
(literally, ‘new history-study’), and he began it by borrowing the metaphor that 
Timothy Richard had used in his preface to Mackenzie seven years before: ‘Th e 
writing of history . . . is the mirror refl ecting the nation, it is also the source of 
patriotism.’ He went on to dismiss the traditional twenty-four dynastic histo-
ries as merely ‘a unique, comprehensive account of people beheading one 
another’ and called for a ‘revolution’ in history-writing.25

Liang was explicit. Without the right kind of history, he argued, ‘our nation 
cannot be saved’. History had to belong to the people, not the rulers. As the 
American historian Peter Zarrow has observed, Xin shixue ‘was a history specif-
ically designed to promote national feeling’.26 Questions of race and grouping 
were, again, fundamental. Competition between rival races was the engine of 
progress and the outcome would decide whether a particular race would be 
‘historical’ – dominant, or ‘non-historical’ – extinct. However, Liang’s thinking 
about race had itself evolved. Instead of the six races he mentioned by name as 
belonging to the Zhongguo minzu in the earlier essay, he named only three: 
Mongols and Turks were identifi ed separately but the others – Han, Tibetan, 
Manchu and Miao – were not. In Liang’s view, whatever diff erences may exist 
between these groups were immaterial, because: ‘Zhongguo is a country of great 
unity! People are united, language is united, culture is united, religion is united, 
tradition is united.’27 He did not give his reasons but the change came at the 
time he was arguing against the Han racialism of Zhang Binglin, and Liang was 
making a case for ‘yellow race’ unity against the bigger enemy of the ‘white race’.

Nowhere did Liang justify his racial divisions beyond vague references to 
language, script and tradition and, as is the case with all such classifi cations, they 
are littered with inconsistencies. Th is is not particularly surprising, given how 
quickly he was working. Liang’s Chinese biographer, Li Guojun, estimates that 
during 1902 Liang wrote 450,000 characters in Xinmin Congbao alone.28 More 
fundamentally, however, Liang was inventing a completely new way of looking 
at the past and experimenting with ideas as he did so. His ideas about the Chinese 
past were being formed and re-formed, published and republished every week. 
Some of these ideas were discarded, others came to defi ne a new nation-state.
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Liang described certain mountain ranges – the Himalayas, Pamir and Altai – 
as natural borders of the Chinese nation. Th eir size had prevented the transmis-
sion of the ‘high culture’ of Zhongguo into India and west Asia. However, he 
describes other equally high ranges, such as the Kunlun, which divides Tibet 
from the central plains, and the Tian Shan, which runs through the middle of 
Xinjiang, as ‘permeable’. Th e Mongol people, the Tibetans, Turks, Tungus and 
the Miao could be found living on both sides of the ‘natural borders’ but that did 
not prevent them from being ‘naturally’ part of the Chinese nation. Nor did 
Liang think that the other places where these people could be found – south, 
Southeast or central Asia – should be included within the territory of Zhongguo. 
Th e logic is inconsistent and, as the Sinologist Julia C. Schneider has shown, it 
demonstrates that the prime motivation behind Liang’s historical ideas was to 
justify the survival of the Qing Great-State and the extent of its realm.29

Liang downplayed similarities that could have provided grounds for a 
diff erent ‘natural’ order. Mongols and Tibetans, for example, share a Buddhist 
culture, together with people in Nepal and northern India. Mongol, Tibetan 
and Manchu societies share a tradition of shamanism. Th e Islamic Turkic 
peoples have cultural connections with peoples all the way west to Istanbul, and 
highland ‘Miao’-type minorities can be found throughout Southeast Asia. 
Th ese cultures are all quite diff erent from that of the Han people of the central 
plains, but Liang minimised the diff erences and emphasised similarities in order 
to highlight the unity of Zhongguo-ness. As a result, his logic would preserve 
the Qing’s ‘fi ve ethnicities’ (Manchu, Han, Mongol, Turkic and Tibetan), along 
with their fi ve respective territories.30 Th ese were choices he made in the early 
1900s for clearly political reasons but the consequences of those ideas have long 
outlasted the Qing Great-State. Chinese ‘national history’ is, to this day, usually 
written as a history of a territory that was not actually ‘fi xed’ until the middle of 
the twentieth century.

Liang developed the link between the writing of history and the construc-
tion of a nation in a further essay in 1903. Th ere, Liang expressed his admira-
tion for the ideas of the Swiss-German political theorist Johann Bluntschli, 
already well known to reformers in Japan. Liang adopted Bluntschli’s defi ni-
tions of the words ‘people’ and ‘nation’. A ‘people’ was the result of a shared 
cultural history and therefore did not necessarily correspond to borders. 
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A ‘nation’, on the other hand, comprised the inhabitants of a certain country. 
Liang chose to use the word minzu as the equivalent of ‘people’ and guomin 
for ‘nation’. Following Bluntschli, Liang argued that creating a nation – a 
guomin – will automatically create a ‘nation-state’, a guojia.

However, Liang diff ered from Bluntschli in defi ning what constitutes a 
‘people’. Bluntschli mentioned eight criteria: language, religion, physical appear-
ance, way of life, occupation, tradition, living together and political union. 
However, several of these would, quite obviously, divide a putative Zhongguo 
minzu. Th erefore, Liang said, only three were truly important: language, script 
and tradition. Th e essential nature of the people would thus be defi ned in a 
very traditional way – cultural. All those who adopted the higher culture – its 
language, script and tradition – were part of the Zhongguo minzu. Th is was 
simply a nationalist restatement of a traditional Confucian view of culture. But 
it fi tted with Liang’s racialised view of the nascent nation. In his 1903 essay he 
argued, ‘Th is greater nation (da minzu) has to take the Han people (Han ren) as 
its centre and its organisation has to be formed by the hands of the Han people. 
Regarding this fact there is nothing to argue about.’31 In other words, the future 
for all the other groups within the Qing realm was to become assimilated. He 
opposed those who argued for the Han to ‘go it alone’. He called that idea ‘lesser 
nationalism’, or xiao minzuzhuyi, and contrasted it with his own ideas of 
‘greater nationalism’, or da minzuzhuyi. Th e lesser form would split the country, 
while the greater form would unite it against the threat from outside countries 
(guo wai).32

In order to back up his claim for the power of assimilation, Liang created 
another major historical myth, which survives to this day. To show that Han 
culture would prevail in the future, he claimed that it had already done so with 
the Manchus, saying, ‘Th ey have already totally assimilated into Zhongguo.’ 
Th is statement was clearly false, given that cities were still divided into separate 
living quarters for the two groups. Th e legal ban on marriage between them 
had only been lifted in 1902 and the two peoples lived largely separate exis-
tences. Nonetheless, Liang clung to it as politically expedient. He also projected 
his argument further back in time to claim that, in addition to the Manchus 
(1644–1912), previous invaders of Zhongguo – the Tabgach (386–535), the 
Khitan (907–1125), the Jurchen Jin (1115–1234) – had also been converted 
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to its superior culture. He did concede, however, that the Mongols (1279–
1368) had failed to change.

Ironically, what Liang’s list makes clear is that for more than half the period 
from 386 ce until Liang’s essay was published in 1903, Zhongguo Benbu 
(‘China proper’) had been ruled by ‘barbarians’ from the north. During those 
periods Zhongguo had been, in eff ect, a colony within empires ruled by 
non-Han peoples. However, in Liang’s nationalist rendering of that longue 
durée, this was actually a reverse colonisation: all those foreign rulers had been 
overawed by superior Han culture and become part of the Zhongguo minzu. 
Th ere was a Chinese essence that had survived unchanged for millennia.

Liang was seeking a narrative of continuity, a history like those European 
histories he had been absorbing since his encounter with Timothy Richard 
in 1895. If Zhongguo was to become a nation, it would also need a history. 
A nationalist history, written according to Liang’s prescriptions, must stress 
continuity over discontinuity and naturalness over arbitrariness. Th e result 
must convert a collection of contradictory fragments into an evolutionary 
narrative, telling a story of how ‘we’ got ‘here’. To do this Liang invented the 
notion of ‘assimilative power’: the nation progressed and expanded as more 
and more people became assimilated into its superior culture.33 He could not 
accept the Chinese nation as being weak. As he put it in his 1901 introductory 
essay (Zhongguoshi Xulun), ‘Seen from the angle of outer appearances, the Han 
race often lost but seen from the angle of inner spirit, the Han race often 
won.’34 In other words, the Han only appeared to have been colonised; those 
who could really see what was going on would understand that throughout its 
travails the nation remained coherent and strong.

Between 1903 and 1905, Liang’s views on the nation developed and his 
chosen term shifted from the Zhongguo minzu to the Zhonghua minzu. Th is 
seems to have come about as a result of his debate with Zhang Binglin about 
the nature of the Han race. Liang made clear in an article published in 1905 
that, for him, the Hanzu were the backbone of the nation, but he disagreed 
with Zhang by including others within it too. For Liang, the purest ethnicity 
was the Hua, the original descendants of the Yellow and Red emperors. Th ey 
had subsequently assimilated eight other ethnic groups to form the Han: the 
Miao and Man, Shu, Ba and Di, Xu and Huai, Wu and Yue, Min, the Hundred 
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Yue and the Hundred Pu. Liang admitted that the Miao and Pu actually 
remained unassimilated but he considered them to be part of the Han anyway. 
Th e Han were therefore the same thing as the Zhonghua minzu. Again, in 
the face of plenty of evidence to the contrary, Liang denied any diff erences 
between the other groups, even though plenty of regional diff erences in 
language and tradition existed then and survive to this day.35

But in the early 1900s, Liang believed the nation was in an existential 
struggle with the white race. Talk of division therefore was literally suicidal: 
strength could only come from intermingling. Th ere could only be one nation 
and everyone in Zhongguo needed to be a part of it: there was no space for 
separate identities. In his view, it went without thinking that the Han were the 
core of the Chinese nation and everyone else just had to assimilate. Th is didn’t 
just apply to other ethnic groups; Liang was equally uninterested in local 
diff erences among the Han. Resistance to the outsider was far more important 
than minor diff erences between insiders. Liang’s vision of the nation was both 
ethnic and cultural. What kept the Zhonghua minzu together and allowed it to 
overcome invaders was its superior culture. Th is superior culture assimilated all 
those with whom it came into contact. Th e history of the Chinese nation was 
therefore the story of the progress and expansion of this culture.

Liang never found the time to write his grand national history. His writings 
moved onto the need to construct the ‘new citizen’, to arguments over the 
relative merits of reform and revolution, to the role of women and almost every 
other topic that was up for debate in the fi rst decade of the twentieth century. 
But the ideas that Liang introduced – about the nation and the need for a 
national history to produce the nation – endured. In 1904 his close friend Xia 
Zengyou wrote the book that Liang never wrote: the fi rst national history of 
China by a Chinese to be published in China. Th e two shared similar ideas: 
Xia frequently wrote articles for Liang’s newspaper Xinmin Congbao under a 
pseudonym. Probably because of those articles, and perhaps a recommenda-
tion from Liang himself, Xia was commissioned by the privately owned 
Commercial Press in the treaty port of Shanghai – safely out of reach of the 
Qing authorities – to write a new history textbook for schools: ‘Zuixin 
Zhongxue Zhongguo Lishi Jiaokeshu’ (‘Th e newest secondary school textbook 
on Chinese history’). Th e company was hoping to cash in on a newly created 
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demand since the Qing government had just approved educational reforms 
setting up a national school system for the fi rst time.

One of the explicit purposes of the regulations was to strengthen students’ 
‘foundation for loving the nation’, although the Qing court’s idea of nation was, 
unsurprisingly, somewhat diff erent from Liang’s. It used the word guojia (state-
family), rather than his preferred minzu. Guojia was a particularly Confucian 
formulation based on the idea of concentric circles of feeling – radiating 
outwards from the individual, through their family and lineage to the state.36 
Liang’s minzu was about loving the nation above all. However, the new regula-
tions followed Liang’s ideas in explicitly calling for the learning of ‘national 
history’ (guoshi). Th ey also stipulated that students should be educated about 
‘the virtuous rule of the emperors of the current dynasty’, which a reformist like 
Liang would also have agreed with.

Xia’s book closely followed Liang’s prescriptions for the new national history. 
His preface referenced Social-Darwinist ideas about evolution to explain why 
the theme of the book was progress and change. He divided the past into 
ancient, medieval and modern periods but showed how the continuous thread 
of the Chinese nation ran right through it, or, as he put it, ‘Th e Han defi ned the 
Chinese territorial boundaries.’ He specifi cally emphasised the role of non-Han 
groups – the Turkic and Mongol peoples – in the formation of the nation. Xia’s 
book naturalised the boundaries of the state with reference to mountain ranges 
and justifi ed the incorporation of Manchuria, Mongolia, Tibet and Xinjiang 
within the country’s frontiers. Th e book was sold as a school textbook but its 
initial audience also included the wider literate population. It remained 
immensely popular and went on to be a standard work in schools after the 1911 
revolution and the creation of the Republic of China. It was even republished in 
1933 for a new generation of teachers and students. By then, it may have 
appeared to its readers that the book was simply describing the natural order of 
things. But the story of the book demonstrates that the origins of the history it 
tells lie with the exiled thoughts of Xia Zengyou and Liang Qichao and, further 
back, with Liang’s meeting with Timothy Richard in 1895.

Most foreigners who know Deshengmen in Beijing know it for the bus station 
from where tours to the Great Wall generally begin. Towering above it is the 
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reconstructed ‘Gate of Virtuous Triumph’ from which the area gets its name 
– one of just two remaining original gates into the old city. Th e wall in which 
the gates sat was built during the Ming Dynasty but is long gone, removed 
in the 1960s to build the city’s subway and second ring road. Th e demolition 
of the city walls was originally motivated by communist demands for progress 
and then by capitalist demands for profi t but it would have been easy to believe 
that it was intended to be a personal rebuke to Liang Qichao’s family. His son, 
Liang Sicheng, and daughter-in-law, Lin Huiyin, both leading architects, 
fought throughout the 1940s and 1950s to preserve the walls, and the entire 
old city, as they were. Sadly for lovers of authentic heritage, they lost. Even the 
gates and towers that were left behind were rebuilt to make them appear more 
impressive.

A huge defensive ‘arrow tower’ stands at Deshengmen as a reminder of the 
old walls, overshadowing what is now an even bigger road junction. Long before 
the bus station and the junction were built, this gate was the beginning of the 
main route to the northwest. Armies once marched through it on their way to 
the frontier. Perhaps this explains why the area was home to a community of 
Muslim Hui people, clustered around a small mosque. Until the late 1990s, 
Deshengmen Road was a one-way street just twenty metres wide, lined with 
small shops and businesses. Beijing’s city planners had bigger ideas, however. In 
the space of a few years, three-quarters of the population was moved out while 
the road quadrupled in width. Th e small businesses were bulldozed and replaced 
by offi  ces and shopping malls.37 Th e mosque survived, at least in name. Th e 
Fayuan Mosque was rebuilt in 2003, largely as a tourist attraction, since its 
original worshippers had been removed from the neighbourhood.

Directly opposite the mosque stands one of the shiny offi  ce complexes built 
in the 2000s. And in pride of place, separated from the arrow tower by rivers of 
traffi  c, is the headquarters of ‘Hanban’, the Confucius Institute. Hanban, or the 
‘Offi  ce of the Chinese Language Council International’, to give it its formal 
name, is an agency of the Chinese Ministry of Education charged with promoting 
the teaching of Chinese language and culture worldwide. Generously backed by 
government resources, Hanban now directs more than 500 ‘Confucius Institutes’ 
in over 140 countries around the world.38 Th e work of the institutes is mostly 
focused on language learning but a particular view on history and culture is also 
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part of the package. Th e only book on history that Hanban recommends to its 
students is entitled Common Knowledge About Chinese History. Together with its 
companion volumes about geography, the series is available in at least twelve 
languages: from English to Norwegian to Mongolian. Th is is the offi  cial ‘national 
history’ – guoshi – packaged up for consumption by foreigners. And the history 
that the Confucius Institute chooses to tell still follows the model laid down by 
Liang Qichao, albeit with a few communist modifi cations.

Sections are given such titles as ‘Th e period of great feudal unity: the Qin 
and the Han’, ‘Th e period of further development of the unitary multi-ethnic 
society: the Ming and Qing’ and so on. An early topic is ‘Ancestors of the 
Chinese Nation’, which tells us that the descendants of the Yellow Emperor 
and the Red Emperor merged to form the Huaxia, who ‘were the predecessors 
of the Han people, and the principal part of the Chinese nation’. By the time 
we get to the Sui Dynasty in the sixth century, we learn that, ‘Th e Chinese 
nation, with the Han nationality at the core, had become a relatively stable 
community, thus the Sui’s reunifi cation was a historical trend.’ Th e tautology 
demonstrates that Liang’s diffi  culties with translating the concepts of ‘people’ 
and ‘nation’ are still alive and well in the People’s Republic.

Th e theme of the fi rst half of the book is the primordial existence of a place 
called China and a people called the Chinese who have existed across millennia. 
Even when it wasn’t called ‘China’, or was divided between rival states, it was 
still somehow ‘China’. Th e underlying premise is continuity. We are told, ‘Many 
institutions initiated in the Qin and Han dynasties [over 2,000 years ago] were 
inherited continuously by later dynasties.’ Th e three centuries from the end of 
the Tang state in 907 to the arrival of the Mongols in 1260 are described as a 
‘chaotic period’, but ‘China’ was there throughout. When the Mongols invade 
China they miraculously become a Chinese dynasty: ‘In 1279 . . . China was 
unifi ed into one nation once again.’ Even more ridiculously, the founders of the 
Qing Dynasty are described as ‘Manchu tribes of northeast China’ and their 
takeover is not even acknowledged to be an invasion.39

Th e book’s biases are particularly pronounced when, on rare occasions, it 
is obliged to deal with ‘non-Han’ peoples, especially when they invade and 
rule ‘China’. Th e Xianbei people, who founded the Wei state across what 
is now northern China and Mongolia, apparently discovered that, ‘Th e key to 
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consolidating their ruling was to . . . learn from the Han people.’ We’re told 
how the Tibetans used to live in tents but admired the culture of the Tang 
Dynasty. Th ey received the gifts of Chinese culture through their emperor’s 
marriage to Princess Wencheng. Liang Qichao’s concept of ‘assimilative power’ 
is still going strong. Unless they are learning from the Han, or fi ghting against 
them, the other peoples of northeast Asia are generally absent from the book, 
as they are from national history.

Of course, there are many more history books published in China and 
many historians with a far more sophisticated understanding of the past. But 
this book is the one chosen by the Chinese government to represent its national 
history abroad. Its narrative is the one found in Chinese school books and 
forms the foundation of Chinese leaders’ frequent references to historical pre -
cedents. Th is is the narrative to which organisations such as the Institute of 
Qing History are working. Since the coming to power of Xi Jinping, the polit-
ical space for dissenting views on history – never large to begin with – has been 
shrunk even further. National history is reduced to a story about the expansion 
of a superior culture over its inferiors.

How else might we tell the story of this piece of the earth’s surface and the 
peoples who have lived upon it? If we avoid the temptation to assume that 
China was a primordial territorial unit with ‘natural’ boundaries, then we need 
to look at what happened in each period in its own terms, not necessarily as a 
stage on the way to the present-day situation. Th e story should be framed in a 
regional context, highlighting how peoples moved, states rose and fell, fron-
tiers fl uctuated, trade fl owed and cultures hybridised. If we avoid assumptions 
about superiority and inferiority, we start to see the fl ows in the past as 
multi-directional.

Reading against the grain of the standard histories, we might take the view 
of the Japanese historian Hidehiro Okada, for example.40 In his narrative, the 
earliest recorded inhabitants of this part of East Asia all arrived from elsewhere. 
Th e Xia people were southerners, perhaps originally from Southeast Asia, 
who settled the southern and eastern coastal plains. Th e Shang and Zhou 
peoples, on the other hand, seem to have been nomads who arrived from north 
Asia. Th e highland Man people formed the state of Chu in the early eighth 
century bce. In the conventional telling, these groups were the barbarians, 
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separate from the ‘Chinese’. Okada argues the opposite: these ‘barbarians’ were 
in fact the original inhabitants who adopted a settled, urban lifestyle and 
thereby made themselves diff erent from their wilder relatives – they lived in 
towns and were led by an emperor who ruled through a written language. 
Th ese were the three markers of the early civilisation, not ethnicity. Cities were 
composed of members of many ethnic groups but by adopting an urban 
culture the ‘citizens’ reinvented themselves as a new group. Around 100 bce 
the court offi  cial, Sima Qian, concocted a revised version of history to please 
his imperial master. He traced the origin of his emperor’s Han dynasty back to 
‘ancient times’, making sure to obscure its heterogenous roots. Sima Qian was 
a propagandist as much as a historian and a remarkably successful one. Th e tale 
he wove is still recycled two millennia later.

Th e Han state began to disintegrate around 184 ce with the beginning of 
an uprising by the ‘Yellow Turbans’ religious sect. Th e fi ghting, and the famine 
that ensued, killed almost 90 per cent of the population, reducing it from 
50 million to just 5 million. Th e remnants of the last Han state then fl ed south 
to the Yangtze valley. Th e land it had left behind was then fi lled by more 
migrants from North Asia. Th ey created a new northern state with a new, 
‘northernised’, form of language. Th is north–south divide lasted for around 
200 years until, in 589 ce, the northern Sui state, founded by the Xianbei 
people of central Asia, defeated the southerners.

Th e Sui were overthrown by what became the Tang Dynasty in 618. Th ey 
too were partly of Xianbei descent. Th at empire began to fragment in the ninth 
century and fi nally collapsed in 907. Its place was taken by several smaller rival 
states and the following century was characterised by upheaval and war with 
the northern area once again ruled by Turkic peoples. Th e Shatuo were replaced 
by the Khitan (from whom we get the archaic name for China: Cathay), who 
founded the Liao Dynasty, until they were conquered by the Jurchen, who 
ruled until 1234. According to Okada, none of these peoples saw themselves 
as ruling the zhong guo. Th ey were Inner Asians for whom China was an impe-
rial appendage. Beijing became the Jurchens’ winter capital, away from the 
extreme cold of Siberia, and doubled as an administrative capital for their 
subject people. Th is period is almost entirely glossed over in the ‘national 
history’ narrative, which prefers to concentrate on the existence of a rival state, 
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under the Song Dynasty, which controlled the southern part of what is now 
China, although its territory steadily shrank under pressure from the north.

Th e Mongols took Beijing in 1215 before extinguishing the Jurchen Jin 
Dynasty in 1234. Over the following half-century, the Mongols pushed ever 
further south, squeezing the Song state right back to the coast before fi nishing 
it off  in a naval battle near Guangdong in 1279. Th e Mongols named their 
Chinese administration the ‘Yuan Dynasty’ in order to make it more culturally 
acceptable, but it was not a ‘Chinese’ state so much as an Inner Asian great-
state. Although Kublai Khan moved his capital to Beijing in 1271, ‘China’ was 
simply one part of a khanate that, in 1279, stretched from the Korean penin-
sula to the Hungarian plains. With some awareness of the historical irony, 
Liang Qichao would later honour the Mongols’ Yuan Dynasty as the ‘unifi ers 
of Zhongguo’, since they conquered both the Jurchen and the Song states, 
bringing their territories under the same ruler for the fi rst time since the Tang 
Dynasty collapsed, nearly four centuries before. Even Liang Qichao had to 
admit that ‘China’ is therefore a legacy of the Mongols.

Th is united Mongol realm lasted just less than a century before local insurrec-
tion pulled it apart. A great-state based upon continuous expansion was simply 
unable to cope with the demands of settled administration. Th e early fourteenth 
century was a time of centrifugal chaos and in several places local warlords 
claimed the mantle of pre-existing empires. One of them, Zhu Yuanzhang, estab-
lished a new southern capital (nan-jing) in Nanjing and declared himself the 
leader of a new dynasty, the Ming (meaning ‘brilliant’) in 1368. Although Liang 
and subsequent ‘national history’ writers portrayed the Ming as an authentically 
Chinese dynasty, they played down how much the Ming rulers consciously 
emulated the Mongols. Indeed, the basic bureaucratic structure of their govern-
ment, with a Secretariat, Censorate and Bureau of Military Aff airs, was borrowed 
from Kublai Khan’s court.

Th e same was true of regional government. Th e Mongols had parcelled out 
the country into personal fi efs: the leader of each locality was the tribal chief who 
had conquered it. Th e Ming copied the principle but when their scholars came 
to write the history of the previous dynasty they erased the details and made 
the system sound more centrally organised. It was in the interests of the Ming 
scholar-offi  cials to present themselves as the core of a Confucian state but, says 
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Okada, the real authority lay with the ‘military aristocracy’ – the descendants 
of the generals who had supported Zhu Yuanzhang. Th is, again, was a pattern 
directly borrowed from the Mongols. Th e Ming organised the population along 
Mongol lines, too. Military families were organised as ‘centuries’, who were 
grouped into ‘thousands’ and then into ‘guards’. Surviving census registers indi-
cate that the leaders of the ‘guards’ were generally of Mongol heritage.

Th e second Ming emperor did not build a northern capital (bei-jing) in 
Beijing just because he preferred the climate there. Th e location – at the 
gateway to Mongolia – was deliberate and strategic. He wished to be both 
emperor of the Ming and khan of the Mongols. By assuming the mantle of the 
Yuan, the Ming also extended their control into two areas which had been 
conquered by the Mongols: the old Tai kingdom of Yunnan and the Korean-
populated Liao River basin. In Liang Qichao’s version of history, the invading 
northerners had been ‘civilised’ and ‘Sinicised’ by the superior culture of the 
Hua people that they encountered in the zhong guo. Th e basic structure of 
the Ming (and later the Qing) states tells us that culture fl owed both ways. Th e 
Hua were hybrids.

For the Ming, the ‘natural boundaries’ of the great-state stretched from the 
mountains of Yunnan, northwards and eastwards through the mountains of 
Sichuan, the Altun, the Min and Qilian ranges before joining the less natural 
frontier of the Great Wall. Th ese boundaries were specifi cally designed to keep 
out Tibetans, Turks, Mongols and Manchus – physically but also psychologi-
cally. Th ese boundaries lasted for 300 years until the Manchu Qing breached 
the wall in 1644. For them, as heirs to the Khitan, Jurchen and Mongol civil-
isations, Zhongguo was only a waypoint on the road to regional supremacy. 
Qing military campaigns would triple the amount of territory ruled from 
Beijing. If the Mongols created China, as Liang Qichao asserted, the Manchus 
created ‘greater China’.

Th is is a far from comprehensive account of two millennia but it is an 
attempt to show how a diff erent history could be written if we chose to see 
it as a regional story rather than a national one. (For a longer and far more 
expert account, the book Demystifying China: New Understandings of Chinese 
History, edited by Naomi Standen, would be a good place to start.)41 Once 
we understand the ‘messiness’ of these twenty centuries, we can see that it 



123

THE INVENTION OF CHINESE HISTORY

takes considerable imagination, of the kind that can only be provided by 
nationalism, to discern within them an essential ‘Chinese’ nation that endured 
throughout. At best this version of history is really only an account of a number 
of urban populations who recognised an emperor and wrote with a particular 
set of characters.

Th e search for political legitimacy in each age caused emperors to commis-
sion scholar-offi  cials to write offi  cial histories that emphasised continuity. 
Around 800 ce, these offi  cial historians formulated an offi  cial dogma: daotong 
– ‘Transmission of the Way’ – in which rulers could seek legitimacy by 
consciously emulating the mindset of their predecessors as laid down by 
Confucius and other scribes. As Tim Barrett, professor at the School of Oriental 
and African Studies in London, has argued, ‘Th e urge to reconstruct could 
incorporate without strain considerable intellectual innovation.’42 He notes 
how the writing of ‘histories’ during each time period involved considerable 
manipulation of evidence in order to present a version of the past that accorded 
with the needs of the present. Th e invention of paper and scissors allowed for 
narratives to be cut and pasted at will. In this, the current work of the National 
Qing Dynasty History Compilation Committee is entirely within precedent. 
Its job is to edit and re-present the history of the previous dynasty in order to 
legitimise the current regime and delegitimise its critics through allegations of 
‘historical nihilism’.

Each ruler needed, and still needs, to claim descent from ancient sages. Th e 
result is a narrative that stresses continuity, even where there is little evidence. 
Disruption is ignored, jumped over, written out of ‘history’. Th e received story 
is of one dynasty succeeding another divided by ‘exceptional’ periods of disrup-
tion and division. A disinterested survey of the past would discover that, in 
fact, unity was the exception. But Xi Jinping has declared China to be a great 
power and great powers need a great history – something like 5,000 years long. 
And great powers aren’t invaded or humiliated; they are winners – always. Th e 
nation that Liang Qichao conjured into being, the Zhonghua minzu, was 
always there and always will be.

Just inside the former east gate of the imperial city, which gives its name to the 
Dongzhimen metro station, is a maze of grey brick alleyways, still lined with 
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benevolently shady trees. Th e spaces between their trunks are now parking 
places for the silent-but-deadly electric scooters that menace unwary pedes-
trians across Beijing. Number 23 Beigouyan Hutong looks just like any other 
building in this neighbourhood: a bare wall is punctuated with barred windows 
and a maze of electrical cables festoons its tiled roof. Set into the wall next to 
its red door, however, is a plaque revealing that this is a protected ‘siheyuan’, a 
traditional courtyard residence. Like most siheyuan, this one was divided up by 
the Communist government. Instead of a single wealthy family, it is now home 
to a dozen poorer ones. Th ese elderly benefi ciaries of the revolution are none-
theless proud that they live in what was once the home of Liang Qichao. One 
produces a photocopy of an old drawing, showing how the place looked in the 
early years of the twentieth century, before extra housing replaced elegant 
gardens and ponds.

Liang returned to Beijing from Japan after the nationalist revolution in 
1912, welcomed by the president of the new Republic of China, Yuan Shikai. 
He was appointed to successive government positions: minister of justice, 
minister of fi nance and state counsellor, from where he continued to argue for 
liberal social change. In December 1913 Liang’s return was followed by that 
of Kang Youwei, after fi fteen years in exile. Th e last time he had seen Beijing 
was when he fl ed it in fear of his life in 1898. After being reunited with Liang, 
almost the next person they went to see was Timothy Richard. At their meeting, 
Liang expounded on his theory of the three stages of history and his view that 
the worldwide spread of science, prosperity and democracy would bring about 
a utopia that unifi ed Western concepts of peace with the Confucian ideal of 
datong – great harmony. Richard was in full agreement. Way back in 1879 he 
had drafted a scheme for a world federation.43 In his daughter’s account he 
lobbied heads of state and ‘countless’ others about the need for it over subse-
quent decades.44 Such dreams were, of course, about to be smashed, along with 
the men’s hopes for political reform in China. Th e new country rapidly collapsed 
into fi efs controlled by regional warlords. President Yuan even declared himself 
emperor in 1915. Simultaneously, a more aggressive government in Japan 
sought to make the most of this weakness with ever more belligerent demands.

As Europe collapsed into the cataclysm of the First World War, Japan was 
the fi rst to see an opportunity for advantage. With a covetous eye fi xed on the 
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German enclave on the Shandong Peninsula, Japan declared war at the end 
of August 1914, three weeks after its ally, Britain. However, Liang Qichao 
recognised that the war was also an opportunity for China. He lobbied the 
government, arguing that offi  cial support for Britain and France might oblige 
those powers to treat China more fairly after the war. In August 1917 the 
Beijing government also declared war on Germany. While it had no troops to 
despatch, it did send around 140,000 civilians to labour in the mud and blood 
of the Western Front in the last year of the war.

Shortly after the signing of the armistice in November 1918, the victorious 
powers announced the convening of an international peace conference in Paris 
to ensure that such a terrible confl ict would never happen again. A new world 
was in prospect: one where peace and justice would prevail and the rights 
of new nations would be respected. Liang’s hopes were lifted. Although not a 
member of the government, he resolved to lead a personal mission to Paris to 
lobby for the rights of the Republic of China. He took along six colleagues who 
had studied in Britain, France, Germany and Japan so they could make their 
country’s case to the negotiators through the world’s media.45 Th e small band 
departed Shanghai in December 1918 and arrived in London on 12 January 
1919. Th ey were not impressed by the cold and sooty city struggling in the grip 
of post-war economic depression, ‘a picture of impoverishment and desolation’, 
Liang called it.46 Th eir hotel room was freezing cold, the food was terrible and 
the smog made the sun appear ‘like blood’. But the delegation was not in 
London for tourism alone. Th ey had arrived with a particular mission in mind. 
A quarter-century after their fi rst meeting, Liang Qichao had come to say fare-
well to Timothy Richard.

Richard had left China for the fi nal time in 1916. Suff ering from poor 
health, he had resigned his position as secretary of the Society for the Diff usion 
of Christian and General Knowledge at a meeting in Shanghai the year before. 
A motion of thanks was formally agreed, noting that Richard’s name had 
become a ‘household word in China’. His impact on the movements for both 
Christian mission and political reform had been profound. Th ere were plaudits 
too, once back in Britain: an honorary doctorate, several valedictory meetings 
and a few books in his honour. He retired to a small house in the London 
suburb of Golders Green, where he received some of the great and good of the 
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day: Earl Grey, General Smuts and the Foreign Offi  ce minister Lord Robert 
Cecil among them.47

Liang had many pressing matters in mind when he arrived in London but, 
according to a surviving note of the meeting, the fi rst person that he wanted to 
see was Timothy Richard. He immediately asked the Chinese legation to 
arrange the reunion. He made the pilgrimage to Golders Green, dressed in his 
new Western-style suit, to present Richard with copies of some of his recent 
writing.48 Reunited, the two men found common cause once again. Despite his 
ill health, Richard was still devoting his time to the cause of world peace. Over 
the years he had doggedly promoted his idea of a world federation to all who 
would listen. Th is appeared to be on the verge of coming to pass during the 
period when Liang came to visit him. He was proclaiming the arguments for a 
new ‘League of Nations’ at public meetings and in letters to leading fi gures. 
Once again the two men shared their hopes for a peaceful future.

However, not everyone in London was so pleased to see Liang. A younger 
generation of nationalist Chinese students were alarmed. Because he had spent 
so long in Japan, and had served President Yuan’s dictatorship, they suspected 
Liang’s motives. In February, a group of students sent him a sharp letter 
warning him that this was no time for deals with Japan. Th e world had 
changed, they claimed, and the new ‘League of Nations’ supported by the 
‘righteous’ United States and ‘democratic’ Britain and France would ensure 
that China would be fairly treated. Had China not sent tens of thousands of 
labourers to work and die on the Western Front? Was the country not therefore 
deserving of respect and fair treatment?

In March Liang left Britain for France, where he was appalled by the eff ects 
of the war, particularly the devastation wrought upon the historic city of 
Reims.49 In Paris he observed, lobbied and commented on the peace negotia-
tions that had been under way since mid-January. As it turned out, the ‘righ-
teous’ and ‘democratic’ countries betrayed China. Britain and France had 
already agreed a secret deal with Japan in exchange for Japan joining the war. 
While Japan was treated as a ‘great power’ at the talks, China was only granted 
the status of a ‘minor power’: less than Belgium, Brazil or Serbia.

Th e Chinese delegation was also hobbled by a split between supporters of 
the recognised government in Beijing and Sun Yat-sen’s rival Guomindang 



127

THE INVENTION OF CHINESE HISTORY

(Nation Party) leadership based in Guangzhou. Th e void in Chinese leadership 
was fi lled by exiled student groups protesting outside the conference, distrib-
uting pamphlets and organising petitions and letters to the other governments. 
Unknown to them, the Beijing government had already made a humiliating 
deal. On 24 September 1918 it had agreed, in eff ect, to allow Japan to occupy 
defeated Germany’s enclave on the Shangdong Peninsula in exchange for new 
loans to build railway lines.50

Th e result of the conference was a stitch-up between the ‘great powers’. 
Instead of returning defeated Germany’s possessions to the new Republic of 
China, they handed them to Japan.51 At a stroke, all those nationalist hopes in 
a new world order based on sovereign and equal states were crushed. Th e new 
order looked very similar to the old. Liang was just as outraged as the younger 
generation and poured his vitriol into print. It was Liang’s telegram about 
China’s treatment at the Versailles Peace Conference that prompted a news-
paper article which infl amed public sentiment back home. Th at led, on 4 May 
1919, to student demonstrations in Beijing and the burning of the home of 
Cao Rulin, the minister of communications who had negotiated the Japanese 
railway loans the previous year. It also ushered in the next, more radical, phase 
of Chinese nationalism, what became known as the May Fourth Movement.

Timothy Richard never knew any of this. He underwent surgery shortly 
after Liang departed London but never recovered. He died in London on 
17 April 1919, at the age of seventy-three. Th e two men had turned the writing 
of history into a tool for the cause of political reform. In the century since, that 
way of interpreting the past has been pressed into the service of a nation-state 
just as Liang had dreamt that it would. It has become the foundation for the 
Chinese state’s sense of self and, just as importantly, for the outside world’s 
sense of China. But it is a partial vision of the past, one that was conjured into 
being to support a political project and which continues to privilege one idea 
of the nation above all its rivals. Nationalism is a hallucinogen, whose addicts 
can see illusions of wholeness where others see only disjuncture and diversity. 
With offi  cial patronage inside China, and uncritical support from outside, 
the ‘Chinese’ version maintains its dominance over Tibetan, Turkic, Mongol, 
Manchu or Miao versions in both history-writing and politics. And, in Beijing, 
the Institute of Qing History is making sure things stay that way.
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Zhonghua minzu – Chinese nation

In late August 2018 a special visitor was given a guided tour of a Chinese 
engineering marvel in the Tibetan Himalayas. Th e Zangmu Dam sits astride 
the Yarlung Tsangpo River more than 3,000 metres above sea level. When it 
opened in 2015, it was the highest-altitude hydropower plant in the world, 
generating 500 megawatts per hour, doubling Tibet’s electricity output. Th e 
guaranteed supply of power has attracted new customers to the area: mining 
companies, a high-speed train line that runs close to the border with India and 
luxury tourism developments. And in their wake have come migrants from the 
lowlands.

Th e visitor to the dam that day was the second holiest fi gure in Tibetan 
Buddhism, the Panchen Lama. Or perhaps it wasn’t, because Gyaltsen Norbu 
is the Chinese government’s chosen Panchen Lama. In 1995 the exiled Dalai 
Lama chose a diff erent boy, Gedhun Choekyi, to be the Panchen Lama but he 
was immediately taken away by Chinese offi  cials. Both rival Panchen Lamas 
are now in Chinese custody. Th e diff erence between them is that Gyaltsen 
Norbu is periodically paraded in front of the national media visiting construc-
tion projects and the like, while Gedhun Choekyi has not been seen for twenty-
fi ve years. Th e two men are pawns in the Chinese state’s battle for the hearts 
and minds of the Tibetan population.

According to the offi  cial media, the message the Chinese Panchen Lama 
gave to the people during his visit was that the ‘Communist Party’s Central 
Committee, with Comrade Xi Jinping as the core, attached great importance 
to religious work and gave love to religious people.’1 He told a gathering of the 
offi  cial Buddhist association that they must ‘uphold the party’s leadership, 
resolutely oppose splittism, pay attention to the combination of Buddhism 
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with modern knowledge and policy learning, and be a bridge between the 
party and the government to unite and connect with the believers’. He was 
then pictured in front of the Zangmu Dam, endorsing the fruits of ‘social 
development’.

Th is is exactly the role that the Communist Party expects the Panchen Lama 
to perform. It was how the previous Panchen Lama played the part, at least for 
a time. In 1949, while Tibet was still independent, the 10th Panchen Lama was 
contacted by a party offi  cial called Xi Zhongxun and then helped to plan what 
the Chinese government still calls the ‘liberation’ of Tibet by the People’s 
Liberation Army in 1950. However, in 1962, after criticising the impact of 
communist policies on Tibetans, the 10th Panchen Lama was stripped of his 
title, denounced and imprisoned until 1982. During the last years of his life, 
however, he was restored to his position and renewed his relationship with Xi 
Zhongxun. By then Xi had become the country’s vice-premier in charge of 
ethnic, religious and ‘United Front’ work. Th e two men cooperated in reversing 
many of the policies that had caused so much suff ering. Th ey also created a 
local ethnic-Tibetan bureaucracy to loyally administer the autonomous region 
on Beijing’s behalf. When the 10th Panchen Lama died suddenly in 1989, the 
vice-premier wrote a long eulogy in the party’s offi  cial newspaper, the People’s 
Daily, describing their forty-year friendship and the ‘Panchen Lama’s love of 
the Communist Party’. After years of experience working with ethnic minori-
ties in the north and west of the country, Xi Zhongxun had come to the view 
that it was better to allow minorities to manage their own aff airs, so long as they 
remained loyal to the party. It was a position quite diff erent to the one now 
espoused by his own son, the current leader of China, Xi Jinping.

On 22 March 2018, Xi Jinping gave the closing speech to the National 
People’s Congress under a title translated into English as ‘Th e Communist 
Party will always be the backbone of the Chinese people and the Chinese 
nation’. In most countries, ‘nation’ and ‘people’ are taken to be the same thing, 
but the fact that Xi repeatedly used the two terms coupled together in the 
phrase ‘Zhongguo renmin yu zhonghua minzu’ tells us that there is something 
diff erent about their meanings in Chinese that disappears when they are trans-
lated into English. Readers who have made it this far will be alert to the distinc-
tion between Zhongguo and Zhonghua, despite both being translated into 
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English as ‘China’: Zhong-guo is a rendering of ‘central state’, whereas Zhong-hua 
has far stronger ethnic connotations. Renmin is generally translated as ‘people’ 
but scholars have lengthy arguments about how to translate minzu, mainly 
because of the word’s confused origins.

Zhongguo renmin has clear Communist Party associations. In the early years 
of the People’s Republic, it was a standard piece of vocabulary. Th e ‘people of 
China’ are a political entity, members of the four favoured classes that are on 
the side of the party: workers, peasants, national bourgeoisie and petty bour-
geoisie. Th e national fl ag represented each one with a small star. Th e ‘people’, 
in this formulation, excluded the party’s enemies: landlords, capitalists and 
supporters of the Nation Party, the Guomindang (or Kuomintang/KMT).2

Zhonghua minzu, on the other hand, was much more associated with the 
enemy’s language. It underpinned the ideology of the Guomindang and 
featured prominently in the wartime writings of its leader, Chiang Kai-shek. In 
his 1943 book China’s Destiny, Chiang describes a Chinese nation – Zhonghua 
minzu – that is made up of various ‘stocks’, but who constitute a single race 
because they are all descendants of the same ancestors.3 Th ey may have divided 
into Han, Manchu, Tibetan, Mongol and Hui (Muslim) over the course of the 
previous 5,000 years, but their unavoidable destiny was to reassimilate into a 
single Chinese nation. Chiang also asserted that the natural frontiers of the 
Zhonghua minzu exactly coincided with those of the greatest extent of the 
Qing Great-State.

At the time, the Communist Party of China denounced this formulation. 
Its collective ideas were strongly infl uenced by the policies of the Soviet 
Union and the views of Joseph Stalin. In 1931 the party even declared that 
‘nations’ – and they specifi cally mentioned Mongols, Hui and Tibetans, among 
others – had the right to secede from China. However, by the time they took 
power in 1949, the party had revised its views. By 1950 it was committed to a 
multi-national republic within its existing boundaries. Th e best that ‘splittist’-
minded minorities could hope for was autonomy. Once in power, the People’s 
Republic called upon its anthropologists to classify the minzu on the Soviet 
model and in 1954 the researchers came up with the somewhat arbitrary 
number of fi fty-six, which included Han, Tibetans, Uyghurs, Mongols, 
Manchus and many far smaller minorities.4
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It was only in the mid-1980s that the idea of a single Zhonghua minzu 
started to be acceptable among communist theoreticians. A particular pioneer 
was Fei Xiaotong, one of the anthropologists who had taken part in the orig-
inal ethnic classifi cation project thirty years earlier. He talked of a ‘pluralistic 
unitary structure’: each group might have its own distinctive identities but its 
primary identity had to be that of Zhonghua. Th is was founded upon a view of 
the past that was strikingly similar to Chiang Kai-shek’s – that the course of 
Chinese history was the story of distinct ethnic groups fusing into one.

During the 1990s, as orthodox communist ideology retreated, Communist 
Party pronouncements increasingly featured the word ‘nation’ alongside ‘people’. 
In October 2000, for example, in a speech marking the fi ftieth anniversary of 
the Korean War, President Jiang Zemin talked of the soldiers defending the 
‘dignity of the nation’. Th e following year, the Zhonghua minzu made several 
appearances in a speech by Jiang that offi  cially welcomed capitalists into the 
party. Th ey had not been part of Mao Zedong’s ‘people’ but they were now to 
be included within Jiang’s ‘nation’.5

Th is new thinking was given extra urgency by incidents of ethnic violence 
and protest in Tibet and Xinjiang during the 2000s. A small number of very 
infl uential fi gures in the PRC came to view the notion of separate minzu as a 
threat to the country’s future. Some, such as Professor Ma Rong of Peking 
University and Professor Hu Angang of Tsinghua University, warned that the 
encouragement of ethnic diff erence could lead to the country breaking apart 
in the same way that the USSR and Yugoslavia had fragmented in the 1990s. 
As a result they came to advocate a radical alternative – a ‘melting pot’ approach 
in which ethnic diff erences would be eradicated in the interests of the unity of 
a single ‘Chinese nation’.

If followed through, this would be a direct repudiation of the policies imple-
mented by Xi Zhongxun and followed by the PRC for many decades. 
Signifi cantly, one of the main supporters of this approach appears to be Xi’s 
son, Xi Jinping. Th is Xi has repeatedly stressed the importance of what he calls 
the ‘fi ve identifi cations’ required of all Chinese citizens. Th ey must identify 
with the motherland, with the Chinese nation (Zhonghua minzu), with Chinese 
culture, the Chinese socialist road and the Communist Party itself. Th is can 
only make sense if Xi believes that there is a single nation with a single culture. 
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But Han and Tibetans, along with Uyghurs and many other groups, speak 
diff erent languages, write in diff erent scripts and live diff erent ways of life. So, 
is there a single Chinese nation or are there several diff erent nations gathered 
together under a single state? Finding an answer to this question has been a 
problem for Chinese nationalism right from the beginning.

On 13 January 1897, Sun Yat-sen, later to be the fi rst president of the Republic 
of China, went to Madame Tussauds in London to see its newly opened 
tableau: a waxwork of King John signing the Magna Carta.6 He was there, in 
eff ect, to give thanks. Th ree months earlier, he had been kidnapped and 
detained in the Chinese legation’s building in the city’s West End. For twelve 
days offi  cials tried to pressure Sun into confessing to treachery. Th ey threat-
ened to smuggle him out of the country and execute him, but not necessarily 
in that order. Sun, however, managed to bribe his British guard in the legation 
to take a note to his friend and former medical teacher, Dr James Cantlie. 
Cantlie then obtained a writ of habeas corpus from the High Court, obliging 
the legation to free Sun. Magna Carta, in eff ect, saved Sun’s life.7

Th e British newspapers lapped up the story. Sun became a celebrity, even 
more so when his book Kidnapped in London was published at around the same 
time as the trip to Madame Tussauds. At a stroke, the Qing authorities had 
turned a marginal dissident into a global star. Until then, Sun had been making 
slow progress in building an opposition movement. Th e Xing Zhong Hui – 
‘Revive the Centre Society’ – he had founded in Hawaii two years before (see 
Chapter 1) had few supporters; the uprising he had co-organised in Guangzhou 
in 1895 had failed, with most of the plotters captured; and reform-minded 
scholar-offi  cials wanted little to do with an upstart, missionary-educated agitator 
like him. In an interview with a British journalist immediately after his release, 
Sun made clear that his aims were quite diff erent to those of the reformers: ‘We 
changed our idea to creating a revolution and putting the present dynasty out of 
existence,’ he explained.8 Sun added that he saw the corrupt bureaucratic class as 
just as much part of the problem as the Qing rulers. He was so radical that 
Timothy Richard, then visiting London, would have nothing to do with him.9

We know in great detail what Sun did during the eight months that he 
stayed in London because the Chinese government hired a fi rm of detectives 
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to follow him around. On 5 December 1896 he was granted a ticket for the 
reading room at the British Museum on the recommendation of Sir Robert 
Kennaway Douglas, a retired British diplomat who headed the library’s oriental 
department. Sun spent most of his time in the library, reading widely in poli-
tics and current aff airs.10 He got to grips with the fashionable ideas of Social 
Darwinism as promoted by Herbert Spencer and Th omas Huxley. Th ese were 
the ideas that Yan Fu had partially translated into Chinese two years earlier, 
which had fi red up the thinking of a generation of radicals (see Chapter 3).11 
Th ey would prove to be foundational for Sun’s subsequent ideas about nation-
hood also.

However, as English spring turned to English summer, Sun said goodbye to 
his host James Cantlie and headed to Canada and then on to Asia. Th e detec-
tives hired by the legation remained on his tail for the whole journey, informing 
Beijing of Sun’s attempts to raise money and support from the Chinese commu-
nity in North America, particularly the cities of Vancouver and Victoria. One 
result of his fundraising success was that he was able to upgrade his cabin from 
intermediate class to ‘stateroom’ for the fi nal leg of his journey.12 Banned from 
Hong Kong following his role in the Guangzhou Uprising, Sun opted for exile 
in Japan. He arrived in Yokohama on 10 August 1897 where he was introduced 
to, and quickly integrated with, Japanese sympathisers of many stripes – from 
supporters of ‘yellow race’ pan-Asianism to ultra-nationalists, including several 
government ministers. Th is gave him access to plenty of funding from those 
who, in the aftermath of the Sino-Japanese War and for various diff erent reasons, 
wanted to see an end to the Qing Dynasty.13

Further funding came from the Chinese community in Yokohama, partic-
ularly when Sun’s supporters set up a new school. Th ey saw the project as a 
chance to bridge the ideological and cultural gap between the reformers and 
the revolutionaries. Th ey made a point of reaching out to Liang Qichao and 
inviting him to be its fi rst headmaster. Liang, however, was too busy editing 
his reformist newspaper in Shanghai. Instead, Liang’s teacher and ally Kang 
Youwei, a scholar whose radical reinterpretations of Confucianism were already 
causing a stir, recommended some other candidates. Kang also suggested a 
name for the school derived from his utopian readings of the classic texts: it 
was Datong Xuexiao, ‘Great Harmony School’. Th e friendly relations between 
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Kang, the reformist, and Sun, the revolutionary, lasted only a few months, 
however. As Kang’s advocacy became more infl uential, he became closer to the 
emperor in Beijing. His links to the exiled revolutionaries became an embar-
rassment, particularly during the period of the Hundred Days Reform in the 
summer of 1898. Kang’s allies in Yokohama banned Sun from the school he 
had helped to found and which his supporters funded.

Th e split continued to worsen until Empress Cixi’s coup against the 
emperor and his reforms on 22 September 1898. Both Kang and Liang had to 
fl ee the country. Japanese agents rescued Liang from Tianjin and later collected 
Kang from Hong Kong. Th ey brought the two men to Yokohama where, for 
a few months after November 1898, they tried to engineer a political union 
between reformists and revolutionaries. Kang, however, was still not prepared 
to work with the ‘uneducated bandit’ infatuated with Western materialism. 
Sun was equally hostile to the ‘corrupt Confucian’ obsessed with pointless 
theorising.14 Within months, the Japanese had lost patience with Kang and in 
March 1899 he left for Canada to seek more sympathetic company among the 
Chinese communities there.

Kang’s departure allowed an unlikely friendship to develop between his 
reformist acolyte Liang Qichao, who advocated the unity of the ‘yellow race’ 
against the whites, and Sun the revolutionary, whose Xing Zhong Hui organisa-
tion was pledged to ‘drive out the Manchus’. Liang’s sympathies began to move 
towards revolution, while Sun adopted many of Liang’s ideas about the nation. 
Th e two even authored several joint articles in the newspaper that Liang was 
now editing from Yokohama, Qingyibao (‘Clear Discussion Newspaper’).15 
Th eir shared obsession was the Social Darwinist fear of yellow race extinction at 
the hands of whites. Just as importantly, neither man had any time for the Han 
racialism of people like Zhang Binglin. Liang saw Manchus as part of the same 
yellow race as the Han, and Sun was opposed to the Manchus as a corrupt elite, 
not as a racial group. In early 1902 Sun refused to join Zhang in convening a 
meeting to commemorate the Manchus’ ‘ruination of China’. In a later speech, 
Zhang complained that Sun was ‘utterly lacking in wholehearted devotion to 
the idea of saving the Han race’.16 With common enemies and marooned 
together in Yokohama, Liang and Sun’s ideas developed in symbiosis. While 
Liang the ‘insider’ scholar thought about the Chinese nation he wanted to 
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create, Sun the ‘outsider’ activist was thinking about the future state that he 
wished to lead. Both dreams, however, hinged upon Liang’s idea of the minzu.

Liang Qichao coined the term minzu, in a 1903 essay, with the literal 
meaning of ‘people-lineage’. Liang chose it as an equivalent for Johann 
Bluntschli’s German-language concept of ‘Nation’, by which Bluntschli meant 
(confusingly) the English word ‘people’. Bluntschli’s people/Nation became 
Liang’s minzu. Equally confusingly, Bluntschli used the German word ‘Volk’ in 
the sense of the English word ‘nation’. Liang translated nation/Volk as guomin. 
For Liang there could be several minzu in a state and a minzu could even exist 
across borders. Guomin, on the other hand, described the citizens of a state.17 
Th is confused origin still marks the ideology and policies of the People’s 
Republic of China towards minorities in Tibet, Xinjiang and elsewhere as its 
modern leaders try to grapple with the same problems that faced the reformists 
and revolutionaries in the 1900s – how to reconcile their dream of a homo-
genous people with the reality of a diverse empire.

Th e ferry from the Canadian city of Vancouver to the southern part of 
Vancouver Island takes a direct but hair-raising route through the forested 
islands of the Salish Sea. It zigzags through the straits and narrows, dodging 
working ships and pleasure yachts, until it pulls into the terminal at Swartz 
Bay. Just before it reaches the dock, passengers on the port side are treated to a 
public view of a private fi ef: Coal Island, now the property of the Shields 
family, Canadian industrialists. Just over a century ago, however, this secluded 
isle was the hideout to where Kang Youwei fl ed to escape the hired assassins of 
both the Qing Great-State and the Japanese government. Empress Cixi wanted 
him dead because of his sympathies for the imprisoned emperor, while the 
Japanese wanted him out of the way so that their chosen revolutionary, Sun 
Yat-sen, could dominate the exiled political movement. Th e British govern-
ment, however, wanted to keep him alive in the hope that his eff orts at reform 
might be successful. Th ey provided protection in Hong Kong, foiled an 
attempted assassination by Japanese agents in Singapore and gave him a police 
guard in Canada.

Kang’s reputation arrived in the port of Victoria well before him. When the 
ship carrying him from Japan docked on 7 April 1899, he immediately gave 
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interviews to two local newspapers, calling for political reform in China and 
requesting the British government intervene in its support. (When these remarks 
were reprinted in Liang Qichao’s newspaper, however, the section about 
requesting British help was omitted.) He was received by the lieutenant-
governor of British Columbia and numerous other dignitaries and gave speeches 
to large audiences in the Chinatowns of Victoria and Vancouver. For the fi rst 
time he talked of the need for patriotism to bind the overseas Chinese to their 
homeland across the ocean.

But while the British government was prepared to protect Kang, it was not 
willing to force political reform on the Qing Great-State. Kang travelled to 
London in May and June 1899 to lobby for military intervention but returned 
to Canada disappointed. Instead, he and Chinese businessmen in Victoria 
founded the Baohuanghui (literally the ‘Protect the Emperor Society’ but 
known in English as the Chinese Empire Reform Association) to organise the 
huaqiao (overseas Chinese) community in support of reform. Th ey chose as a 
motto, ‘Bao zhong, bao guo, bao jiao’ (‘preserve the race, preserve the state, 
preserve the faith’, by which Kang meant Confucianism). Kang was declared 
president of the society, with Liang Qichao its vice-president. Kang then 
retreated to Coal Island to refl ect and write.18 On 19 September 1899, he 
composed a poem about his place in exile:

A drifting stranger from twenty thousand li away,
Long white sideburns forty years of age,
Turning to look at the Milky Way and enjoying the bright moonlight;
Most rare on Coal Island to chat with fellow villagers;
Ashamed to shock the neighbours with the troubles and disasters of our 
party;
Ashamed of having accomplished nothing for our fellow countrymen;
Afraid this may be a separation forever from my native place . . .19

Aware that he was unwelcome in Japan, Kang spent most of the next few 
years in diff erent parts of the British Empire. In 1900 he was in Singapore, in 
1901 in Penang and Malaya, and in 1902 he wrote his greatest work, Datongshu 
(‘Book of the Great Harmony’, the same name as the school in Yokohama) 
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while living in the Indian hill station of Darjeeling. Th e book off ered a utopian 
vision of a future society in which the social boundaries around family, gender, 
class, nation and occupation would wither and the world could live as one. 
Kang saw no value in nationalism, instead he wanted to see states merge to 
form regional federations and then a global state with its own parliament and 
military.20 It was, however, a deeply racist vision of the future. Kang foresaw 
the darker races being transformed through intermarriage, migration and ster-
ilisation. Whites and yellows who married Africans would be awarded medals 
for their service.21 Ultimately the new global race would have the physical 
strength of whites and the mental skills of yellows.

Kang only allowed the fi rst two chapters of Datongshu to be published 
during his lifetime,22 and in public he continued to advocate a Confucian 
solution to the problems of the Qing Great-State: all eff orts must be made to 
save the emperor and establish a constitutional monarchy along British lines. 
Despite his apparent desire for global equality, however, he had no wish to deal 
with the masses. Instead, he courted the support of huaqiao businesspeople 
abroad and the scholarly elite in his homeland. Th e fi rst group were encour-
aged to create new companies through huaqiao connections across North 
America to provide funds for the society, the latter were exhorted to stand fast 
for the emperor.

Eminent scholar that he was, Kang was nonetheless barred from the United 
States by the Chinese Exclusion Act introduced by President Arthur in 1882. 
Unable himself to rally the American huaqiao for the ‘Protect the Emperor 
Society’, in 1903 Kang instead sent his two closest supporters to do the job. 
Liang Qichao seems to have had no trouble entering the country and between 
February and October was feted by Chinese communities across the US and 
Canada. Kang also despatched his daughter, Kang Tongbi, who founded 
women’s branches of the society in British Columbia, Washington state, San 
Francisco, Chicago and, on 20 October, in New York City.23

Liang travelled around the United States for many months. However, the 
experience seems to have disillusioned him about the merits of its political 
system. While he enjoyed the spring fl owers of Washington DC and was 
impressed by the tall buildings of New York, he also observed the overcrowded 
and insanitary Chinatowns. Comparing American cities with those he knew 
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back home, he drew the conclusion that the fault lay with the Chinese, who 
were not yet ready for republican democracy. ‘Were we now to adopt majority 
rule, it would be the same as committing national suicide. Liberty, constitu-
tionalism, republicanism, all these would be like wearing fancy summer garb 
in winter: beautiful to be sure but out of place. . . . In a word, the Chinese 
people have to accept authoritarian rule for now and do not merit liberty.’24 He 
remained convinced that republicanism was the highest form of government 
but until the Chinese were ready for it, constitutional monarchy would have 
to be the way forward.

Liang returned to Japan re-committed to a slow transition to democracy and 
this caused a bitter break with Sun Yat-sen. Th ere would be no more jointly 
authored articles. Th e ideological fi ght between Kang’s monarchist Baohuanghui 
and Sun’s revolutionary plotters grew worse and became a global fi ght for the 
loyalty of huaqiao communities in North America, Southeast Asia, Australia 
and beyond. Initially, the advantage lay with Kang. He had scholarly stature and 
his message of Confucianism, loyalty to the Qing and gradual change had 
strong support among the wealthiest overseas Chinese communities. Sun lacked 
all these advantages so he was obliged to adapt his political message in order to 
attract more adherents to his revolutionary movement: he added a far more 
radical strain of nationalism. During 1904 his group distributed thousands of 
copies of Zou Rong’s violently anti-Manchu book, Th e Revolutionary Army (see 
Chapter 3). In it, Zou called on the Han to ‘annihilate the fi ve million and more 
of the furry and horned Manchu race, cleanse ourselves of the 260 years of harsh 
and unremitting pain, so that the soil of the Chinese subcontinent is made 
immaculate’.25 Up until this point, Sun had been wary of Han-race nationalism. 
He only seems to have adopted it as a tactic to win supporters away from Kang 
and Liang’s yellow-race nationalism.

Th e arguments between reformers and revolutionaries, yellow-race supporters 
and Han-race supporters, dominated the exile community in Japan and the 
wider huaqiao communities in Southeast Asia and North America for the 
following decade. While Liang wrote and thought, Sun plotted and acted. In the 
hope of bringing about a revolution, he made all kinds of deals with secret soci-
eties, domestic warlords and foreign powers. In late August 1905 Sun made a 
breakthrough. He, Zhang Binglin and the other rival revolutionaries managed 
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to put aside their diff erences and form the Zhongguo Tongmenghui – the ‘China 
Alliance Society’. On 12 October 1905 Sun outlined the Tongmenghui’s ideas in 
the fi rst edition of its newspaper, Minbao. Th ey were: minzuzhuyi – nationalism 
(literally, ‘the doctrine of the people’s lineage’); minquanzhuyi – republicanism 
(literally, ‘the doctrine of the people’s sovereignty’); and minshengzhuyi – 
socialism (literally, ‘the doctrine of the people’s livelihood’). Th ese three ‘isms’ 
eventually became known as the ‘Th ree Principles of the People’.

Although they were by now fi rmly in diff erent political camps, minzuzhuyi 
clearly bears the imprint of Liang’s thinking. Liang, in his 1903 essay, chose the 
word minzu to be the equivalent of ‘people’ and guomin for ‘nation’. For Liang, 
a guomin could include several minzu and, since the future of the yellow race 
depended upon the unity of all the groups within the Qing Great-State, he 
argued for a ‘greater nationalism’, a da-minzu-zhuyi to bring them together. 
Sun, who was more of a doer than a thinker, borrowed from Liang but adapted 
his terms for political convenience. For him, it was minzu that would eventu-
ally come to mean ‘nation’.

Th e historian James Leibold has argued that the English word nationalism is 
not suffi  cient to explain Sun’s meaning.26 Sun was walking a political tightrope. 
Zou Rong was far from being the only revolutionary to openly advocate geno-
cide against the Manchus. Some also called for the abandonment of the prov-
inces of Tibet, Xinjiang, Manchuria and Mongolia to their native populations 
in order to make the future republic a purely Han domain. However, Sun 
agreed with Liang about the need to preserve the territory of the great-state. As 
early as 1894, Sun had written to the Qing offi  cial Li Hongzhang (see Chapter 
2) calling for the court to ‘emulate the West by recruiting people to open up the 
wasteland along the great-state’s vast frontier’.27 In 1900, to demonstrate his 
commitment to maintaining the territory of the future country (which at that 
point he called China), Sun wrote a long list of all the places that should be 
included within its frontiers: everywhere under Qing rule, from western Tibet 
to eastern Manchuria. Sun’s priority was that the future republic should inherit 
and preserve the territory of the Qing Great-State.

Somehow, Sun needed to keep the support of his partner in the Tongmenghui, 
Zhang Binglin, and the other Han racialists while, at the same time, preserving 
his own dream of a future state that included all the areas populated by 
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non-Han peoples. Th is was the biggest ideological problem facing the revolu-
tionaries and Sun delegated the search for a solution to a newly arrived student 
called Wang Jingwei.

Wang was a nineteen-year-old scholar and wannabe-offi  cial from Guangdong 
province sent by the Qing authorities to Hosei University in Japan in late 1904 
to study ‘Western learning’. Once there, Wang became dedicated to over-
throwing his sponsors. He joined the Tongmenghui shortly after it was founded 
and his fi rst contribution to Minbao was spread across its fi rst and second 
editions. It was a lengthy two-part article dedicated to resolving Sun’s problem. 
In it, Wang adopted Liang’s distinction between ‘people’ and ‘nation’ and asked 
whether a nation could comprise more than one ‘people’. Th e Manchus were 
clearly a diff erent minzu, he argued, but had not the Han successfully assimi-
lated other minzus in the past? Was it not logical that if Manchu rule were 
ended, then they too would be assimilated? Th e Han were the ‘master race’ 
(zhu-ren) into which all the other peoples of the Qing realm would merge to 
form the new nation.28

As a result of his travels in North America, Liang’s fi rm political belief, on 
the other hand, was that the Qing Great-State needed a gradual programme of 
reform, not revolution. Th is obliged him to argue that the division between 
Han and Manchu was already breaking down, removing the need for revolu-
tionary political change. He claimed that this process of racial amalgamation 
would create a new Zhonghua minzu to save the race and the country. His 
journey through the United States seems to have persuaded him of the import-
ance of a cultural ‘melting pot’ and he wrote of the necessity of the various 
minzu to ‘smelt together in the same furnace’.29 Wang Jingwei and Sun, on the 
other hand, were convinced that the Manchu had not assimilated and there-
fore had to be overthrown before the Zhonghua minzu could be created. What 
both reformists and revolutionaries had in common was that they regarded 
ethnic diversity as merely a temporary phenomenon that would be eliminated 
by the assimilating power of the Han. Th ey also agreed that the overriding 
priority was to preserve the territory of the great-state. For Sun, for Liang and 
for the People’s Republic today, the organisation of this territory would be 
distinctly hierarchical. Th ere was a core China – Sun called it Zhina Benbu 
(‘China proper’) – and there were its four dependencies, or shudi: Manchuria, 
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Mongolia, Tibet and Xinjiang. Th is would be the political basis upon which 
Sun would subsequently defi ne his nation and its state. Regardless of which 
side won the political battle, reformists or revolutionaries, the prescription for 
the ‘non-Han’ areas of the Qing Great-State – Tibetans, Uyghurs, Manchus 
and Mongols – was the same: incorporation into the future state and ethnic 
assimilation.

As it turned out, the greatest threat to the reformist political movement spear-
headed by Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao did not come from their revolu-
tionary rivals but from the Qing court itself. As the 1900s rolled on, Empress 
Cixi agreed to many of the reforms that Kang had lobbied for, and that she had 
so dramatically opposed, back in 1898. Th e ban on Han-Manchu marriage 
was lifted in 1902, school reforms were announced in 1904, the traditional 
exams for the bureaucracy were abolished in 1905, and in 1906 offi  cials were 
sent abroad to study other countries’ constitutions. It looked as if radical 
change was already under way without the need for Kang and Liang. Th e 
strength of their arguments began to dwindle and almost entirely collapsed on 
14 November 1908 when the Guangxu Emperor, the one their movement had 
been trying to ‘protect’, died at the age of thirty-seven. Since his gaoler and 
aunt, Cixi, died the following day, it was automatically assumed by her critics 
that, lying on her deathbed, she had arranged to have the emperor poisoned 
and his two-year-old nephew, Puyi, to be chosen as his successor.

Calling for the little boy emperor Puyi to be ‘protected’ made little sense to 
anyone, even Kang Youwei. Th e emotional content of the reformers’ narrative 
drained away and the initiative shifted to the revolutionaries. After 1909 
Kang’s wealthy supporters in North America rapidly switched their allegiance 
to Sun. Sun took their money and used it to launch repeated armed uprisings. 
All of them were failures but each one increased his prestige. Th e political situ-
ation seemed to have reached stalemate until, on 10 October 1911, troops in 
the southeastern city of Wuchang rose up. Sun’s Revolutionary Alliance actu-
ally had nothing to do with the initial mutiny, but as it spread, the movement 
snowballed and by the end of the year the fate of the Qing Dynasty was sealed.

In the chaos of those two months, the Hanzu racism of Zhang Binglin and 
Zou Rong was expressed in blood on the streets. Taking the slogan Geming 
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Paiman – ‘A revolution to expel the Manchus’ – literally, Sun’s followers infl icted 
terrible violence upon ethnic Manchus in many places. Th is started with the 
initial uprising in Wuchang. Th e revolutionaries reported that only around 
twenty of their own fi ghters were killed, compared to more than 500 Manchus.30 
Th e historian Edward Rhoads has identifi ed ten cities where massacres took 
place. Twelve days after Wuchang, the revolution hit Xi’an and around 10,000 
people, half the Manchu population, were killed in indiscriminate slaughter. 
Other mass killings took place in Fuzhou, Hangzhou and Taiyuan, where as 
many as 20,000 may have died.31 In Zhenjiang and Nanjing the garrisons surren-
dered without a fi ght, yet Manchus were nonetheless killed in large numbers and 
their residential districts destroyed. Individual Manchus were singled out by the 
shape of their allegedly fl at heads, by the way they spoke or by the unbound feet 
of the women. Countless numbers were simply killed on the spot.32

Many provincial leaders feared that this genocidal violence could become 
unstoppable and called upon the revolutionaries to denounce and prevent it. It 
was in this atmosphere that another formulation of the Chinese nation came 
to the fore: the idea of a ‘fi ve-lineage republic’ – wuzu gonghe. Th is idea, which 
came to defi ne the early years of the Republic of China, can be traced back to 
the pages of another magazine published by exiles in Japan in the 1900s. What 
made this magazine, the ‘Great Harmony Journal’ (Datongbao), diff erent was 
that its editors were both reformers and ethnic Manchu. Th e choice of name 
clearly showed the infl uence of Kang Youwei’s neo-Confucian ideas but its 
writers were not utopians. Th ey were frightened by the rise of anti-Manchu 
thought, and its implications for them and their families. In the seven issues 
that they published in 1907 and 1908, they sought to address the ‘problem’ of 
Han-Manchu relations. Th ey supported constitutional monarchy and parlia-
mentary democracy but, most importantly, they sought to ‘unify Manchus, 
Han, Mongols, Muslims and Tibetans as one guomin’. Th e infl uence of Liang 
Qichao’s ideas of ‘many minzu in a single guomin’ formulation is obvious,33 but 
whereas Liang ultimately wanted to smelt all the minzu into a single Zhonghua 
minzu, the writers in Datongbao wanted the fi ve groups recognised as diff erent 
zu (lineages) and called for equality between them, as groups.

Th ey were working within, but also drastically modifying, a vision of the 
great-state laid down by the Qianlong Emperor over a century earlier. Th is was 
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a framework in which fi ve constituencies – Manchus, Han, Mongols, Muslims 
and Tibetans – each defi ned by the writing scripts that they used, and each 
corresponding to a particular territory, could co-exist within the great-state 
while maintaining their own beliefs and systems of governance. Th is is what 
Pamela Crossley has termed ‘simultaneous rule’.34 Tibetans, for example, could 
be Buddhists and accept the authority of Lamas but still remain subjects of the 
emperor. In return, the emperor could publicly practise Buddhism, worship in 
the Lama Temple in Beijing and appear to be a magnanimous leader of the 
Tibetans. He could also appear as a khan to the Mongols and a Confucian 
ruler to the Han. Th e system was fl exible enough for each group to feel auton-
omous, yet part of the whole. Th e innovation that appeared in the pages of 
Datongbao was that instead of a personal loyalty to the emperor, in the modern 
world the fi ve zu should feel loyalty to Zhongguo, of which they were all guomin.

Th is was an arrangement, they argued, which could keep the country 
together both ethnically and territorially. In the fi nal, fevered months of 1911 
it was also a compromise that the revolutionaries were forced to accept. Th ey 
were not in a position to take power since the court still possessed loyal mili-
tary forces and many of its former commanders had already broken away to 
create their own independent fi efs. More importantly, the prospect of a 
Han-dominated republic replacing the multi-ethnic great-state frightened the 
Mongol princes into declaring independence in December. Tibet was also 
heading down the independence road with fi ghting already under way and 
Xinjiang had become de facto autonomous under a local warlord. More than 
half the territory of the great-state was slipping out of Beijing’s control.

Sun Yat-sen and the revolutionaries knew they had to negotiate to achieve 
power, both with the Qing court and with the regional warlords. A key inter-
mediary was an ethnic-Manchu reformer, Yang Du, who had also studied in 
Japan and been one of the supporters of Datongbao in 1907/8. He shared the 
magazine’s ideas for reform and ethnic group equality. By 1911 he was back in 
Beijing and close to both the northern warlord Yuan Shikai, who became the 
court’s prime minister, and to Sun’s ideologue, Wang Jingwei.35 Th at put him 
in a pivotal position to infl uence the compromise that would end the Qing 
Great-State and herald the Republic. At the time, neither the court nor the 
revolutionaries believed in a future political arrangement based upon equality 
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between the fi ve zu. For the court, the great-state was hierarchical: with the 
Manchu at the top. Th e revolutionaries, on the other hand, weren’t prepared 
to politically recognise any groups; everyone was simply part of the single 
Zhonghua minzu.

After travelling across North America and Europe, Sun Yat-sen arrived back 
in Shanghai on Christmas Day 1911, just as the negotiations were reaching a 
climax. On 29 December, the revolutionaries’ negotiator Wu Tingfang made 
the crucial concession: the Manchus, Mongols, Muslims and Tibetans would 
be treated on a basis of equality with the Han.36 Th e future state would be a 
‘fi ve-lineage republic’ – wuzu gonghe. Neither side had wanted this at the outset, 
but that was the compromise they came to. As James Leibold has demonstrated, 
it was the outcome Sun was obliged to accept in the particular circumstances of 
December 1911.37 Sun’s reward came on 1 January 1912, when he was declared 
provisional president of the new Republic of China by a congress of revolu-
tionary representatives. However, he made his views on the ethnic composition 
of the nation very clear in his inaugural speech. ‘Th e essence of the state exists 
in its people. Th e uniting of the Han, Manchu, Mongol, Hui and Tibetan 
territories into a single country also means the uniting of the Han, Manchu, 
Mongol, Hui, Tibetan and other lineages [zu] into a single people (yiren). Th is, 
you could say, is minzu unity.’ Sun, like Liang, was still a ‘smelter’ at heart.

It was only on the very fi nal day of the Qing Dynasty, 12 February 1912, 
when the court formally abdicated in the name of the boy emperor Puyi, that 
it used the language of the fi ve peoples – minzu – for the fi rst time.38 It did so 
in a statement that had been written by the revolutionaries in Shanghai, edited 
by Yuan Shikai in Beijing and then delivered by the Dowager Empress Longyu, 
the adoptive mother of the emperor, widow of the emperor’s predecessor and 
niece of Cixi. Yuan added two critical stipulations to the revolutionaries’ abdi-
cation edict: fi rstly, that the existing nobility of the Manchus, Mongols, 
Muslims and Tibetans would be preserved and, secondly, that the minorities’ 
religions would be protected. Th us, two key foundations of ethnic separateness 
would be maintained by the new Republic.

Sun served just ten weeks as provisional president before giving way to Yuan 
Shikai, who was threatening to use his military forces against the revolution. 
Th ose ten weeks were marked by a dispute that crystallised the fundamental 
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disagreements over the Republic’s policy towards race and nation: what should 
be on the new state’s fl ag? Sun was very clear in his preference. Back in 1895 
Sun’s childhood friend Lu Haodong had created a banner of a blue sky with a 
white sun (qingtian bairi) for the fi rst attempted uprising against the Qing in 
Guangzhou. When the uprising failed, Lu had been captured and executed, 
becoming, in Sun’s view, the fi rst martyr of the revolution. Sun had insisted that 
Lu’s fl ag was the one adopted by the Tongmenghui when the revolutionary 
groups merged in 1905 and had fought all attempts to change it.39

Th e fl ag was therefore clearly identifi ed with Sun and his organisation and 
beliefs. But it was only one of several contenders for the role. Some Han 
nationalists used a fl ag with eighteen stars, one for each of the (modern) prov-
inces of the former Ming Dynasty, which implicitly excluded any mention of 
the non-Han regions. Another fl ag simply bore the Chinese character for 
‘Han’. In the end, the fl ag that was adopted by the Republic on 10 January was 
intended to signify the opposite: the harmonious unity of the fi ve minzu in the 
new state. It was composed of fi ve coloured stripes. Th e top stripe was red and 
intended to represent the Han, below it came yellow for the Manchu, blue for 
the Mongols, white for the Hui Muslims and, fi nally, black for the Tibetans.

Th e exact origins of the fl ag are mysterious. Cultural historian Henrietta 
Harrison says it was initially used as a naval fl ag for low-ranking offi  cials and 
was then adopted by Cheng Dequan, the Qing-appointed but ethnic-Han 
governor of Jiangsu province (which surrounds Shanghai), who switched sides 
to the revolution and declared the city of Suzhou independent in November 
1911.40 It was his forces that conquered Nanjing and, despite their nominally 
multi-ethnic fl ag, massacred the surrendered Manchu inhabitants.41 One of 
Sun’s lieutenants, the leader of the Tongmenghui in Shanghai, Chen Qimei, 
also adopted it. He argued that by representing the Manchus on the fl ag, Qing 
offi  cials would be able to support the Republic.

Th e fl ag, therefore, had two advantages over Sun’s preferred choice. It was 
seen both as non-partisan and also inclusive of the fi ve minzu. But from Sun’s 
perspective, both rationales were negatives. He continued to denounce it long 
after he was forced to resign as president. He objected, ostensibly, to the sugges-
tion that the colours on the fl ag implied a racial hierarchy, but his real opposition 
was to the idea of separate minzu. In a speech in 1920, he told his audience, ‘Th e 



146

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

term fi ve minzu is inappropriate’, and urged ‘the various minzus to meld together 
into a single Zhonghua Minzu, like in America which was originally a mix of 
diff erent European minzus and now forms only a single American minzu’.42

When Yuan Shikai was formally sworn in as provisional president of the 
Republic on 10 March 1912, delegates representing each of the fi ve minzu 
bowed before him and the new fl ag. It was, in eff ect, a modernised version of 
the former imperial tribute ceremony, except that under the Qing, tributaries 
had come from diff erent territories, whereas now they came from diff erent 
ethnic groups living in what was supposed to be a single territory: the Republic 
of China. In fact, the Republic was crumbling. A month after the swearing-in, 
Tibetan troops under the leadership of the Dalai Lama expelled the Chinese 
garrison. A few months after that, President Yuan despatched a new force to 
retake control, but it failed to bring the Dalai Lama to heel. Instead, Yuan tried 
to reanimate the old Qing techniques of rule. He sent two friendly letters to 
the Dalai Lama conferring old Qing titles upon him. In late October, the 
Republic’s offi  cial state bulletin, the Peking Gazette, optimistically declared, 
‘Now that the Republic has been fi rmly established and the fi ve minzu deeply 
united into one family, the Dalai Lama is naturally moved with a feeling of 
deep attachment to the mother country.’ According to the British diplomatic 
representative to Tibet, Charles Bell, the Dalai Lama replied by saying he had 
no wish to receive the titles, adding that he intended to rule Tibet inde-
pendently.43 Bell and the British were particularly supportive of the Dalai 
Lama. Th ey wished to preserve Tibet as a neutral buff er state between the new 
Republic and their imperial domain in India. Th e more they could separate 
Tibet from Beijing’s control, the more secure they would feel and they warned 
Yuan not to attempt a full-scale invasion.

Sun, meanwhile, although pushed from the presidency, was still pursuing 
his Zhonghua minzu dream. He remained immensely popular among the urban 
population and, despite their diff ering positions on most issues, Yuan Shikai 
clearly preferred to have Sun as an ally rather than an adversary. When Sun 
arrived in Beijing from Shanghai on 24 August 1912 he was greeted almost as 
if he were still head of state, with an honour guard, a banquet and a huge resi-
dence. Th e following day, Sun, the remaining leaders of the Tongmenghui and 
the leaders of several smaller reformist parties travelled to a Peking Opera 



1. A modern-day tribute ceremony. 
General-Secretary Xi Jinping offers a 
toast to world leaders at the welcoming 
banquet of the Belt and Road Forum in 
the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, 
26 April 2019.

2. Emblems of two of the Manchu 
‘banners’ on display at the former 
mansion of Prince Gong (Manchu 
name: Yixin) in Beijing. All Manchu and 
Mongol subjects, along with some Han, 
were organised into banners – military 
units – through which the Qing  
Great-State imposed order.



3. The first American to meet a Qing emperor was Andreas Everardus van Braam Houckgeest. This 
picture, commissioned by Houckgeest himself, depicts him (seated left, without a hat) meeting the 
Viceroy of Guangzhou. Houckgeest travelled to Beijing in 1795 to present the tribute of a non-
existent Dutch king in order to win trading rights.

4. Former American president Ulysses S. Grant meets Qing statesman Li Hongzhang in 1879. Li 
asked Grant to intervene in the dispute with Japan over the Ryukyu Islands but Grant ended up siding 
with Japan. 



5. The former offices of the Zongli Yamen in Beijing now serve as a complaints office for the Ministry 
of Public Security. A plaque indicates its former role.

6. The diplomat and poet Huang Zunxian (centre) with some of his family. He was one of the pioneers 
of ‘yellow race’ thinking in the late Qing period but later helped ensure the Hakka people were 
classified as part of the ‘Han race’.



7. The evolution of evolutionary thinking in China. Charles Darwin argued that there is a struggle for 
survival between individuals in a species. The British social reformer Thomas Huxley turned this into a 
competition between groups. Yan Fu took Huxley’s ideas to argue that ‘science’ demonstrated that the 
‘yellow race’ is locked in a death struggle with the ‘white race’. 

8. Timothy Richard with 
his wife Mary (née Martin) 
and their two eldest 
daughters Eleanor (top) and 
Mary Celia. This picture was 
probably taken in Taiyuan, 
Shanxi province, in 1883. 
Richard was a Welsh Baptist 
missionary who tried to 
live like the Chinese people 
he wanted to convert. He 
combined evangelism with 
social reform. His translations 
introduced many members of 
the Chinese elite to European 
ideas. Liang Qichao was his 
translator/secretary for a few 
key months in the momentous 
year of 1895 and many of 
Liang’s ideas about writing 
Chinese history were inspired 
by Richard.



9. (a) Liang Qichao as a student. His hair is tonsured in the ‘queue’ style required of all men living 
under Qing rule. The front part of the head is shaven and the rest is swept back to form a braided 
ponytail. (b) Liang in exile in Japan, early 1900s. He has cut off his ‘queue’ and is now dressed in the 
manner of a modern Japanese/Western gentleman.

10. Liang Qichao’s former house in Beijing, near the Dongzhimen metro station, is now home to 
around a dozen families. One proud resident displays a picture showing how the mansion used to look 
before it was divided and redistributed.



11. The reformer and scholar Kang 
Youwei. He helped persuade the emperor 
to initiate reforms in 1898, which were 
crushed within 100 days. He then fled 
into British protection while continuing 
to agitate for reform and the restoration of 
the emperor’s power.

12. Xi Jinping’s father Xi Zhongxun with the 10th Panchen Lama in the city of Xi’an while the 
latter was travelling to Beijing, 22 April 1951. Xi Zhongxun favoured greater autonomy for national 
minorities, in complete contrast to his son’s current policies.



13. Sun Yat-sen (centre) flanked by his wife Soong Ching-ling and Mikhail Borodin, political adviser 
from the Soviet Comintern (wearing glasses) in Guangzhou, 1923. At its congress a few weeks later the 
Guomindang, under Borodin’s influence, would modify its principle of nationalism over the objections 
of Sun and his ideologue Wang Jingwei.

14. Sun Yat-sen flanked by the flags of the nascent Republic of China. On the right, the ‘Five Races 
Under One Union’ flag and, on the left, the ‘Blood and Iron’ eighteen-star flag of the Republican 
army. On 15 February 1912, the day the Qing court formally abdicated power, Sun journeyed to the 
Xiaoling tomb of Zhu Yuanzhang, founder of the Ming dynasty, to celebrate the end of ‘Tartar’ rule 
with revolutionary supporters.



15. A silk scroll on display in the Shanghai History Museum. Note the Manchu script (left) used 
alongside the Chinese characters. The document is the ‘Imperial Mandate to Parents of Liu Xixiong’, 
dated 1780.

16. Ceremony to mark the new Nationalist government in Nanjing, 18 April 1927. First on the left in 
the front row sits Chiang Kai-shek. Wu Zhihui sits fourth from left. He chaired the 1913 Conference 
for the Unification of Reading Pronunciations. As a former anarchist with a penchant for obscenity 
he was not the best choice for such a sensitive role. Third from the right is Hu Hanmin, editor of the 
revolutionary journal Minbao and one of Sun Yat-sen’s ideological advisers.



17. Sun Yat-sen (seated) with a young 
Chiang Kai-shek, whom he has just 
appointed as Commandant of the Whampoa 
Military Academy, standing directly behind 
him, 1924.

18. KMT leader Chiang Kai-shek with 
geographer Zhang Qiyun in Taiwan in the 
1950s. Zhang was part of the second 
generation of modern Chinese geographers. 
It was he who persuaded Chiang to retreat to 
Taiwan in 1949.



19. In 1934 the Shenbao newspaper published an atlas of China to instruct the population about the 
country. Its cartographers included Outer Mongolia and Tibet within the national territory, despite 
both being independent at the time, but they did not include Taiwan, which had been ceded to Japan.

20. Bai Meichu, the self-taught geography 
professor whose poor map-making helped 
create China’s claims in the South China Sea. 
Bai taught the students who later advised 
the Republic of China government on 
which territories to claim after the Second 
World War. Bai’s 1936 New Atlas of China’s 
Construction owed as much to his nationalist 
imagination as to geographical reality.



21. Map of the South 
China Sea drawn by Bai 
Meichu for his New Atlas 
of China’s Construction 
in 1936. James Shoal 
(off Borneo), Vanguard 
Bank (off Vietnam) and 
Seahorse Shoal (off the 
Philippines) are drawn as 
islands, yet in reality they 
are underwater features. 
Almost none of the islands 
that Bai drew in the central 
and southern parts of the 
South China Sea actually 
exist, yet this map, and 
Bai’s line, remain the 
basis for China’s modern 
territorial claims.

22. The leaders of the Republic of China expedition to the Spratly Islands ready to depart from 
Nanjing, aboard the ROC ship Taiping (formerly the USS Decker), 23 October 1946. Third from left 
at the front is Fleet Commander Lin Zun and fourth from left at the back is geography professor-
turned Interior Ministry adviser, Zheng Ziyue. He brought Bai Meichu’s ideas about China’s claims in 
the South China Sea into government for the first time.



23. This statue of Chiang Kai-shek stands proudly on Pratas Island. This was where Qing China first 
staked a claim to any of the South China Sea islands. The building behind the statue holds clues that 
could unlock the territorial disputes over the sea.
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venue, the Huguang Guild Hall, for the founding congress of their new polit-
ical party, the Guomin Dang – the ‘Nation Party’.44

Th e Guomindang adopted a fi ve-point political agenda, including, criti-
cally, ‘the strict implementation of racial assimilation [zhongzu tonghua]’. In 
Sun’s view this would take place through a process of melding (ronghe), a 
notion that had its origins in Sun’s time in the Reading Room of the British 
Museum in London, fourteen years before, when he studied the ideas of Social 
Darwinism. A few days after the congress, Sun demonstrated this in a speech 
at the Guangdong-Hunan Club in Beijing. ‘World evolution depends upon 
learning how to advance from barbarism to civilisation,’ he argued. Darwinian 
principles would ensure that more civilised minzu would be selected by nature 
over those minzu that continued to act like birds and beasts. Since the Han 
possessed the most ‘civilised knowledge’, they had a duty to lead the baser 
minority peoples out of barbarism and into civilisation. He called this duty 
ganhua, which James Leibold translates as ‘reforming through examples of 
moral superiority’. Sun told his audience that the leaders of Tibet and Mongolia 
had only broken away from the Republic because they did not understand its 
benefi ts: ‘Th eir education is still not suffi  cient . . . we can only gradually help 
them to see what is right’, he told a reporter.45

Th e most eff ective way to bring about the melding of the minzu, according 
to Sun, was to encourage the migration of civilised Han to the barbarous fron-
tiers. And the key to his plan was the development of railways to the far reaches 
of the Republic – a plan that he had originally sketched out in the map he had 
drawn back in 1900. President Yuan Shikai may not have been particularly 
interested in melding a new nation, but he certainly understood the strategic 
importance of controlling the frontiers. During the month that Sun was in 
Beijing, he had thirteen long meetings with Yuan, covering defence, foreign 
aff airs, agricultural reform and industrial development. In the middle of these 
meetings, Yuan appointed Sun ‘director of railways’ and gave him a budget of 
30,000 yuan per month, along with full powers to plan a national railway 
network and negotiate loans with foreigners to pay for it. Th e following week, 
Sun departed Beijing on Empress Cixi’s former train to begin preparations for 
the task ahead. He told the Australian journalist travelling with him, William 
H. Donald, that he would build 100,000 kilometres of new track over ten 
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years to connect Xinjiang and Tibet to the rest of the country. When Donald 
told him that the routes were impossible to build because of the high moun-
tains, Sun apparently asserted that anywhere a yak trail could go, a railway 
could be built. Sun told a French journalist that the plan would cost an esti-
mated 16 billion francs and that he was seeking foreign lenders to make it 
happen.46 For Sun, it was far more important to spend the money on linking 
the northwestern frontiers to ‘China proper’, and thereby preserving the terri-
tory of the Qing Great-State for the Republic, than on more feasible projects 
in the Han parts of the country. However, despite his desperation to build it, 
the lenders did not come. Nonetheless, Sun continued to make his plans, even 
after July 1913, when Yuan fi red him from the job as the political diff erences 
between them turned into civil war.47

Out of power, and living in semi-retirement in Shanghai, Sun kept on 
dreaming of railways and nationalism. By the end of the decade he had produced 
two major pieces of work: his ‘Programme for National Reconstruction’ (Jianguo 
fanglue) and his far better known ‘Th ree Principles of the People’ (San Min 
Zhuyi). Th e two should be seen as companions. In ‘Programme for National 
Reconstruction’ (later published in English as ‘Th e International Development 
of China’) he based his ideas on the American frontier. Sun called for a massive 
scheme of ‘cultivation and colonisation’ and the forced transfer of tens of thou-
sands of landless peasants and soldiers to the frontiers to civilise the inhabitants. 
In ‘Th ree Principles of the People’, Sun borrowed Liang Qichao’s defi nitions of 
two forms of nationalism – narrow and broad – to say that, so far, ‘We have 
achieved only the negative aspect of minzuzhuyi’, and must go further to achieve 
the positive side, ‘for the Hanzu to sacrifi ce the bloodline, history and identity 
that they are so proud of and merge with all sincerity with the Manchus, 
Mongols, Hui and Tibetans in a single furnace to create a new order of the 
Zhonghua Minzu, just as America has produced the world’s leading minzuzhuyi 
by melding scores of diff erent peoples: black and white’.

In October 1919 Sun founded a new party as the successor to the Guomindang, 
the Zhongguo Guomin Dang – the China Nation Party – but it was not until 
January 1924 that it convened its fi rst congress and adopted Sun’s ‘three princi-
ples’ as its manifesto. Th ey did so under war conditions, meeting in the Guangzhou 
National Teachers College in the only part of the country they controlled: the far 
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south. Under the infl uence of new Soviet advisers sent by Joseph Stalin, the prin-
ciple of ‘nationalism’ – minzuzhuyi – was modifi ed signifi cantly. It did not call 
for ‘melding’ many minzu into a single one but promised that they would all be 
treated equally. Th is did not represent a change of mind by Sun, however. 
Documents found in the Russian archives tell us that the wording about separate 
nations living within a single state was entirely the work of the Soviet advisers and 
inserted over the objections of Sun and his ideologue Wang Jingwei.48

Four days later, Sun delivered the fi rst in a series of speeches at the National 
Guangzhou University that he had just founded. Away from the Soviet advi-
sers, he directly contradicted the manifesto. He told his audience that, unlike 
other countries around the world, China has a single minzu forming a single 
guojia – a single people forming a single ‘state-family’ (the Confucian rendering 
of nation). While admitting that there were, in fact, other minzu in the country, 
he said they could be ignored because they would be assimilated into the supe-
rior Han lineage: ‘China’s minzu total four hundred million people. Among 
these people there are only a few million Mongols, a million Manchus and a few 
million Tibetans and some hundred thousand Muslim Turks, all totalling no 
more than ten million non-natives. Th us considering the vast majority, we can 
say that the four hundred million Chinese people are entirely Hanzu, sharing a 
common bloodline, language, religion and customs – a single pure minzu.’49

In short, Sun had no time for the Soviet advisers’ ideas about minority 
nations living side by side in nominal equality. He believed in Social Darwinism 
and the need for the Han race to subsume the minorities into a Chinese race, 
which could compete with, and defeat, the white imperialists. His faith in 
Social Darwinism was so strong that he believed the assimilation process would 
take place of its own accord, without force or compulsion. Th is led him to 
argue that this ‘natural’ process had been going on for centuries and that 
Manchuria, Mongolia, Tibet and Xinjiang had all become Chinese because 
their peoples admired the Han people’s culture. In his sixth lecture he suggested 
that this ‘assimilative power’ could ultimately extend as far as Annam, Bhutan, 
Borneo, Burma, Korea, Nepal, Taiwan and all the former tributary states, to 
include them all within a unifi ed greater China.

Sun died in 1925 and a year later Chiang Kai-shek established himself as 
the Guomindang’s military and political leader. By 1928 the Guomindang 
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had captured Beijing and formed a national government. One of its fi rst acts 
was to abandon the ‘fi ve-colour fl ag’ adopted sixteen years before, and replace 
it with a version of Sun’s cherished ‘Blue Sky, White Sun’ design. Th en, at its 
third congress in 1929, it dropped the 1924 manifesto and its commitment to 
self-determination for the minorities. It appeared that the party was going to 
implement Sun’s ideal of a single Zhonghua minzu. Yet, once again, the practi-
calities of needing to control the frontiers intervened. Responding to local 
political leaders’ demands and conscious of the threat from foreign powers, the 
new government of the Republic began the process of creating special prov-
inces in Inner Mongolia and Tibetan-inhabited areas.50 Later on, it created 
autonomous regions for ‘Inner Tibet’ (the Chuanbian Special Autonomous 
Region) in 1939 and, in 1947, for Inner Mongolia.

However, at the same time, the railway construction that Sun had long 
promoted began to turn his dream of population ‘melding’ into reality.51 In the 
fi rst forty years of the twentieth century, 25 million Han moved into the three 
northeastern provinces and, although most of the settlers subsequently left, 
Manchus became a tiny minority there. Th e former Manchu homeland, where 
Han people were offi  cially barred from living until the 1860s, became a Han 
domain. Th e Manchu became assimilated and Manchu, which had remained 
an offi  cial language of the Qing Great-State right until its end, almost completely 
disappeared.

Mongols are also now a small minority in Inner Mongolia, despite the 
region being declared autonomous. Th ey make up less than a fi fth of the auton-
omous region’s population of 24 million. Although they have not been assimi-
lated to the same extent as the Manchu, the numbers still able to speak, read 
and write Mongolian are declining.52

It has been a diff erent story in Xinjiang and Tibet, mainly because they are 
further from the main population centres, climatically challenging and diffi  cult 
to build railways to. Th e track into Xinjiang took well over a decade to construct 
and the connection to the provincial capital Urumqi only opened in 1966. Th e 
province was declared an autonomous region by the People’s Republic in 1955 
but in the years after, the Han population rose from around 10 per cent of the 
population to 40 per cent by the time of the 2010 census. Th e Turkic-speaking, 
Arabic script-writing, Muslim peoples still form a majority, but only just. Th e 
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railway connection to Tibet took even longer to complete and only reached the 
capital, Lhasa, in 2006. As a result, the Han population remains relatively small 
in the Tibetan Autonomous Region, although it has grown far more quickly in 
the better-connected, historically Tibetan-populated areas in the provinces of 
Qinghai and Sichuan. However, in both Xinjiang and Tibet the Han popula-
tion is concentrated in towns and cities with railway connections, where 
incomes and living standards are higher.

During the often violent decades since the revolution of 1911/12, Chinese 
state policy towards the peoples of the four dependent territories has veered, 
sometimes dramatically, between the rival positions of Yuan Shikai and Sun 
Yat-sen. Th ere were long periods when diff erences between the minzu were 
tolerated, even encouraged, and others when the state went into ‘smelting’ 
mode to try to eradicate diff erence in the name of the single Zhonghua minzu. 
Sun’s belief was that the job of smelting would be achieved by sheer numbers: 
‘It does not matter if there are disturbances along the frontier region,’ he told 
a reporter in May 1912. ‘Th ey are merely an extremely small minority, not a 
strong enough force to stir up trouble.’53 A century later, his chauvinistic opti-
mism has been proven right in some cases but not others.

On 13 August 2018, at around the same time as the Panchen Lama was touring 
the construction projects of Tibet, a previously obscure Chinese offi  cial called 
Hu Lianhe was making global headlines in Geneva. For his appearance before 
the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 
Hu was blandly listed as a senior offi  cial of the United Front Work Department 
of the Communist Party. ‘Crackdown instigator’ might have been a better 
title, for Hu was the brains behind the security campaign in Xinjiang that 
began in early 2017 and, at the time of his appearance, had led to well over a 
million Uyghurs and other Turkic-speaking Muslims being detained in 1,200 
remote ‘re-education’ camps. Th is was nothing to worry about, Hu told the 
committee. Th e camps were ‘vocational education and employment training 
centres’ where extremists could be ‘assisted with their rehabilitation and rein-
tegration into society’.54 Former inmates disagreed, describing the physical and 
mental torture they had endured at the hands of their interrogators behind the 
barbed wire.
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Th is vast internment exercise was a response to a number of attacks 
by Uyghur extremists that had targeted members of the Han population. Th e 
fi nal straw seems to have been the killing of fi ve civilians near the strategic 
town of Hotan in southwestern Xinjiang in February 2017. Local offi  cials were 
instructed to identify anyone showing signs of ‘extremist thought’, which 
might include wearing a headscarf, growing a beard or criticising Chinese-
language education. As a result, something like 10 per cent of the adult popu-
lation was detained in the camps and subjected to months (or longer) of 
pressure until they convinced their guards that they had abandoned separatism 
and embraced the teachings of the Communist Party. At the same time, secu-
rity forces were deployed in huge numbers across the province. Armoured 
vehicles, paramilitary police on motorbikes and special forces paraded through 
Hotan, the capital Urumqi and anywhere else that the party felt insecure about 
its control.

Hu Lianhe is a key fi gure in the rethinking of minzu policy in China. After 
receiving his PhD from the Communist Party school for his thesis on terrorism, 
he was recruited by the party’s Central Political and Legal Aff airs Committee 
(CPLC) and then seconded to the Counter Terrorism Research Center at a 
military-run think tank, the China Institute for International Strategic Studies. 
He became the party’s leading adviser on terrorism and was involved in drafting 
anti-extremism laws. Th en, in 2004, he joined Professor Hu Angang, the leading 
critic of the fi rst incarnation of PRC minzu policy, at Tsinghua University. 
Together, the ‘two Hus’ wrote over a dozen papers on the need for a new 
approach.55 Hu Lianhe claimed to have developed a ‘theory of stability’, some-
thing that requires the ‘standardisation of human behaviour’.

Th e two Hus focused, in particular, on Tibet and Xinjiang, warning that 
without determined action, the country would lose the allegiance of their 
indigenous populations and face the same fate as the Soviet Union. In a direct 
echo of Liang Qichao and Sun Yat-sen a century earlier, they called upon the 
government to ‘embrace the melting pot’ and meld the fi fty-six minzu into a 
single Zhonghua minzu. In a 2011 article, they called on the party to remove all 
group-based rights, improve connectivity between minority-populated areas 
and the rest of the country (think railways), increase the use of the standard 
national language and increase migration across all parts of the country.56
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On 28 September 2014, this approach received the offi  cial blessing of Xi 
Jinping. Speaking at the ‘Central Ethnic Work Forum’, he made clear that there 
would be a change of direction, that the Communist Party would pay more 
attention to integration and less to institutionalising diversity. ‘We should not 
continue with what is rotten,’ he is reported to have told the gathering. Th e 
forum approved a new approach to ethnic aff airs, a more gentle version of 
‘melding’ offi  cially called ‘mingling’ – jiaorong. It follows the prescriptions of 
the two Hus; policies to increase labour mobility to bring Tibetans and Uyghurs 
to work in factories in Han areas of the country, build ethnically mixed commu-
nities, boost inter-ethnic marriage and so on.57

Th is was formalised at the 2017 Party Congress, which resolved to include 
the concept of ‘forging a strong sense of collective consciousness for the 
Zhonghua Minzu’ in the Communist Party’s constitution. However, Xi Jinping 
and other supporters of the ‘second generation’ of ethnic policy are fi ghting 
against an entrenched opposition. Th e simple fact that the People’s Republic of 
China still classifi es people into diff erent minzu tells us that the nationalist 
project dreamt of by Liang Qichao and Sun Yat-sen has not succeeded, despite 
more than a century of eff ort. Yet, as Xi fi ghts the ideological and bureaucratic 
legacy of Yuan Shikai, Joseph Stalin and his own father, he seems determined 
to complete a task that began in 1903 with the invention of the idea of a single 
Zhonghua minzu in the fi rst place.
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guoyu – national language

To its tens of millions of fans, the fi shball is the defi ning taste of Hong Kong. 
To most foreign palates, its elasticity can be disconcerting. Th e prolonged 
pounding of the raw fi sh fl esh forms a spongy paste that vendors mix with 
rice fl our and shape into spheres of springy delight. Some streetside cooks 
boil them in broth and skewer them on a stick. Others fry them in oil and 
slaver them with sauce. For the disenchanted, the result is merely gelatinous 
bycatch, but for the true Hong Konger, street-food fi shballs epitomise local 
city culture.

And there is no better time to enjoy a proper Hong Kong fi shball than 
lunar new year. Th e seasonal celebrations call back the many mainlanders who 
have moved to the Hong Kong Special Autonomous Region over the past few 
years. For native Hong Kongers it’s like turning back the clock to a time before 
1997, when mainlanders were kept out by high fences and British foot patrols. 
And there is no better place to enjoy a Hong Kong fi shball at lunar new year 
than Sham Shui Po, a high-rise, working-class district of northern Kowloon, 
home to many former refugees from the mainland. For three days, unlicensed 
hawkers set up stalls alongside the buzzing streets to cater for the revellers: 
low-paid workers selling low-cost snacks. Th eir business is illegal but typically 
the police turn a blind eye. It’s a festival, after all.

Monday 8 February 2016 was not a typical new year fi shball-eating night. 
By the time Monday evening had turned into Tuesday morning, forty-four 
police had been injured and twenty-four people had been arrested. It started 
with a crackdown on ‘illegal’ stalls, organised by offi  cials from the city’s Food 
and Environmental Hygiene Department. To escape them, the hawkers headed 
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south into Mong Kok, the shopping and entertainment neighbourhood, 
sometimes described as the busiest place on earth and also as Hong Kong’s 
‘true heart’. Th ey settled on Portland Street, the red-light area parallel with 
the main shopping district on Nathan Road. It wasn’t long, however, before 
the offi  cials arrived in force, threatening to arrest anyone operating a stall. Th e 
hawkers retreated into side alleys. Th e stage was set for confrontation. A group 
of protestors appeared and began to escort the hawkers back to Portland Street. 
Th ey had come prepared, carrying home-made shields, masks and banners. 
A stand-off  ensued, police riot squads were called, and the result was a ten-hour 
street battle featuring batons, bricks, bottles and two bullets fi red into the air.

As the street-cleaning teams swept away the wreckage, it became clear that 
this was not really a battle over the right to sell illegal fi shballs on the street. 
Th e 2016 ‘fi shball riot’ was a defence of ‘localism’, an outburst of resistance 
against a government in Beijing that was perceived to be trying to homogenise 
national culture and thereby eradicate a way of life that made Hong Kongers 
feel special. Th at it happened in a gritty, vice-ridden area with an underworld 
contested by rival Triad gangs makes establishing the exact cause of events 
diffi  cult, but there’s little doubt that underlying the riot was a strong sense of 
cultural persecution. Localists, including supporters of a group calling itself 
‘Hong Kong Indigenous’, decided to make the fi shball hawkers a symbol of a 
new identity – a Hong Kong nationalism set in opposition to the mainland’s 
overbearing version. Th e riot police were deployed as a political hit squad, not 
against the hawkers but to crush an incipient separatist movement.

When the United Kingdom grabbed the rocky island of Hong Kong as part 
of its booty from the 1840 ‘Opium War’, the indigenous population consisted 
of a few fi shing villages. In typical fashion, the British set up a colonial admin-
istration that operated only in English. Over the subsequent century and a 
half, hundreds of thousands of mainlanders fl ed to the city to escape poverty, 
war and disorder at home, bringing their diff erent regional dialects with them. 
But it was not until 1974 that the British fi nally relented to public protest and 
allowed Chinese to be used as an offi  cial language. Th ey did not specify which 
form of Chinese should be used, however, mainly because there was no dispute: 
Cantonese was the one spoken by the overwhelming majority of inhabitants. 
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And in written form, Hong Kongers used traditional Chinese characters, not 
the simplifi ed ones introduced by the communists on the mainland after 1956.

Offi  cially, there has been no change to this arrangement, even though Hong 
Kong was handed over to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1997. 
Traditional characters are still used on road signs and public buildings and 
Cantonese is still spoken in government and the legal system. Th ere are certain 
terms and certain forms of expression that are only found in Cantonese and 
they are widespread through offi  cial and unoffi  cial language. However, Hong 
Kong ‘localists’, like the Mong Kok protestors, believe that the Communist 
Party leadership in Beijing is intent on changing this. It has never been offi  cially 
stated, but there is plenty of evidence that a ‘stealth’ campaign against Cantonese 
– and against the very idea of a Cantonese identity – is under way.

A year after the handover, the Hong Kong government decided that the 
offi  cial mainland version of Chinese, Putonghua, would become a compulsory 
subject for primary and junior-secondary schoolchildren. It was, however, 
taught as a ‘foreign’ language, with perhaps just an hour of class time per week. 
Ten years later, the city authorities began to incentivise schools to make 
Putonghua the language of instruction. From 2008, schools were given extra 
funding if they agreed to teach all their subjects through Putonghua. Increasingly, 
Hong Kong parents started to choose these schools for their children, expecting 
that fl uency in Putonghua would help them obtain better jobs. Th is seems to 
have amplifi ed the generation gap between parents and their off spring, with 
younger Hong Kongers resenting having to learn in Putonghua. For some it 
seems to have had the opposite eff ect to the one intended: setting them on a 
path towards resistance rather than integration with the mainland.

At around the same time, fears for the future of Cantonese also emerged on 
the mainland. Th e city of Guangzhou (the ‘Canton’ in ‘Cantonese’) was due to 
host the Asian Games in November 2010. In July of that year, the city committee 
of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC – the body 
that brings together the Communist Party and other local organisations in 
a ‘united front’) recommended that the province’s main television stations 
should change their broadcasting from Cantonese to Putonghua in time for the 
games. PRC law requires all channels transmitted by satellite to be broadcast in 
Putonghua only, so the change would allow Guangzhou TV to benefi t from 



157

THE INVENTION OF THE CHINESE LANGUAGE

satellite distribution. Th is, argued the committee, would enable it to be seen by 
a much larger audience, both inside China and abroad, enhancing the prov-
ince’s international reputation. It would also, according to the committee, allow 
foreigners who had learnt Putonghua to understand the news.1

Th e local Southern Daily newspaper group, then known for its independent-
mindedness, started covering the story, immediately provoking a reaction in its 
online discussion forum and elsewhere. Contributors spoke of their pride in 
speaking Cantonese, of how much closer to classical Chinese it was, of how it 
was an international language with 100 million speakers around the world and 
of how ugly Putonghua sounded by comparison. Beijing’s campaign against 
Cantonese was presented by some as a campaign against local culture itself, with 
many saying they believed the ultimate aim of the government was to eliminate 
Cantonese altogether. Th ere were also criticisms of migrants from other areas 
who had moved to Guangzhou and not learned Cantonese. Th e author of the 
CPPCC proposal was himself one such migrant.2 Locals had a name for these 
people: ‘bei lao’ – ‘northern guy’ in Putonghua, which in Cantonese sounds very 
similar to ‘northern profi teer’.3

On 25 July the protests moved offl  ine, into the real streets of Guangzhou. 
At least 2,000 people (some say as many as 10,000) gathered outside Jiangnanxi 
metro station to voice their anger. Another protest involving hundreds of 
people was held a week later in the city’s People’s Park, and a solidarity rally was 
held in Hong Kong at the same time.4 A pan-Cantonese movement appeared 
to be taking shape. In response, the Guangzhou authorities backpedalled. Th e 
committee’s Putonghua proposal was rejected by the television station, the 
channel was kept off  the satellite network and the athletes and spectators of 
the Asian Games were obliged to receive their news in Cantonese.

It was only a tactical retreat, however. On 30 June 2014, Guangzhou TV’s 
hourly news bulletin switched from Cantonese to Putonghua.5 Th e station also 
replaced four of its Cantonese-speaking presenters with Putonghua speakers. 
Th en, in September, most of its original programming switched to Putonghua. 
One insider told the Hong Kong-based newspaper, the South China Morning 
Post, ‘Th is is being done quietly, without any offi  cial promotion or notifi cation 
to audiences.’6 Th e new strategy was compared by its critics to the slow-boiling 
of the proverbial frog. Th e result was another victory in the long campaign to 



158

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

assert a single national language over the entire territory of the People’s 
Republic. But it may surprise some readers to know how far from complete 
this campaign currently is.

In April 2017 the Chinese Ministry of Education and its agency, known in 
English as the State Language Commission7 (offi  cially the National Committee 
for Language and Script Work),8 set a target for 80 per cent of the PRC’s citi-
zens to speak Putonghua by 2020. It was absurd: the chances of teaching 
140 million people to speak a new language in three years were minimal, but it 
was an indication of the urgency with which the Communist Party views the 
work of nation-building. Way back in 1982 a new clause had been inserted 
into the national constitution mandating the state to ‘promote the nationwide 
use of Putonghua’. More than a quarter of a century later, the Ministry of 
Education’s announcement was an admission that the change had had little 
eff ect: almost a third of the population, around 400 million people, did not 
speak the national language. As the protests in Hong Kong and Guangzhou 
(not to mention the far more serious resistance in Tibet and Xinjiang) demon-
strate, the idea of a national language has not been nationally welcomed.

In all these places, language is a proudly held symbol. It is a reminder that 
there are regional, even national, identities that pre-date the modern ‘Chinese’ 
identity that was rolled out from Beijing and Nanjing during the past century. 
Th e protests on Hong Kong’s streets during 2019, prompted by the popula-
tion’s concerns about becoming subjected to the mainland’s unfair legal system, 
became violent because of the mainland leadership’s refusal to allow the regional 
administration to fi nd compromise with its critics. Th e political battle behind 
the scenes was perceived as an attack on Hong Kongers’ sense of diff erence, 
their sense of self. And that seems to have been deliberate. Th ere is little space 
in Xi Jinping’s China for diff erences in cultural identity. Language has become 
a battlefi eld between the steamroller of nationalism and the bedrock of local 
diff erence. But this is far from being a new phenomenon: it goes right back to 
the original idea of a national language in the fi rst place. And it climaxed with 
a fi ght between two Wangs over who was right.

Th e new home of the Shanghai History Museum is the city’s former Race 
Club. In the early twentieth century the building was a bastion of imperialist 
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cultural power, but it has a new purpose now: to assert a sense of Shanghai-ness 
stretching back to ‘ancient times’. In an understated but radical move, exhibits 
tell the story of the emergence of a local civilisation rather than a ‘national’ 
one: a ‘Yangtze Delta culture’ rather than a ‘Chinese culture’. Th ere is the skull 
of a man from the 6,000-year-old Majiabang culture and an intricate ivory 
carving from the 4,000-year-old Liangzhu culture, but not a terracotta warrior 
anywhere. At each display case parents pore over the explanatory texts and 
loudly explain their meanings to children in a cacophony of regional tongues: 
Shanghainese, Cantonese, Putonghua, none of which would have been under-
stood by the makers of these ancient artefacts.

Who were the people of Liangzhu? We know very little about them, but 
geneticists, linguists, archaeologists and anthropologists are starting to put 
together a picture. Th e human remains found at the site have been shown to 
have genetic markers on the male chromosome that place them within the 
‘Y haplogroup O1’. Although the science is still developing, this haplogroup (a 
population believed to share a common ancestor) is strongly associated with 
speakers of the Tai-Kadai and Austronesian-type languages found in Southeast 
Asia.9 In other words, the current theory is that the early inhabitants of Shanghai 
and the Yangtze Delta migrated there by travelling around the coast from 
Southeast Asia and spoke a language that had more in common with peoples to 
the south than those to the north. Given the plentiful supply of fi sh, the ease of 
travelling by boat and the fertile soils that river deltas provide, it is not surprising 
that human settlement spread more quickly by sea than over land. Th e Yangtze 
people grew rice, which they may have brought with them from Southeast Asia, 
in contrast to the northerners who cultivated millet around the Yellow River. 
Th ese Austronesian rice growers had been resident millennia before speakers of 
other language groups arrived to join or conquer them. New research, led by 
Professor Kong Qingdong of the Kunming Institute of Zoology, seems to 
confi rm this. His team found that around 10,000 years ago the populations of 
the Yellow River basin and the lower reaches of the Yangtze and Pearl rivers were 
genetically separate. His controversial conclusion is that all three locations have 
an equal claim to be called the ancestors of the Chinese.10

Th e present-day result of this prehistoric settlement is a pattern of language 
around coastal China that is quite diff erent from that found inland. Shanghainese, 
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Cantonese, Hokkien (spoken in Fujian province and Taiwan) and many other 
less well-known tongues are founded upon roots that stretch into the remote 
past and whose development can only be reconstructed with great care and 
some conjecture. Th e current consensus is that the modern languages spoken in 
the cities of Hong Kong, Shanghai and Xiamen – and most of the spaces in 
between – are the results of blended infl uences from southeast and northeast 
Asia, a process that is still ongoing.11 Some linguists talk about ‘layers’ of 
language almost like layers of rock, with new particles fl owing in from many 
directions, being laid down on top of old structures and mixed up into new 
formations. So much infl uence has come from the north over the past two 
millennia that it can be hard to spot the early layers. Yet there are words, 
linguistic structures and pronunciations in these southern tongues which have 
more in common with their Vietnamese and Th ai neighbours than with the 
offi  cially mandated Putonghua.

Th e Chinese linguist Lü Shuxiang, one of the original compilers of the 
‘Contemporary Chinese Dictionary’ in the 1950s, once estimated that there 
were around 2,000 forms of ‘Chinese’ spoken across China and Taiwan.12 
While speakers of some can understand speakers of others without too much 
diffi  culty, the late American Sinologist Jerry Norman once estimated that as 
many as 400 are mutually unintelligible.13 ‘A speaker of the Peking dialect can 
no more understand a person speaking Cantonese than an Englishman can 
understand an Austrian when each employs his native language,’ he later wrote. 
‘Th e Hainan Min dialects are as diff erent from the Xi’an dialect as Spanish is 
from Rumanian.’14 Exactly how to describe the relationships between these 
diff erent types of speech is a political as much as a linguistic problem. As the 
Russian linguist Max Weinreich famously quipped, ‘A language is a dialect 
with an army and a navy.’ While it is a commonplace to describe Spanish and 
Romanian as separate languages, the Chinese government insists that Hainan 
Min and Xi’an are simply ‘dialects’ of a single language spoken by a single 
nation.

Th ere is a term in Putonghua that neatly circumnavigates these diffi  culties: 
fangyan – literally ‘regional speech’. Chinese scholars encounter no political 
problems while using it because it can mean both ‘language’ and ‘dialect’. Th ey 
commonly recognise seven major fangyan spoken in China: Putonghua, Yue 
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(which includes Cantonese), Wu (which includes Shanghainese), Min (which 
includes Hokkien), Hakka, Gan (in Jiangxi province) and Xiang (in Hunan 
province). Th ere are historical examples of the word fangyan being used to 
describe both the minor diff erences between local ways of speaking and major 
diff erences between local and European languages. Th e American philologist 
Victor H. Mair invented the word ‘topolect’ as an English-language equivalent 
for fangyan. It describes a way of speaking that is tied to a particular place 
(which can vary in size) but without having to specify exactly how diff erent it 
is or whether it is the recognised language of a political entity. As a conse-
quence, Mair cautions against using the phrase ‘Chinese language’ since the 
choice of which single language is spoken by ‘the Chinese’ is entirely political. 
He prefers to speak of a ‘Sinitic’ group of topolects that bear some relationship 
to each other but are not necessarily descended from a common root.

Until modern times there was no Chinese word for ‘language’. Th ere was a 
word for script – wenzi – and a word for speech – yuyan – and their meanings 
were distinct.15 Mair argues that the vast majority of Sinitic topolects were 
never written languages; historically they were spoken by people who were 
illiterate. Th e written language – ‘classical Chinese’ or wen – was, by defi nition, 
only used by literate people. It was only written and read; there was no spoken 
form. Th ere was also a form of prestigious speech, known as guanhua, used by 
offi  cials. Its name means, literally, ‘offi  cial speech’. Foreigners seem to have 
missed the distinction between the spoken and written forms of offi  cialdom. 
Th e result was that both the classical written script, wen, and the spoken form, 
guanhua, became jointly known as ‘Mandarin’. Th e term ‘Mandarin’ comes 
through the Portuguese word mandar, ‘to order’, but with connections to the 
Malay word mantri, which was itself borrowed from Hindi-Urdu and means 
‘offi  cial’. ‘Mandarin’, therefore, is a good translation of ‘offi  cial speech’.16 Th e 
written language, wen, was a lingua franca that could be read by scholars and 
offi  cials across the empire. It performed a role equivalent to that of Latin in the 
Roman Empire – it was a means of communication and control. Th e vast 
majority of Roman subjects never read Latin, but the people who ordered their 
lives did. It was the same with wen.

But there was also a key diff erence between Latin and wen. While there was 
a form of speech used by the elite (guanhua), wen texts could also be read aloud 
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using completely diff erent word-sounds according to the local topolect. Court 
decrees and other central announcements would be written as wen in Beijing 
and then, in eff ect, ‘translated’ in order to be understood in the cities, towns 
and villages of the empire. In time, words in local topolects came to be associ-
ated with characters in guanhua so that they appeared to be referring to the 
same language. For an equivalent, imagine the European Union decreeing that 
all European languages had to be written with emojis. English speakers might 
say ‘fi sh’, French speakers ‘poisson’ and Croatians ‘riba’, but all would share the 
same written character.

But even guanhua was not the offi  cial language of the Qing Great-State. 
Guanhua was only used to communicate within the Sinitic part of the realm 
(‘China proper’). Th e other parts of the empire used diff erent scripts: Tibetan, 
Turkic and Mongol. Th e court used its own language to coordinate its subordi-
nate parts, as can be clearly seen in one display case at the Shanghai History 
Museum. Exhibit 222 contains the ‘Imperial Mandate to Parents of Lu Xixiong’, 
chief editor of the Qing Dynasty’s vast encyclopaedia. Th e mandate, dating 
from 1780, is a gold and silver silk brocade scroll. Th e golden end is beautifully 
adorned with guanhua calligraphy, but the silver end is in another script entirely: 
the administrative language of the Qing court.

Right up until the end of the Qing Great-State in 1912, its offi  cial language 
was not ‘Chinese’ guanhua but Manchu, the language of the people from the 
northeast who conquered the Ming empire and went on to incorporate 
Mongolia, Tibet and Xinjiang within their realm. Th ere was always a ‘Manchu 
track’ within the Hanlin Academy, the court’s secretariat. All government docu-
ments had to be written in the language and all memorials to the emperor 
presented in it. Th ere were separate archives for documents in Manchu and for 
the other languages. Even after most ‘Manchus’ had stopped speaking Manchu 
in their daily life, hundreds of scholar-offi  cials were still busy translating offi  cial 
edicts and reports between Manchu and the other languages. Th e emperor 
continued to address offi  cials and envoys in Manchu and disciplined some who 
were not able to speak it.17 Th e scroll delivered to the parents of Lu Xixiong was 
just one of tens of thousands of examples of offi  cial multilingualism. In fact, 
Manchu was often referred to in guanhua as the ‘state speech’ – guoyu. Th e 
cultural changes of the early twentieth century and the revolution of 1911/12 
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would reverse this situation completely. Guanhua would become, in eff ect, the 
guoyu and Manchu would disappear.

Right up until its end, the Qing Great-State had no need for a national 
language because there was no Qing nation. Th e court only required a state 
language to administer its multi-lingual and multi-ethnic empire. It was not 
until Sun Yat-sen, Liang Qichao and their contemporaries imagined a Chinese 
nation into existence in the 1890s and 1900s that the question of a national 
language was even thought about. And the fate of that discussion was strongly 
infl uenced by a series of other questions about language that were being raised 
by other intellectuals at the same time.

Many reformers blamed defeat in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894/5 on the 
empire’s weakness in education. Even junior Japanese soldiers had been able 
to read orders and maps, unlike their Qing counterparts. But the reformers 
saw a deeper reason, too: in other countries, mass education had built the 
nation. One Japanese moderniser, Ueda Kazutoshi, had studied in Berlin 
and Leipzig in the 1890s where he had come to accept the arguments of 
German language theorists that the ‘mother tongue’ represented ‘the internal-
ised spirit of the nation’. In 1898 Ueda was appointed to head Japan’s Special 
Education Bureau with a mandate to create a national language that unifi ed 
speech and writing. Th is involved standardising and limiting the use of tradi-
tional ‘Chinese’ characters (kanji), establishing Tokyo upper-class speech as the 
common national standard and encouraging the use of this vernacular speech 
in written works.18

Meanwhile, missionaries such as Timothy Richard were preaching the 
example of Japan in the pages of Wanguo gongbao and other outlets (see Chapter 
4). Huang Zunxian’s Treatises on Japan, republished in 1895 (see Chapter 3), 
was also a major source of inspiration for Qing reformers. Th eir message was 
clear: mass education through schools, libraries and newspapers would unite 
the country and make it strong. Kang Youwei’s 1895 reform petition and Liang 
Qichao’s 1896 ‘Comprehensive Proposal for Reforms’ both called for an 
expansion of education and the need to learn from Japan, and this message had 
been well received by the Guangxu Emperor. One of his fi nal acts before his 
aunt’s coup against him was to issue an edict calling for more translations from 
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Japanese and for the despatch of students to Japan for higher education. After 
Empress Cixi’s coup and the crushing of the Hundred Days Reform, there was, 
indeed, a dramatic exodus to Japan, but only of reformers fl eeing for their 
lives. However, after Cixi herself began to introduce reforms during the 1900s, 
the government sent increasing numbers of students there on scholarships. For 
the following decade they had a fi rst-hand view of the impact of language 
modernisation taking place in Japan under the direction of offi  cials like Ueda 
Kazutoshi. Th e more radically minded framed the issue in Social Darwinist 
terms: as a choice between reform and extinction. As they saw it, language was 
at the heart of the problem. Some argued that the Chinese language was simply 
incompatible with national survival: it could not cope with modern concepts, 
took too long to learn and therefore left too many people illiterate and 
disempowered.

Huang Zunxian’s book had introduced the Japanese version of the German 
theorists’ belief in the need for a ‘congruence of speech and writing’ to Chinese 
readers for the fi rst time. He translated the phrase – via Japanese – as yan wen 
heyi. Huang was concerned about the diffi  culty of learning classical Chinese 
characters and their remoteness from the language spoken in everyday conver-
sations. He noted that England and France had become strong countries after 
abandoning Latin and, instead, writing in the language that people spoke. 
Japan had followed suit after supplementing kanji characters with a phonetic 
script, known in Japanese as kana.

However, Huang’s argument contained two implications that pointed the 
future of language reform in two diff erent directions. Th ese were often thought 
to refer to the same thing but the diff erence between them would be funda-
mental to the future creation of a Chinese national language. Huang called 
both for a modern writing style using traditional Chinese characters and for 
a way of writing that told speakers how to pronounce the sound of the 
language – a phonographic script.19 Understanding that these were, in fact, 
two quite diff erent problems takes us to the heart of the diffi  culty that the 
reformers were facing.

Ideas for a phonographic Sinitic script had actually been circulating for some 
time. Christian missionaries and foreign diplomats had created their own versions 
to assist with spreading religion and gathering information. Th e ‘Wade-Giles’ 
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system, authored by the British offi  cials Th omas Wade and Herbert Giles, came 
to be the English standard. It was not suffi  ciently good for native speakers, 
however, and their search for alternatives continued. What they all shared was an 
ambition to exchange traditional Chinese characters, each of which represented a 
word (technically a ‘morpheme’), for symbols which represented the actual spoken 
sounds of the word. Instead of a character representing a cat or the concept of fear, 
for example, a phonetic script would indicate the sounds of ‘c’ and ‘at’, or ‘f ’ and 
‘ear’. Despite their variety and ingenuity, however, all the phonetic schemes 
suff ered from the same problem, which was obvious from the start.

Lu Zhuangzhang, a Christian from the city of Xiamen in the coastal prov-
ince of Fujian, was the fi rst to formally publish a scheme for a phonetic script. 
Lu had been experimenting with the idea for well over a decade while working 
as a translator for foreign traders and later for the British missionary, John 
Macgowan.20 Lu had helped Macgowan to create a Xiamen–English dictionary 
in 1883 but then, in 1892, he published his own guide to the topolect entitled 
‘Zhongguo’s fastest new phonetic writing in the Xiamen fangyan’. Lu adapted 
the letters of the Latin alphabet to invent a total of sixty-two new pronuncia-
tion symbols. Fifteen of them indicated the fi rst sound of each syllable and 
forty-seven represented the fi nal sound. Unfortunately for Lu, the unfamiliar 
symbols and the sheer complexity were diffi  cult to grasp, and his alphabet failed 
to make any impact. However, his ideas lived on. In 1895 Timothy Richard’s 
Wanguo gongbao published Lu’s essay on ‘Th e Foundations of Reform’ in which 
he called for a phonographic script. It argued that the alphabet, and the mass 
literacy that it facilitated, had made Western societies strong and should be 
emulated in China. In 1898 Lu sent his phonetic writing scheme to the court 
for consideration in the Guangxu Emperor’s reforms. Again, it failed to win 
support. Indeed, the offi  cial response described it as incomplete and bizarre.21

Th e major problem with Lu’s scheme was that, while it may have been a 
good way to learn to speak in the Xiamen manner, it did not help anyone to 
speak Beijingese, Cantonese, Shanghainese or any of the other topolects. Th e 
same problem affl  icted all the other phonographic alphabets developed over 
the next few years. Th e Chinese scholar Ni Haishu has identifi ed twenty-nine 
rival schemes published between 1892 and 1910.22 His American counterpart 
Jing Tsu believes there were even more, including a few published by huaqiao 
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(Chinese people living outside China).23 Some of them used symbols based on 
Chinese characters, much like the Japanese kana script. Others used Roman 
letters, in the same way that Vietnamese became Romanised at around the 
same time. But none of them worked for every topolect. Th e very act of trying 
to write down pronunciation made obvious what the use of characters 
concealed – the sheer diversity of local ways of speaking.

Th e only phonographic alphabet to make a signifi cant impact in this period 
was proposed by a government insider, a well-connected junior offi  cial at the 
Qing court’s ‘Board of Rites’. Meet our fi rst Wang: Wang Zhao. Wang’s grand-
father was a general who had been killed in the First Opium War and the family 
still had friends in infl uential circles. However, none of them could protect 
Wang after he publicly supported the 1898 reforms. Like so many others, he 
was forced into exile in Japan. Unlike most of them, he realised that he did not 
enjoy the company of other reformers and smuggled himself back to the port 
of Tianjin disguised as a monk. Th ere he opened a language school under a 
pseudonym and began working on his own phonetic alphabet. He published it 
in 1901 as his ‘Northern Vernacular Syllabary’ as an aid to help the illiterate 
write in their local topolect. It seems that, at this stage, this was all that Wang 
wanted his scheme to achieve. Unlike Lu’s script, Wang’s was based on tradi-
tional Chinese characters, albeit with much simpler forms. Like Lu’s, his script 
had sixty-two symbols but with fi fty indicating the fi rst part of the syllable and 
only twelve describing the ending.

Wang’s ambitions then grew. He moved to Beijing and opened a new school 
there. In 1904 he sought, and received, a formal pardon from the court for his 
earlier reformist activities, allowing him to move in offi  cial circles again. It was 
typical of Wang that a friend of a friend of his was the son of Yuan Shikai, the 
governor-general of the province of Zhili, which surrounds Beijing. Yuan became 
the most important supporter of Wang’s syllabary. In 1904 Yuan authorised 
funding to train teachers, publish reading materials and spread its use among 
the military. By 1906 Wang’s ambitions had grown even greater. In the version 
of his book published that year, Wang adjusted the preface to pretend that 
the syllabary was based on an early eighteenth-century pronunciation guide, 
disguising its real origin in the local peasant topolect. Books and newspapers were 
starting to be printed with the alphabet and in 1907 its use spread to Beijing.
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But then, as the historian Elisabeth Kaske has discovered, the problems 
started. Although the syllabary could be used in Beijing and the Zhili provin-
cial capital Baoding, it was no use in Tianjin, even though it is just 100 kilo-
metres away. Pronunciation was simply too diff erent. Th ere were attempts to 
adapt the script and spread its use to Nanjing and other cities, but they with-
ered. No other provincial leaders were as enthusiastic about the system as Yuan 
Shikai. It seems they recognised the diffi  culty of creating a phonetic alphabet 
that could describe the entire country’s pronunciations. Th e central govern-
ment was equally uninterested. However, that didn’t stop wannabe reformers 
from making new proposals. But whereas the fi rst eff orts to create phonetic 
scripts were for topolects in the south and southeast, Kaske has noted that, after 
1908, only scripts for ‘Beijing-ese’ were proposed.24

By then, however, a reaction against the phonetic scripts was gathering 
support. It began in 1906 with articles in the Shanghai newspaper Zhongwai 
Ribao, arguing that phonetic scripts for regional topolects jeopardised the 
unity of the country. Shortly afterwards Liang Qichao ended his own support 
for phonetic scripts and in April 1907 he wrote an article for Xuebao entitled 
‘An Analysis of the Origin of the State Language’ (Guowen yuyuan jie), which 
argued that it was the writing of traditional characters that ‘unites our country, 
and the characteristics of our people are unfolded and continued through it’.25 
As we saw in Chapter 5, Liang was the person who did more than anyone 
to imagine the Chinese nation into existence, and he came to believe that a 
unifi ed nation required a unifi ed mother tongue – just as the German theorists 
had explained to Ueda Kazutoshi: one nation with one state and one language. 
Th is national mission would be undermined by the existence of phonographic 
scripts, since they clearly demonstrated that the mother tongue was far from 
unifi ed.

Instead, the nationalists reframed the entire linguistic question. Since the 
single Chinese nation and its single Chinese state could only have a single 
Chinese language, it must be the case that the hundreds of forms of regional 
speech were simply wayward descendants of a single parent. In the view of 
these nationalists, all the myriad forms of ‘Sinitic’ were merely dialects. Th e 
idea that these fangyan might have diff erent origins was not considered. Th e 
nationalists sidestepped the problem of the existence of diff erent languages by 
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asserting that the diffi  culty was merely one of pronunciation. Th ose off spring 
dialects needed to be brought back into the fold.

Western theorising about language was still in its infancy at this time, strongly 
infl uenced by the nationalism, racism and imperialism that characterised so 
much European thinking in the late nineteenth century. Yet these were the 
ideas that came to guide the Chinese language reformers. In 1898 the radical 
Zhang Binglin had helped his friend Zeng Guanquan (the grandson of the 
Qing general Zeng Guofan – see Chapter 2) to translate a typically Social 
Darwinist essay by Herbert Spencer entitled ‘Progress: Its Law and Cause’, for 
the journal Changyanbao. Although he spoke no English, Zhang discerned 
parallels between Spencer’s argument about the evolution of language and 
traditional Chinese concepts of textual analysis. Spencer’s purpose was to show 
how the process of evolution and adaptation naturally transformed a single 
homogenous population into several heterogenous branches over time. Spencer 
used the example of language to make his point: common roots had given 
birth to hundreds of descendant languages over centuries. Zhang Binglin used 
this insight to argue that the pattern of topolects within ‘China proper’ (the 
former Ming realm) was simply the result of diversifi cation from a common 
ancestor.

Zhang was using these borrowed European ideas for several purposes. 
His fi rst was to argue that the pattern of language proved the existence of 
the Chinese nation. In a lengthy article entitled ‘New Regional Speech’ (Xin 
Fangyan), published over several editions of Guocui Xuebao (‘National Essence 
Magazine’) between October 1907 and August 1908, Zhang tried to show that 
words and expressions found in regional dialects were in fact derived from 
words found in dictionaries from the Han period, two millennia before. Since, 
Zhang argued, there was a continuous evolutionary link between this ancient 
language and the heterogenous pattern of the present day, diversity should not 
be a cause of concern: it was simply a consequence of progress.26 He explained 
that his purpose in making this argument was explicitly ‘to unite the people’.27

However, Zhang’s defence of diversity was also a coded attack on ‘northern’ 
culture. In the 1904 edition of his anti-Manchu tract Qiushu, ‘Th e Book of 
Urgency’, Zhang argued against imposing a standardised Beijing pronunciation 
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on the whole country because, in his view, the northern way of speech had been 
polluted over the centuries by invasions of ‘Tartars’ from central Asia. Zhang’s 
‘pick and mix’ approach to historical documents allowed him to argue that 
the purest pronunciation actually came from Hubei province. He inverted the 
Beijingers’ hierarchy: the real centre of Chinese culture was the south. As a conse-
quence, he demanded a national pronunciation based upon the dialects of the 
region around the former Ming capital of Nanjing, which included his own 
birthplace, Hangzhou.

Zhang’s view of language evolution rested on his wider views about race 
evolution. In Qiushu, Zhang espoused the theories of the University of London 
professor of Indo-Chinese Philology, Terrien de Lacouperie. De Lacouperie 
claimed to have found enough similarities between the ancient culture of 
Mesopotamia and that of early China to assert that the Yellow Emperor was, 
in fact, a Babylonian king called Kudur-Nakhunte who had migrated east in 
the twenty-third century bce. Th is appeared to explain how a single, original 
culture had arrived in the zhong guo millennia before and become so diverse 
over subsequent centuries. Th is was, for Zhang, confi rmation of the existence 
of a single nation since ancient times.

Even though the de Lacouperie theory was rather quickly discredited, this 
view of national history – that there was a single starting point for a homo-
genous Chinese culture – endured. Indeed, it became the heart of the entire 
nationalist project. Th e idea that there could have been multiple sources of 
culture, that migration into the zhong guo and around the coast may have 
come from diff erent sources and at diff erent times, was not part of the nation-
alists’ conversation. Instead, they competed to make claims about which source 
of the single national culture was the most authentic. And, like most of his 
revolutionary peers at the time, Zhang believed that that single culture was 
best expressed through the writing of traditional characters.28

But this wasn’t a view shared by all the revolutionaries. For some, Chinese 
characters – and everything that they represented – were the problem. Th ey 
were not interested in creating a new set of characters or introducing an 
alphabet to make a Chinese language easier to learn. At exactly the same time 
as Zhang was publishing his lengthy account of the evolution of Chinese 
topolects, Chinese anarchists sojourning in Europe were calling for all of them 
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to be replaced by the freshly invented language of Esperanto. Th ey saw tradi-
tional Chinese characters and the classical language inextricably bound up 
with the classical texts of Confucianism, traditional ways of thinking and the 
entire backwards nature of Chinese society. Th ey wanted to change the entire 
society, and that meant getting rid of the entire Chinese language.

Zhang felt obliged to respond. In print he strongly defended the culture, 
the language and the characters, although he conceded that there was room for 
improvement. He suggested adapting the traditional phonetic notation system 
known as fanqie to help learners memorise the sounds of characters, creating 
an indigenous way to represent (to use the earlier example) the word ‘cat’ 
through the sounds of ‘c’ and ‘at’. Zhang then spent some time developing his 
own version of the fanqie system. Like some of the other language reform 
proposals, Zhang’s required two characters: one for the initial consonant and 
another for the vowel sound. Unlike the others, Zhang based his system on 
rhymes found in tenth- and eleventh-century texts. Being a language scholar, 
Zhang insisted that his symbols were far more authentic than any of the rivals. 
Th e major downside was that they had little relation to the ways people actu-
ally spoke in the early twentieth century. However, after a year of arguments, 
Zhang and the anarchists called a truce. In 1909 the anarchists conceded that 
making Esperanto a national language was impractical (although some others 
continued to make the case for it until the 1930s) and that the pronunciation 
of Chinese characters had to be standardised across the country. Most import-
antly, both sides agreed that Beijing pronunciation was disgusting and should 
not form the national standard.

While the exiled revolutionaries plotted abroad, reformers in Beijing had already 
begun changing the national education system in line with Western models. 
In 1902 the fi rst national School Regulations were promulgated, setting out 
a new curriculum. A revised set, governing the establishment of schools (for 
boys only), was promulgated in 1904. A Ministry of Education was created in 
December 1905, and in 1907 a new law allowed the creation of schools for girls. 
Th e actual implementation of these new laws and regulations was very uneven, 
however. Th ey had more eff ect in provinces controlled by reform-minded offi  -
cials and where those offi  cials had real authority. Reform also had its limits: the 
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government was continuing to insist that pupils studied the Confucian texts 
and memorised the classical characters. In some places, particularly in girls’ 
schools, a more modern form of literary writing was allowed, but overall the 
question of how to speak the characters on the page was left unaddressed.

Th en, in April 1909, the Ministry of Education agreed a ‘Constitutional 
Agenda’ specifying that offi  cials should begin compiling new Mandarin text-
books the following year. However, late the following year, members of the 
newly formed national Consultative Assembly demanded a change. Under the 
infl uence of the Japanese (and therefore German) national language theorists, 
they called for Mandarin – guanhua – to be renamed ‘guoyu’ – national speech. 
Aware that the ‘national speech’ was very far from being ‘national’, they also 
called for proper studies of its grammar and pronunciation and for the printing 
of dictionaries and textbooks. But without waiting for the conclusions of these 
studies, they also called for Wang Zhao’s syllabary to be introduced across the 
country to standardise pronunciation. Th e diff erence between ‘speech’ and 
‘language’ had been erased. Th e question of what to do about the diversity of 
regional topolects had been completely reframed. Th e focus now was on ‘the 
unifi cation of the national language’.29

In July and August 1911, in one of its fi nal acts, the Education Ministry of 
the Qing Great-State convened a ‘Central Education Conference’ to begin the 
process of fi nding an answer to the language question. In their conclusions, the 
delegates called on the Ministry to actually set up a ‘National Language 
Research Commission’, rather than just talking about it. Th ey also agreed to 
‘the unifi cation of the national language’ with a nationally agreed pronuncia-
tion. To the great annoyance of the southern delegates, the conference voted to 
base ‘national pronunciation’ on the Beijing topolect, albeit with some conces-
sions to regional variation. Ironically, the person put in charge of this process 
was a native of Zhili province called Gao Yutong, whose local dialect was so 
incomprehensible to almost all the other participants that one newspaper 
article questioned whether anyone ‘actually understood his two hour speech’.30 
It didn’t really matter, however, because within six months of the conference 
concluding, the Qing Dynasty had been toppled.

But the issue did not go away: instead, it became more emotive. Under the 
Qing, the language question had been a discussion about effi  ciency, learning 
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and the best way to strengthen the state. Under the Republic, it became one of 
fundamental identity. Th e nationalists – spanning the political spectrum from 
Liang Qichao to Sun Yat-sen to Zhang Binglin – had summoned a nation into 
existence and, in their view, a nation needed both a nation-state and a national 
language. Th is was an imperative that many, but not all, nationalist move-
ments across the globe shared in this period. India, for example, still has no 
single ‘national language’ to this day. In India, diff erent states have the right to 
choose their own offi  cial language with the result that the national constitu-
tion recognises twenty-two regional languages plus English. Th is was not an 
outcome that Chinese nationalists were prepared even to think about. After 
decades of internal decay and imperialist land-grabs, with Tibet and Outer 
Mongolia declaring independence and regional warlords breaking away from 
central control, their overwhelming demand was for unity. Th ey recognised 
the tension between strong regional, even national, identities and their desire 
to create a single Chinese nationality. Language was one way to impose a single 
identity on a nation – even if that nation did not yet know that it existed.

Just fi ve months after the declaration of the new Republic, the new Ministry 
of Education convened a ‘Provisional Education Conference’. To some extent 
it was a continuation of the previous conference a year earlier: many of the 
participants were the same. Th e atmosphere was, however, completely diff erent. 
Th e Confucian Classics had been removed from the school curriculum and 
replaced by a new ethos of ‘pragmatic, militarist and aesthetic’ education. 
Among the conference’s conclusions was a ‘Proposal for the Adoption of a 
Phonographic Script’, which was really a demand for the Ministry to convene 
another conference to resolve, once and for all, the problem of pronunciation. 
Th is would be the event at which the issue would come to a head.

Th e idea for the conference came from Wu Zhihui, one of the Paris-based 
anarchists who had called for the abolition of Chinese and its replacement 
by Esperanto. Wu hated Confucianism and tradition, and had a reputation as 
a ‘renowned reviler’. In various articles during the 1900s, he had referred to the 
Manchus as a ‘dog-fucked race’, to the Empress Cixi as a ‘whore’ and a ‘with-
ered old hag’, and to the articles of Liang Qichao as ‘pure farting’ and ‘rotten 
dog shit’.31 Th is was the man whom the Ministry of Education chose to lead 
the new Republic to linguistic consensus.
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Wu had a simple plan of action, originally outlined in a 1909 article. Firstly, 
a committee of wise men would decide upon a system of phonetic symbols to 
represent the authentic sounds of the language. Secondly, the experts would 
decide how each and every one of the thousands of Chinese characters should 
be correctly pronounced. Th e result would be a systematic, democratically 
agreed guide to ‘national pronunciation’. Th e reality would, of course, be far 
from simple. Th e ‘Conference for the Unifi cation of Reading Pronunciations’ 
opened in Beijing on 25 February 1913 with the best intentions. By the time 
it concluded, on 22 May, it had witnessed a struggle for regional supremacy 
combined with a monumental clash of egos and created a legacy of linguistic 
bitterness that would endure for decades.

Eighty experts were summoned to Beijing. Th e original plan had been to 
invite two delegates from each province to ensure fairness but in the end most 
of the participants were chosen because of their expert status or political 
connections. About half were selected by the ministry and the rest by their 
provincial governments, although not all of them turned up. On the fi rst day, 
forty-seven middle-aged men, dressed in a mixture of Western-style suits and 
traditional gowns, gathered in the Ministry of Education building just outside 
the western wall of the Forbidden City. Among them were some of the most 
active participants in the language debates over the previous two decades, 
including the fi rst ‘script reformer’ Lu Zhuangzhang and the well-connected 
author of the Beijing syllabary, Wang Zhao. Several had their own phonetic 
script systems to promote, some of which used Latin letters, some used Japanese 
kana-style markers and others various forms of shorthand. Th is was the fi rst 
problem. Each man wanted to go down in history as the man whose idea revo-
lutionised the teaching and writing of Chinese.

After long and bitter arguments, the system that eventually won the support 
of the whole conference was largely based on the one proposed by Zhang 
Binglin. Th is was mainly because more than a quarter of the delegates were 
radicals from the eastern coastal provinces of Zhejiang and Jiangsu, from where 
Zhang originated. Over the previous decade, compared to most of the other 
delegates, they had had more contact with missionaries and other purveyors of 
foreign ideas, spent time in exile in Japan and had played greater roles in the 
revolutionary movement. Th ey arrived at the conference with a clear set of 
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ideas, notably support for Zhang’s nationalistic approach to language. Th ey 
would not agree to a Western or Japanese-style phonetic script, the solution 
had to be ‘authentically’ Chinese. Th is persuaded the conference to select a 
system based on 1,000-year-old texts.

Having agreed on the symbols, the next task was to agree on the sound that 
each symbol stood for. Th is is when rival regional identities really started to 
make things diffi  cult. Th ere could be no logical or neutral way to resolve disputes 
over the diff erent ways to say a word like ‘fi sh’ in diff erent topolects. Th is was 
not a question of ‘pronunciation’, as the nationalist language reformers liked to 
pretend – this was about choosing one topolect word over another. Th e dele-
gates from the eastern coastal provinces of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, including the 
conference organiser and chair Wu Zhihui, regarded the Beijing topolect as 
disgusting – too polluted by ‘Tartar’ infl uences. In one article, Wu had previ-
ously compared it to the barking of a dog. In this, Wu was supported by another 
Jiangsu delegate, a translator and philosopher. Meet our second Wang, Wang 
Rongbao. Wang had once studied at the Translators’ College of the Zongli 
Yamen and then in Japan.32 In 1906 he had been the Qing offi  cial who drafted 
the rejection letter for Lu Zhuangzhang’s ideas of script reform, calling them 
‘bizarre’.33 More recently he had arranged the words of the Republic’s new 
national anthem. Wu and Wang were at the head of the Jiangsu lobby, arguing 
for their own eastern topolect to become the agreed national pronunciation.

In the opposite corner was our fi rst Wang, Wang Zhao, who had earlier 
been selected as vice-chair of the conference. He became, in eff ect, the spokes-
person for the speakers of Beijingese. First Wang may have lost the fi ght over 
the choice of phonetic script but he was on stronger ground when it came to 
the choice of pronunciation, not least because of his personal friendship with 
Yuan Shikai, the former governor of Zhili who had once promoted Wang’s 
syllabary and who was now president of the Republic. But Second Wang, 
Wang Rongbao, was not giving up the fi ght. As the conference progressed, the 
struggle between the two main linguistic rivals – the Wu topolect native to 
Jiangsu and Zhejiang and Beijingese – boiled down to a personal fi ght between 
the two Wangs.

Th e arguments went on for over a month, without resolution. Th e situation 
became so bad that, during one vexed session, the chairman, Wu Zhihui, 
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suddenly shouted, ‘I can’t stand this,’ and resigned. His place was taken by 
Wang Zhao. It was then that this Wang pulled a dirty trick. He called a meeting 
of all the delegates except those from Jiangsu and Zhejiang. He told them that 
the easterners were attempting to turn their topolect into the national language 
and that the northerners and southerners had to unite to prevent what he 
called ‘a national disaster’. Having created a ‘blocking caucus’ he then called a 
meeting of the entire conference, which agreed to change the voting system. 
Instead of each delegate having an equal vote, each province would have one. 
At a stroke, the power of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang group was decimated. Th e result 
was uproar.34

First Wang then tried to pressure the easterners into silence by threatening to 
also walk out. He riled his opponents by sarcastically denouncing the event as 
the ‘Jiangsu-Zhejiang Conference’. Th en, when it seemed things could not get 
worse, they did. It was, fi ttingly, a diff erence of dialect that caused the critical 
confrontation which tilted the political balance at the conference. At one point 
Second Wang was discussing whether to call a rickshaw with another delegate 
from Jiangsu. Th e word for rickshaw in Shanghainese is ‘huangbao che’. To First 
Wang’s northern ear, it sounded like ‘wangba dan’ – the word for ‘bastard’ (liter-
ally ‘turtle’s egg’) in Beijingese. He was enraged. First Wang rolled up his sleeves 
and prepared to fi ght Second Wang on the fl oor of the conference. Second Wang 
then fl ed the meeting, never to return. And that was the end of the blocking 
power of the eastern/Shanghainese/Wu topolect. Th e way was now clear for 
northern pronunciation to become the standard for the national language.

Over the following weeks the committee voted on the new ‘pronunciation’ 
of 6,500 characters. In some cases this really was just about pronunciation, but 
in many others it was the choice of one topolect word over others. With the 
voting system now favouring the northerners, the outcome was largely a fore-
gone conclusion. Th e result was not, however, a total victory for Beijingese. 
Although most Wu topolect words and pronunciations were excluded, the 
conference did make an allowance for localised versions of phonetic spellings. 
Notation for an extra tone not found in Beijingese was also included, which 
went some way to mollifying speakers of the Nanjing topolect. Th ere were 
some other changes, which resulted in a compromise. Th e end result was a set 
of pronunciations that resembled the old guanhua Mandarin rather than a 



176

THE INVENTION OF CHINA

specifi cally Beijingese topolect. Some called it ‘Blue-Green Mandarin’ – neither 
one thing nor the other.35

Under First Wang’s leadership, the conference went on to make a number of 
demands of the Ministry of Education: that it should immediately promulgate 
the agreed phonetic alphabet, create bureaus to make sure everyone learned it 
and make it the standard means of instruction in schools. However, by mid-1913, 
the Republic of China’s politics were in crisis. Song Jiaoren, one of the most 
charismatic leaders of the Guomindang, had been assassinated in March, while 
the conference was taking place. It was widely assumed that President Yuan 
Shikai had ordered the killing. Th en, in July, in a reminder of the continuing 
power of regional identities, seven southern provinces – those where the revolu-
tionaries remained strongest, including Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Guangdong – rose 
up against President Yuan. Th eir ‘second revolution’ was swiftly crushed, however, 
and in its aftermath the Yuan government imposed a renewed conservatism with 
more emphasis on Confucianism and very little on national language policy. 
Outside the small group of language activists, the resolutions of the Pronunciation 
Conference were forgotten. But in June 1916 Yuan died and for just over a 
decade the Republic was fractured into fi efs run by rival warlords. Th e chances of 
imposing a national language against these regional powers were minimal. As a 
result, the regional topolects would continue to be spoken largely without inter-
ference. It would be years before the nationalist language reformers were in a 
position to actually enforce the outcomes of the 1913 conference.

In July 1916 a junior textbook compiler within the Ministry of Education, Li 
Jinxi, along with several other frustrated offi  cials, founded an ‘Association for 
the Study of the National Language’ (Guoyu Yanjiuhui) to press for change that 
the government had little ability to enforce.36 Th ey wrote articles for news-
papers but had minimal impact on policy. In February 1917 the Association 
opened up its membership to the public and quickly recruited most of the 
major players in the earlier national language discussions. Liang Qichao joined, 
as did the former minister of education turned principal of Peking University, 
Cai Yuanpei, who became its secretary. Just as with the pronunciation confer-
ence, many of the members came from the provinces of Jiangsu and Zhejiang; 
indeed, its headquarters were in the Jiangsu migrants’ school in Beijing.
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In November 1918 the Ministry of Education, in eff ect, incorporated the 
Association. Th e Association’s vice-chair, Zhang Yilin, was appointed to head 
what was called the ‘Preparatory Committee for the Unifi cation of the National 
Language’ (Guoyu Tongyi Choubeihui). It held its fi rst meeting on 21 April 
1919 and agreed three priorities: the promotion of the phonetic alphabet 
agreed by the 1913 conference, the replacement of classical writing (wenyan) 
by the vernacular style known as baihua, and the compilation of a single 
national dictionary to include every Chinese word written between ancient 
times and the present.37 Th e committee was riding the crest of a new wave of 
thought. Two weeks after its fi rst meeting, on 4 May, students gathered at the 
Tiananmen gate of the Forbidden City in protest at the terms of the Versailles 
peace agreement. From there they marched east to the house of Cao Rulin, the 
director of the state bank, and burnt it down. Th e ‘May 4th Movement’ then 
swept through the cultural realm, throwing out old ideas and bringing in new 
ways of writing and making art. Many of its leading fi gures were familiar faces 
from the revolutionary end of the new language movement.

Among them was Hu Shi, another easterner, who had been sent to study 
agriculture in the United States at the age of nineteen. While at Cornell 
University, he abandoned farming and transferred to philosophy and literature 
and then went on to further study at Columbia University. In 1917 he brought 
home his newly acquired ideas about language and nation and was given a 
position in Peking University’s philosophy department from which to espouse 
them. Over the following decades, Hu became the leading advocate for a single 
national language.

Shortly after arriving in Beijing, he wrote an article entitled ‘A Tentative 
Proposal for Reforming Literature’, outlining eight demands for modern writing. 
It was published in ‘New Youth’ magazine, edited by Chen Duxiu, one of Hu’s 
colleagues at Peking University. Most of the article was an argument for writing 
‘in the manner of speech’ – what had become known as baihua. But towards the 
end he hinted at his support for the northern base of baihua by referring to some 
of the stories that had already been written in its vernacular form such as ‘Th e 
Water Margin’ and ‘Journey to the West’. He followed this, in April 1918, with an 
article on ‘Constructive Literary Revolution – A Literature of National Speech’, in 
which he coined the slogan which encapsulated his mission, ‘Only with a national 
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language literature can there be a literary national language.’ Th en, in 1922, Hu 
founded his own magazine, Guoyu Yuekan (‘National Language Monthly’). In a 
special edition dedicated to the problem of reforming Chinese script, he argued, 
‘In promoting reform in speech and writing, scholars and writers should under-
stand that it is their duty to observe the trend in the speech of the people, to accept 
the people’s proposals for reform, and to give them formal recognition.’

All of these interventions were dedicated to Hu’s dream of uniting Chinese 
text and speech in order to create a truly national language on the model of 
Western nation-states. But speaking many years later, Hu admitted he had been 
biased right from the beginning: he had assumed that the ‘national’ language 
would be a northern topolect all along. In those 1958 comments he outlined his 
argument: ‘If one were to draw a straight line from Harbin in the northeastern-
most reaches [of China] all the way to Kunming [in southwest China], this 
straight line would be more than 4,000 miles long. All along these 4,000 miles, 
no one would feel the need to change his speech, because the language he speaks 
is the most common language in the world. Th is is guoyu. Th is is our capital . . . 
left by our ancestors.’38 Hu Shi’s imaginary line would, in eff ect, divide northern 
and western ‘China proper’ from its southern and eastern parts. Linguistically, 
Hu Shi’s line does two things. Firstly, it claims that there is a single way of 
‘northern speaking’, despite all the diff erences that exist along that 4,000-mile 
axis. Secondly, it specifi cally excludes six of the seven commonly acknowledged 
topolects: Yue, Wu, Min, Hakka, Gan and Xiang (not to mention Tibetan, 
Mongolian and other ‘minority’ languages). Hu’s message to them was, in eff ect, 
‘If you want to be part of the nation, you have to speak Beijingese.’

Nonetheless, a consensus was forming among the language reformers. By 
1926 the ‘Preparatory Committee for the Unifi cation of the National Language’ 
had decided upon the answer to the main question that it faced. According to 
one of its members, Zhao Yuanren, the committee simply ‘decided that we had 
better take the speech of Beijing city. And so we just found out how people 
[in Beijing] actually spoke.’39 What made this possible was a change of heart 
among the Jiangsu-Zhejiang caucus. Many of the leading fi gures, including 
people like Hu Shi, seem to have decided that the task of imposing a compro-
mise language that no one spoke naturally would be far more diffi  cult than 
choosing one that was close to something already spoken by more than half 
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the population. It was a logical decision, and echoed the policies of language 
reformers in Japan, Germany and elsewhere who had turned the way of speaking 
in their capitals into national languages. Th e language nationalists in Beijing 
were going to attempt to reverse the process described by Zhang Binglin (and 
Herbert Spencer) and homogenise diversity back into a single national language. 
Th ere was no question of allowing regional topolects to take wing as alternative 
languages.

In 1928 the ‘warlord era’ came to an end with the victory of Chiang 
Kai-shek’s Guomindang. For the fi rst time the Nationalists were truly in charge 
of government and the language reformers had the power to give some eff ect 
to their pronouncements. Cai Yuanpei returned to offi  ce as the head of the 
University Council, which had replaced the Ministry of Education, and in 
December the Preparatory Committee was re-established and re-energised. As 
the Nationalists attempted to actually create the single nation they had been 
arguing over during the previous decades, the national language question 
moved once again to the fore. A ‘Vocabulary of National Pronunciation’ was 
published in 1932 which laid down the ‘new national pronunciation’ – xin 
guoyin – of thousands of characters in the Beijing topolect. Th e new national 
language – guoyu – had arrived, defi ned as the sound of Beijing topolect 
with the grammar and vocabulary of the north. Th e work is still far from 
complete. Th e process had to begin again after the Communist victory in 1949 
and events then closely echoed what happened after 1912. Just as then, 
the new rulers made language reform a priority. Th e fi rst meeting of the new 
China Script Reform Association (Zhongguo Wenzi Gaige Xiehui) was held just 
ten days after the People’s Republic was declared.40 It gave itself a list of tasks 
that was strikingly similar to the tasks given to the language conference in 
1913: fi nd a system to write down the sound of the language phonetically, 
simplify Chinese characters and regularise a unifi ed language for China on the 
basis of the northern dialect. In October 1955 the Association was made a 
central government institution, renamed the China Script Reform Committee 
(Zhongguo Wenzi Gaige Weiyuanhui) and made the recommendations which 
led to the formal defi nition of the new national language. On 6 February 
1956, after six years of discussion, the government decreed the defi nition of 
Putonghua or ‘common speech’. It was almost exactly the same as that decided 
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upon by the Preparatory Committee for the Unifi cation of the National 
Language thirty years before: ‘Putonghua has the northern dialects as its base 
dialect, the Beijing phonological system as its norm of pronunciation, and 
looks to exemplary modern works in baihua for its grammatical norms.’41 Th e 
parameters had been set a generation earlier, the direction of travel was the 
same – and resistance would be just as hard to overcome.

On 26 October 1955, three months before the formal adoption of 
Putonghua, an article in the Communist Party of China’s offi  cial newspaper 
directed the people to understand the relationship between regional topolects 
and Putonghua. It said, ‘Putonghua serves the people of the whole country, 
and dialects serve the people of an area. To spread Putonghua does not mean 
to wipe out dialects artifi cially, but to reduce the scope of dialect use progres-
sively. Th is is in line with the objective laws of social progress.’42 It wasn’t 
clear who wrote these ‘objective laws of social progress’ but they probably 
inspired the authors of a law promulgated in Shanghai in 1985 which decreed 
that henceforth city schooling would be conducted entirely in Putonghua. In 
1992 the regulations were strengthened to encourage pupils to report their 
fellows for speaking Shanghainese. Campaigns were organised to eliminate 
Shanghainese phrases on signs and in other areas of public life. And, yet, 
Shanghainese survives.

However, the success of the pro-Putonghua campaign, combined with the 
migration of millions of ‘outsiders’ from other provinces into Shanghai, created a 
‘localist’ reaction. Concerns about the decline of regional culture prompted some 
local fi gures to call for eff orts to preserve it. In 2010 the city authorities began 
to quietly encourage the teaching of Shanghainese. In 2013 an artist with the 
Shanghai Farce Troupe, Qian Cheng, proposed a motion to the Shanghai 
Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference calling for 
the teaching of Shanghainese to preschool children. In response the Municipal 
Education Commission began a pilot project, in 2014, with twenty public 
kindergartens and around 100 schools using Shanghainese.43 It was a sign of how 
dominant Putonghua had become over the previous fi fteen years that the local 
topolect had to be reintroduced in the form of a second language, rather than 
the native tongue that it had been a generation earlier. However, the ‘Shanghai 
Heritage Project’ has to be careful. Since the Ministry of Education has specifi ed 
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that academic subjects can only be taught in Putonghua, the use of Shanghainese 
is limited to games, greetings and other social aspects of school life.44

While the central government seems prepared to accept the preservation of 
some local topolects, there are also limits to its tolerance. In 2017 a well-known 
promoter of Cantonese, author and Guangzhou TV presenter Rao Yunsheng, 
appeared to cross the line. He tried to introduce a textbook to teach spoken and 
written Cantonese at Wuyang primary school in Guangzhou. His book included 
a form of phonetic romanisation to help children read and learn. According to 
local media reports, Mr Rao said that local authorities had stepped in to prevent 
its use. He was unable to comment any further.45 It seems that while teaching 
children to speak a regional topolect might now be more permissible, teaching 
them to read it as a written language remains forbidden.

In both Shanghai and Guangzhou, it was regional prosperity that created 
the problems for national language policy. Both became economically strong 
and therefore able to assert a degree of autonomy from central government. At 
the same time, both attracted large numbers of migrants from other parts of the 
country, unable to speak the local topolect. Th e central government urged the 
cities to integrate the new arrivals through the promotion of Putonghua, and 
thereby simultaneously integrate the city with the nation. However in both 
cities this created a backlash among local people resentful at the loss of regional 
distinctiveness. Th is caused demands for local authorities to take steps to 
protect regional identity, bringing the city governments into collision with 
national instructions.

China’s national language policy appears to be simultaneously succeeding 
and failing. While Putonghua is the national language of schooling, and the 
number of people able to speak it is rising, the policy also seems to be provoking 
rearguard eff orts to defend the regional topolects. Increasingly, the battle is 
taking place in areas of life that the central government fi nds diffi  cult to control, 
particularly the Internet. Online fora buzz with discussions about local identity 
and the problems of migrants in a cat-and-mouse game with the regulators. In 
Shanghai in the 2010s, some local topolect speakers took to referring to 
incomers as ‘YPs’, ying pan, meaning ‘hard disk’. Th e largest local producer of 
computer hard disks was a company called West Data and the initials ‘WD’ 
indicated the word wai di, meaning ‘non-local’.46 In response to examples like 
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these, in 2014, the offi  cial communications regulator, the State Administration 
of Press, Publications, Radio, Film and Television, issued a formal ban on the 
use of puns and word play in broadcasts. It too was mocked, and enforcement 
was minimal.47

Cantonese speakers have become experts in avoiding the censors. Th ey can 
use the Cantonese phrase for ‘northern guy’ as a sound-alike for ‘northern 
profi teer’. If they want to criticise the Communist Party, they can use the 
phrase ‘grass mud horse’ – cao ni ma, which sounds like ‘fuck your mother’ in 
Cantonese. Since the party is often described as the ‘mother’ of the people, the 
phrase also suggests ‘fuck the party’. If they want to criticise party propaganda 
they might sarcastically use the Cantonese pronunciation of the name of a 
patriotic TV series, ‘Bravo, My Country’ – lai hoi liu, ngo dik gwok – which 
was itself derived from a phrase used by communist organisations on social 
media, ‘Bravo, my brother’ – li hai le, wo de ge.

It looks as though the outlook for the topolects will depend on how econom-
ically important they are. Th ere are plenty of speakers of Shanghainese and 
Cantonese who have suffi  cient resources – fi nancial and political – to organise a 
defence. However, not all regional ways of speaking will so easily resist the march 
of Putonghua. Th e coming to power of Xi Jinping and his ‘Chinese Dream’ of 
national unity suggests that the impetus to impose the national language across 
the country will continue. Th e China State Language Commission sees a direct 
connection between its work and the offi  cial call for ‘the great rejuvenation of 
the Chinese people’. In its ‘Outline of the National Medium and Long-Term 
Plan for Language and Script Reform and Development (2012–2020)’, the 
Commission asserted, ‘Th e comprehensive establishment of a moderately pros-
perous society, the construction of a common spiritual home for the Chinese 
people, the enhancement of the country’s cultural soft power, and the accelera-
tion of the modernisation of education all put forward new requirements for the 
language and script enterprise.’48

Th is seems to encapsulate the twin urges that have been driving the reformers’ 
eff orts to construct a single national language over the course of more than a 
century. One is the desire to make the state more eff ective, and its people 
stronger, through a language that promotes literacy among the masses and 
communication between diverse communities. Th e other is the nationalistic 
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desire to construct a ‘common spiritual home’. Buried deep within the language 
project is the fear that China might be simply too diverse to hold together. Th is 
is a fear with deep roots, yet it remains too sensitive to be spoken out loud. We 
can only hear its echoes when Xi and his fellow leaders talk about the need for 
a ‘culturally harmonious country’ and constantly call for ‘unity’. Disharmony 
and disunity are the concerns-who-must-not-be-named. Th e idea that Hong 
Kong or Taiwan – or Guangzhou or Shanghai – might have their own identities 
that are stronger than their Chinese national identity is literally unimaginable 
for those who lead the People’s Republic.

To admit such seditious thoughts is to open the intellectual gates to the 
return of chaos: to the warlord era of the 1910s and 1920s, or further back to 
times of rival warring states. National disintegration may be far away but must 
be constantly fought against nonetheless. In 1991 the governor of Guangdong 
province, Ye Xuanping, was perceived as too strong a local fi gure by the central 
Communist Party leadership. Th ey made sure that he was promoted, against 
his will, to a largely ceremonial position in Beijing as a means of removing him 
and his clan from the regional power structures. Something similar happened 
in 2012 in Chongqing city when the local Communist Party secretary, Bo 
Xilai, was stripped of his position because of concerns that his local fi ef was 
beyond the control of central government. Th e fear that centrifugal forces 
might tear apart the new ‘great-state’ is ever present, giving rise to the centre’s 
constant stressing of unity through appeals to a single culture.

Th is impetus can be traced back through a line of language reformers from 
Huang Zunxian in the late nineteenth century, through the two Wangs who 
came to blows in 1913, to members of the Preparatory Committee for the 
Unifi cation of the National Language and their communist successors in the 
China Script Reform Association, which then evolved into the China State 
Language Commission of today. Behind them all stood the linguistic nation-
alists in Japan and Germany from whom the idea of a ‘national language’ – 
guoyu – emerged, in the formulation ‘one state, one nation, one language’. 
And, as the protestors of Hong Kong know well, that slogan has been given 
new energy under the leadership of Xi Jinping.
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THE INVENTION OF A NATIONAL TERRITORY
lingtu – territory

14 May 2018 began like any other Monday for the executives at Gap China, 
but within hours the usual concerns of managing an expanding chain of 
clothing stores in a fast-moving market had been replaced by panic. By the 
time everyone had gone home, the company bosses had been forced to publish 
a grovelling apology. Th ey went to bed fervently hoping they had done enough 
to defuse a swelling online protest caused by a $7.99 T-shirt on sale in a factory 
outlet store 11,000 kilometres away. Th at Monday the executives received a 
brutal induction into contemporary China’s territorial neuroses.

A few months earlier, Gap had issued a series of T-shirts intended to allow 
customers to show a bit of local pride. Th e range included shirts with the 
names of ‘China’, ‘Japan’, ‘San Fran’ and ‘Paris’ printed on the front and back. 
Most of the designs were illustrated with a fl ag of the relevant country, but the 
China version was diff erent: it had a map. A keen-eyed Chinese patriot, picking 
up some discount clothing after a trip to the Canadian side of Niagara Falls, 
noticed that the map on the ‘China’ T-shirt failed to include the full extent of 
the country’s territorial claims. As they demonstrated with the help of an anno-
tated photo, the Gap map omitted the islands of the South China Sea, areas in 
the Himalayas occupied by India and, most egregiously, the island of Taiwan.

Th e nationalistic tourist’s post on the Chinese social media site Weibo 
might have gone unnoticed had it not been picked up by the popular blogger 
7sevennana. Until that point she had been best known for commenting on 
computer games while wearing low-cut tops. In May 2018 she repositioned 
herself as a patriot. When she forwarded the T-shirt photo to her thousands of 
followers she added her own message to Gap: ‘If you earn Chinese money, why 
can’t you be careful about China’s territorial issues?’ Very rapidly Gap found 
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itself in trouble. As that Monday wore on, calls for a boycott of Gap stores 
began to spread on Weibo. Th e government’s army of online censors made no 
attempt to stop them. Many of the boycott supporters asserted that Gap must 
have deliberately chosen to humiliate the country by choosing a map rather 
than a fl ag for the design. Perhaps it was because the T-shirt was printed in 
India or Taiwan, they suggested. Th e accusations mounted.

For a company with 136 stores, including a 1,900-square-metre fl agship on 
Shanghai’s West Nanjing Road, not open for even a year, not to mention 200 
China-based manufacturing subcontractors,1 the implications were obvious. 
Commercial realities required corporate contrition. Before the day was out, 
Gap China had loudly declared in its own Weibo statement that it ‘respects 
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China’, that the T-shirt ‘mistakenly 
failed to refl ect the correct map of China’ and that the company ‘sincerely 
apologised for this unintentional error’. Th e T-shirts were pulled from the 
shelves in China and from online stores everywhere else. Th e boycott threats 
disappeared and the Weibo patriots patted themselves on the back for a job 
well done.

Such incidents are becoming increasingly common. Gap is far from the 
only company to have found itself in trouble for failing to recognise China’s 
territorial claims. In January 2018 the Marriott hotel chain also had to apolo-
gise after listing Taiwan and Tibet as separate countries in a customer survey. 
At around the same time, several foreign airlines that listed Taiwan as a sepa-
rate ‘country’ were forced to amend their websites. In March 2019 MAC, the 
cosmetics brand owned by Estée Lauder, had to apologise after an email sent 
to customers in the United States failed to include Taiwan on a map of China.2

On 27 April 2017 China’s rubber-stamp parliament tightened up the 
country’s ‘Surveying and Mapping Law’ to, among other things, ‘raise public 
awareness of national territory’. Th e spokesman for the Standing Committee 
of the National People’s Congress, He Shaoren, told journalists that incorrectly 
drawing the country’s boundaries ‘objectively damages the completeness of our 
national territory’.3 In February 2019 the government went even further with 
specifi c rules covering the printing within China of maps in books or maga-
zines intended for sale in overseas markets. Each map would require permis-
sion from provincial offi  cials and none would be allowed to be distributed 
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within the country. Th e possibility that a Chinese citizen might see a map 
showing an unauthorised version of China’s territorial claims was perceived as 
such a threat to national security that it justifi ed the involvement of the 
‘National Work Group for Combating Pornography and Illegal Publications’, 
according to the regulations.4 To prove the point, in March 2019 the authori-
ties in the port city of Qingdao destroyed 29,000 English-language maps 
destined for export because they showed Taiwan as a separate country.5

China is far from being the only country with concerns about its borders. 
What is striking, however, is the extent to which anxiety about those borders 
has become a national neurosis. Government statements explicitly connected 
the mapping laws and regulations of 2017 and 2019 to the state’s ‘patriotic 
education’ campaign. Part of their purpose was to guide the teaching of school-
children in the correct view of the country. Messages from the national leader-
ship obsessively remind the population that the only way to be a Chinese 
patriot is to fervently seek the ‘return’ of Taiwan to control by the mainland; to 
insist that China is the rightful owner of every rock and reef in the South 
China Sea; demand that Japan hand over the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands; and 
insist on maximalist claims in the Himalayas. Th e offi  cial media constantly 
remind citizens of the state’s territorial claims, exhort them to personally iden-
tify with those claims and nurture feelings of hurt and shame towards unre-
solved border disputes. Paranoia about national boundaries in China is not 
merely an obsession of online gamers or Weibo patriots, it is central to the state 
itself. Th e speeches of Xi Jinping make clear that his vision of national rejuven-
ation can only be complete when all the territory claimed by China is under 
Beijing’s control.

But the story of how certain territories came to be regarded as ‘rightfully’ 
Chinese while others did not is far from simple. During the twentieth century, 
some areas that were held to be ‘natural’ parts of the country, such as Outer 
Mongolia, were let go while others that had been abandoned, notably Taiwan, 
were reclaimed. When the Qing Empire collapsed in 1911, most of its borders 
were more imaginary than real. Except in a few places, where Russian, French 
or British empires had forced them to be demarcated, they had never been 
formally defi ned. In the decades after the revolution, the national elite in 
Beijing had to ‘fi x’ a national territory for the fi rst time. Th is was a process that 
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had to take place on the ground but also in the national imagination. Maps 
had to be drawn but, just as importantly, the world-view expressed on those 
maps had to be inculcated in the minds of the people. Anxiety about the 
vulnerability of those borders was deliberately generated, right from the begin-
ning. Th ere were fears of foreign threats but there were also expansionist 
dreams and political calculations. Th e story of the invention of modern China’s 
territory – and its territorial anxieties – begins a century ago, in the aftermath 
of war and with the arrival of the Western science of geography. It ends with 
the rediscovery of Taiwan, its reconnection with the mainland and then its 
separation.

Th e last major piece of territory to be formally renounced by the Qing court 
was signed away on 17 April 1895. Th e treaty that Li Hongzhang agreed in the 
Japanese port of Shimonoseki ceded Taiwan, and the Pescadore Islands off  its 
coast, ‘to Japan in perpetuity and full sovereignty’ (see Chapter 2). Just over a 
month later, the acting governor of the island, a mainlander, and a few other 
offi  cials and merchants, declared independence in the name of the ‘Taiwan 
Republic’ rather than submit to Japanese rule. Th ey hoped to elicit support 
from Britain and France but the Europeans saw no advantage in intervening 
and the Republic collapsed just eleven days after being declared. Resistance, 
nonetheless, continued. It took a further fi ve months for Japanese forces to 
occupy all the cities and a further fi ve years before the last vestiges of banditry 
were completely crushed.6

Th roughout this long campaign the Qing court declined to off er any 
support to its former subjects in its former province. In fact, material support 
for the rebel Republic was explicitly banned by a court edict in May 1895.7 
Th e fate of Taiwan was simply not important enough to Beijing to risk further 
confl ict with Japan. Half a century after the fi rst ‘Opium War’, the Qing court 
had been forced to accept the binding nature of international treaties. It had 
signed away its rights to the territory and that was the end of it. Taiwan’s fate 
did not become a cause célèbre, however. While the sundering of the island 
from the body of the great-state was a major blow to the prestige of the court, 
it barely disturbed the general population. Th e mainland’s relationship with 
Taiwan in 1895 could be described as, at best, ‘semi-detached’. Even after its 
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partial annexation in 1684, the Qing had treated the island as a dangerous 
frontier, notable mainly for its wild aborigines and deadly diseases. Th e court 
only declared it to be a province 200 years later, in 1885, after the war with 
France. Taiwan remained a province for just a single decade, before it was 
ceded to Japan at Shimonoseki.8

In the aftermath of the treaty-signing, Qing offi  cials almost entirely ignored 
developments in Taiwan. Th e island was lost, in the same way that other pieces 
of territory signed away by other treaties had been lost. In 1858 the Qing had 
ceded 500,000 square kilometres of land north of the Amur River to Russia 
through the Treaty of Aigun.9 Th ey had then been forced, through other 
‘unequal treaties’, to allow European powers to establish micro-colonies all 
around the coast. Taiwan appeared to have gone the same way; there was no 
feasible way of wresting it back from Japan’s clutches. Th e 2 million or so Qing 
subjects on the island, mostly speakers of the Hokkien and Cantonese topolects, 
along with the aboriginal population, became colonial subjects of Japan.

Surprisingly, perhaps, the same insouciance about Taiwan’s fate also charac-
terised the revolutionary movement. Sun Yat-sen and his comrades made no 
demands for the return of the island to Qing control. At no point, so far as we 
know, did Sun concern himself with the resistance to Japanese rule, even 
though it continued to smoulder. For Sun, Japanese-controlled Taiwan was 
more important as a base from which to overthrow the Qing Dynasty than as 
a future part of the Republic. We can see this in his behaviour during 1900. 
Th at year, Sun left Japan and travelled around Southeast Asia seeking support 
for a planned uprising in Guangdong province. He was disappointed: neither 
the established reformists nor local community leaders took him seriously. 
Instead, when Sun returned to Nagasaki he became part of a Japanese plot to 
seize the port of Amoy (modern-day Xiamen). Under Tokyo’s patronage, Sun 
based himself in Taiwan and ordered his revolutionary forces to mass around 
their main support base in Guangzhou. But, in a typically rash move, Sun 
changed the plan at the last minute, diverting the fi ghters to Amoy, where he 
intended to join them accompanied by a shipment of Japanese weapons. Th e 
Japanese, however, had become concerned about provoking a Russian reaction 
and backed out of the entire scheme. Sun’s rebel force found itself isolated and 
outgunned and was destroyed.10
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Despite the betrayal in Amoy, Sun continued to regard the Japanese govern-
ment as his main sponsor, and the revolutionary movement continued to 
ignore the issue of Taiwan. Th e reformists had little interest in the island either. 
When a leading Taiwanese activist, Lin Xiantang, met Liang Qichao in Japan 
in 1907, Liang advised him not to sacrifi ce lives in opposing Japanese rule, 
since the mainland would not be able to help. Since neither could speak the 
other’s topolect, Liang had to communicate with Lin through ‘brush talk’. Th is 
only made Liang’s message more poignant: ‘(We were) originally of the same 
root, but are now of diff erent countries.’11 Th e Qing court, the revolutionaries 
and the reformists all took the same view: Taiwan had been ceded by treaty and 
lost to China. It seems remarkable, given the passion that the island’s political 
status generates today, but the island virtually disappeared from political 
discussions in the decade before the revolution of 1911/12. Even after the 
revolution, when Sun had no more need of Japanese support, he and his 
supporters continued to ignore the fate of Taiwan.

While some revolutionaries were prepared to cede the peripheral territories 
of the Qing Great-State in order to create a pure ‘Han’ state in the heartland, 
Sun and Liang shared a determination to ensure the Republic inherited all the 
territory of the former empire. Th e ‘non-Chinese’ areas (Manchuria, Mongolia, 
Tibet and Xinjiang) made up more than half of its territory and contained vital 
natural resources. But in order to express their desire to defend the national 
territory, Sun, Liang and their supporters had to create new words with which 
to describe it.

Th ere were several words for ‘place’ in Chinese, but none that equated to 
territory, with its connotations of ownership and sovereignty. Th e traditional 
term was jiangyu, which literally meant the boundary (jiang) of the imperial 
realm (yu). In dynastic times the yu stretched as far as the emperor’s authority 
and so, in theory at least, could have included tributary and vassal states.12 Its 
meaning was vague and certainly did not imply the existence of a defi ned 
border.

A new word for ‘territory’ came into Chinese from Japanese, specifi cally from 
a Japanese translation of a text by the British Social-Darwinist Herbert Spencer 
(see Chapter 3). In his 1883 translation of Spencer’s Political Institutions, Sadashiro 
Hamano chose the two kanji characters ryo-do – literally ‘governed-land’ – as 
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equivalents for ‘territory’. As president of Keio University, Hamano was an 
authoritative fi gure and his translation soon spread into general use. Fifteen years 
later, when Liang Qichao translated Tokai Sanshi’s nationalistic novel Strange 
Encounters with Beautiful Women from Japanese into Chinese for his newspaper 
Qingyibao, he used the same characters.13 In classical Chinese they are pronounced 
ling-tu but have exactly the same meaning – ‘governed-land’. Lingtu therefore 
carries the clear meaning of a sovereign country, enclosed within a defi ned border.

From there, the word was picked up by one of Sun Yat-sen’s followers, Hu 
Hanmin. One of Hu’s roles in the revolutionary Tongmenghui movement was 
to provide the theoretical justifi cations for Sun’s policies.14 Hu expounded on 
the political implications of lingtu in a lengthy article (‘Anti-foreign Sentiments 
and International Law’ – Paiwai yu guojifa), printed over several editions of the 
revolutionaries’ newspaper Minbao during 1904 and 1905. He was arguing 
that territorial sovereignty – lingtu zhuquan – was the foundation of inter-
national law and that, logically, the revolutionaries needed to oppose the 
‘unequal treaties’ demanded by foreign powers. Hu’s ideas – and his new 
words – were largely based on a 1,000-page book by a Japanese legal scholar, 
Takahashi Sakue, entitled International Law in Peace Time, published the year 
before. Takahashi’s tome was, in turn, a summary of several Western works 
printed over the previous couple of decades.15 In other words, the revolutionary 
movement’s new-found territorial passions were the direct descendants of late 
nineteenth-century European nationalisms.

Th e progeny of this Euro-Asian ancestry emerged in the Republic of China’s 
constitutional debates a decade later. Th e ‘Provisional Constitution’ written by 
Sun Yat-sen’s allies immediately after the revolution and approved by the fresh-
ly-installed president, Yuan Shikai, on 11 March 1912, set out in relatively 
precise detail what it believed the territory of the Republic should be. It said, in 
eff ect, that the new state inherited the boundaries of the Qing Great-State as 
they stood when the revolution broke out. Article 3 stated simply that ‘Th e terri-
tory of the Chinese Republic consists of 22 provinces, Inner and Outer Mongolia, 
and Tibet.’16 Th e choice of ‘22’ provinces was highly signifi cant since Taiwan was 
the twenty-third. Given that the constitution text was still laying claim to Outer 
Mongolia, despite its declaration of independence three months earlier, Tibet 
despite the ongoing insurrection there, and Xinjiang despite its de facto 
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independence at the time, this seems to be clear proof that the Republic had 
formally abandoned any claim to Taiwan.

However, in May 1914, when Yuan Shikai, the former Qing general who 
had forced Sun Yat-sen from offi  ce in 1912, imposed a new ‘Constitutional 
Compact’ on the country, the defi nition of the national territory was changed. 
Article 3 became the apparently tautological ‘Th e territory [lingtu] of the 
Chinese Republic remains the same as the domain [jiangyu] of the former 
empire’.17 New words notwithstanding, the 1914 constitutional defi nition of 
territory merely begged a further question about the exact extent of the domain 
of the former empire.

After Yuan died in 1916, the Compact was suspended and the fi rst constitu-
tion was reinstated. So, from 29 June 1916, the defi nition of the national terri-
tory reverted to the ‘22 provinces, Inner and Outer Mongolia, Tibet and 
Xinjiang’. But seven years later, the Republic returned to tautology. Th e constitu-
tion approved on 10 October 1923 replaced Article 3 with the words ‘Th e terri-
tory [guotu – literally ‘state land’] of the Republic of China is based on its inherent 
domain [jiangyu]’.18 Once again, no defi nition of that territory or domain was 
provided. Eight years after that, the new ‘Provisional Constitution’ promulgated 
by the Guomindang government of Chiang Kai-shek on 1 June 1931 struck a 
compromise. Article 1 combined vagueness and specifi city by stating, ‘Th e terri-
tory [lingtu] of the Republic of China consists of the various provinces and 
Mongolia and Tibet’,19 but the number of provinces was left undefi ned. By 1931 
Qinghai had been forcibly reincorporated into the state and given the status of a 
province. Mongolia and Tibet had been independent of the Republic for almost 
two decades by this time but Chiang still claimed them nonetheless. Notably, 
Taiwan was still not a consideration. Th e last Republican constitution promul-
gated before the civil war doesn’t even attempt to defi ne the national territory. 
Th e version approved on 25 December 1946 merely says, in Article 4, ‘Th e terri-
tory of the Republic of China according to its existing national boundaries shall 
not be altered except by resolution of the National Assembly.’20

Th is constitutional back-and-forth demonstrates that throughout this 
period and even beyond, there was considerable diffi  culty in deciding exactly 
where the country’s boundaries should be drawn. Some fundamental questions 
needed to be answered fi rst, chiefl y: where were the boundaries of the Qing 
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Great-State that the Republic had ostensibly inherited in 1912? Th e Nationalist 
modernisers thought there was a simple answer to that question based on a 
view of borders they had acquired through contact with foreign powers and 
experts. Th e reality was far from simple.

Th e Qing Great-State had constructed, in eff ect, a multi-ethnic federation 
in which fi ve ‘script regions’ – Chinese, Manchu, Mongol, Tibetan and Turkic 
– were ruled separately through diff erent structures and according to diff erent 
rules. It was an approach known in Chinese as jimi – loose rein – although 
Qing methods of government would have varied depending on the peoples 
they were dealing with.21 Th e mission of revolutionaries like Sun Yat-sen, 
however, was to create a single unitary nation-state ruled from the centre 
through a single set of structures and rules. As we saw in Chapter 5, Yuan 
Shikai, who had risen to power through the old imperial system, was far more 
familiar with the traditional techniques of rule than with the new ideas of the 
Western-educated nationalists. His conservative instincts led him towards a 
more ‘fuzzy’ defi nition of the state, while the modernisers’ search for clarity on 
the national question led them to seek something more precise. But the more 
they tried to impose unity on strong local rulers, the more the warlords broke 
away, causing the fragmentation of the very state they were trying to unify.

Th e Qing Empire had only formally defi ned its borders in places where it 
had been forced to do so by other powers: from the 1689 Treaty of Nerchinsk, 
which drew a line with Russia in the northeast, through to the 1894 Convention 
with Great Britain, partially demarcating the boundary with Burma in the 
southwest.22 Elsewhere, the situation was far from clear: how far did the 
boundary of the realm – the jiangyu – stretch? At the end of the Qianlong 
Emperor’s reign in 1796, the Qing court was accepting tribute from thirteen 
rulers whose territory lay even further west than Xinjiang province and also 
from a Gurkha ruler beyond Tibet even though none were under Qing rule.23 
So did the jiangyu include them? On the other hand, even within the Qing 
domain, the court exerted control over remote and thinly populated regions 
through local rulers whose own control, and loyalty, were not absolute. Th e 
Kham area of eastern Tibet, for example, had long been ruled by autonomous 
chieftains who were only nominally subordinate to the rulers based in Lhasa 
and, through them, even more nominally to the emperor in Beijing.24 Although 
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Qing offi  cials were based in a few strategic places, wide areas were left unsuper-
vised. A military campaign to impose central rule on Kham in 1745/6 was a 
costly failure. ‘Loose rein’ rule was reinstated.

As a result, we should see the Qing’s eff orts to control central Asia in the 
nineteenth century not so much as attempts to defend ‘their’ territory from the 
predations of outsiders but as moves in a constant competition (a ‘Great 
Game’) for territory and infl uence between three empires: the Qing from the 
east, the Russian from the north and west and the British from India in the 
south. Th roughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, all three were 
battling for the support of, or domination over, dozens of local rulers, warlords 
and other kinds of leaders – spiritual and temporal. We can see one eff ect of 
this increased competition in the change of meaning of the Chinese word 
bianjiang. Th e Australia-based historian James Leibold has shown how, in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it was used to refer to an interme-
diate zone between two states. During the later nineteenth century, however, 
in certain places it came to mean the line of a defi ned border.25

Th e Manchu Qing court, inheritors of Inner Asian traditions of rule, had 
known how to play this game. Th ey had relations with other Inner Asian peoples 
stretching back generations. Th e new Republic, however, was attempting to 
impose a completely diff erent political order based upon a Western template of 
sovereignty and hard borders. Its leaders were obliged to fi nd an answer for the 
bianjiang wenti – the border question. How were they to ‘fi x’ the national terri-
tory when the state was in the process of falling apart? But there was also a 
bigger question: how could the new state make its citizens feel loyal to each 
other and to places that they had never seen, would almost certainly never visit 
and yet which were assumed to be vital for national survival? Both of these 
missions were given to a new class of special agents: the geographers.

Th e man regarded as the father of the modern academic discipline of geography 
in China was born the youngest of six children on the outskirts of Shaoxing, a 
city best known for its rice wine at the mouth of the Qiantang River, south of 
Shanghai. Th e rich soils and wealthy markets of the river delta had been good 
to Zhu Kezhen’s family. Ancestors had worked the paddy fi elds for generations, 
but as the coastal cities expanded and the number of urban mouths rose, 
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Kezhen’s father realised there was a better living to be made as a trader rather 
than a grower of rice. By the age of three, Kezhen had become his parents’ 
favourite child. While his siblings were prepared for lives of manual labour, 
Kezhen was directed towards intellectual pursuits. He was sent to a private 
school in Shanghai, 150 kilometres away, and then even further north, to 
Tianjin, to attend the Tangshan Mining College.26

Having benefi ted from the natural advantages of his local environment and 
the economic boom of the coastal region, Zhu Kezhen would next receive a 
windfall from international politics. In the aftermath of the 1900 uprising 
known in the west as the Boxer Rebellion, the Qing government had been 
forced to pay compensation of 450 million taels of silver to the Western powers. 
Th e United States government had demanded $25 million, a sum which even 
its own diplomats in Beijing regarded as excessive – perhaps twice as much 
as the actual damage suff ered by American citizens and their government 
during the violence. Over the course of the 1900s, pressure rose on Th eodore 
Roosevelt’s administration to do something to alleviate the huge burden of 
debt imposed on the Qing government. By 1909 a compromise emerged: the 
excess, around $11 million, was to be put into a fund to pay for the education 
of Chinese students. Th is, it was thought, would benefi t both Chinese students 
and American universities while also diverting future members of the Chinese 
elite away from Japan and towards the United States.27 One of the fi rst to be 
diverted was Zhu Kezhen, the twenty-eighth recipient of a Boxer Indemnity 
Scholarship.

In 1910, at the age of twenty, Zhu arrived at the University of Illinois to 
study agronomy. But he hadn’t travelled to the United States to become a better 
farmer. He wanted to be a scientist and, after receiving his degree, enrolled for 
a PhD in meteorology at Harvard. Th ere, his supervisor was Robert DeCourcy 
Ward, America’s fi rst professor of climatology. Ward’s views went much wider 
than the weather, however. In 1894 he had co-founded the Immigration 
Restriction League and his academic opinions combined meteorology with 
eugenics: he believed that climate determined civilisation. He claimed that in 
the seasonality of the temperate zone of the planet ‘lies much of the secret—
who can say how much of it?—of the energy, ambition, self-reliance, industry, 
thrift, of the inhabitant’. In the tropics, by contrast, the climate was enervating, 
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and ‘voluntary progress toward a higher civilisation is not reasonably to be 
expected’.28 As a result it was entirely justifi ed, in Ward’s view, for white people 
from the temperate zone to develop the tropical areas of the globe, even with 
slave labour if necessary. He was particularly impressed with the ability of 
Chinese ‘coolie’ labour to work in all conditions. Zhu lapped up all these the -
ories, gained his PhD and returned to China in 1919 to become the fi rst 
professor of geography at the Normal University of Wuchang, moving to 
Southeastern Normal University in Nanjing the following year.29

At Nanjing he passed on these ideas to the second generation of Chinese 
geographers, the ones who would devote their careers to helping build the 
new state. In the words of one historian of this period, Zhihong Chen, ‘Ward’s 
infl uence was evident in Zhu’s works.’30 Th e American professor’s environ-
mental determinism gave a new ‘scientifi c’ basis to the prevailing Han racism 
of the time and helped set the parameters for the emerging discipline of geog-
raphy. According to Zhu, China’s temperate latitude had blessed its people (the 
Zhongguo-ren) with an intermediate skin colour and an unusually strong ability 
to adapt to all kinds of environments. In his reasoning,

People who are used to tropical climates cannot bear winter in the temperate 
zone . . . Th ose who are used to temperate climates cannot stand tropical or 
frigid weather . . . But we Chinese are exceptional! No matter how hot 
or cold an environment is, there are Chinese footprints. . . . [W]hen the 
Panama Canal was excavated, only our Chinese people kept working tire-
lessly and effi  ciently, when foreign workers could not even work. Th is is why 
foreigners call the Chinese ‘the yellow peril’. Th is is also a ray of morning 
sunshine for us Chinese in the future!

Among Zhu’s many students at Nanjing during the 1920s was Zhang 
Qiyun (often spelt Chang Chi-yun). Over the following three decades Zhang 
would personify the search for China’s national territory. He would help defi ne 
it, propagate it, survey it, advise the government on securing it but then, ulti-
mately, fl ee it. Over the course of an academic and then political career he 
would place his insights at the service of the national struggle for survival. In 
the process he bound his fate, and that of his political masters, to Taiwan.31
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Zhang Qiyun joined Zhu Kezhen’s fi rst ever geography class in 1920. He 
graduated three years later and joined the staff  of the Commercial Press in 
Shanghai where the brother of one of his classmates was an established editor.32 
Th e editor was Chen Bulei who would also go on to play a major role in 
nationalist politics. Together, Zhang, Chen and Zhu formed an infl uential 
clique at the intersection of academia, journalism and propaganda. Together, 
the trio brought geography into the centre of Chinese political thinking and 
put it at the service of the Guomindang’s nationalist mission.

Zhang spent the next four years writing the geography textbooks used in 
most Chinese schools during the later 1920s and beyond.33 His memoirs show 
that Zhu was a strong infl uence on their content. Th en, after Chen Bulei 
became the editor of the country’s third largest circulation newspaper, Shangbao 
(‘Commercial News’), he commissioned Zhang to write commentaries on 
geographical topics. In 1927, on Zhu’s recommendation, Zhang was appointed 
a geography lecturer at Zhongyang (National Central) University in Nanjing.

Th e next ten years, the ‘Nanjing decade’, was a time of profound change in 
both the politics and the educational systems of the Republic of China. Th e 
Guomindang captured Nanjing and Shanghai in March 1927 and within 
eight   een months the party was nominally in control of the whole country. 
With Chiang Kai-shek installed as chairman, the Nationalist Government 
began to impose its vision of national unity on the country: a vision that owed 
more to Sun Yat-sen’s ideas of a homogenous Zhonghua minzu than to Yuan 
Shikai’s toleration of diff erence. Th e ideology of ‘the nation of fi ve races’, which 
had guided the state since 1912, was dropped. On 29 December 1928, as a 
mark of intent, the national fl ag was formally changed from the coloured stripes 
of the ‘fi ve races’, which had fl own since the birth of the Republic, to a red fl ag 
incorporating in the top left corner the Tongmenghui’s original ‘Blue Sky, White 
Sun’ fl ag favoured by Sun Yat-sen. It remains the fl ag of the Republic of China 
(on Taiwan) to this day. Th is new nationalism determined the Republic’s entire 
approach to the border question and the situation of minorities living in the 
frontier areas.

In the view of the new government, the frontier had to be ‘saved’ by making 
sure its inhabitants became loyal citizens of the Republic. Although this was 
supposed to be the era of ‘self-determination’ – US President Woodrow Wilson 
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had declared it to be so in 1918 – the Guomindang had no intention of off ering 
such a choice to the inhabitants of Tibet, Xinjiang, Mongolia or Manchuria. In 
their eyes, the right of self-determination was reserved for the Chinese nation 
in its struggle against foreign powers. Th is was no mere academic debate but 
rather a life-and-death struggle, since one of those powers, Japan, was already 
deploying the ‘self-determination’ argument for its own imperial ends. Japanese 
offi  cials highlighted the ethnic diff erences within the former Qing Great-State 
to argue that those groups had a right to self-determination and to secede from 
a Han-dominated Republic. Th ey claimed to be upholding this principle as 
they, in eff ect, annexed Manchuria in 1931 and encouraged separatism in 
Mongolia and Xinjiang.

Under these circumstances, the Guomindang weaponised the study of 
history and geography. In 1928 the director of the Nanjing government’s 
Ministry of Propaganda, Dai Jitao (who was simultaneously president of 
Zhongshan University in Guangzhou), called for the establishment of geog-
raphy departments at all the country’s major universities, arguing that they 
would play a vital role in national defence. Th e fi rst one was established in 
1929 at Zhongyang University, where Zhang was already on the staff . Over the 
following eight years, geography departments were established at nine other 
major universities. Most of them were staff ed by former students of Zhu 
Kezhen.34 Th e output of these departments was dedicated to serving the state 
and its frontier mission. Th e Chinese historian Ge Zhaoguang has described 
this period in academia as ‘national salvation crushing enlightenment’ (jiuwang 
yadao qimeng). Many experts who had spent the 1920s researching the diff er-
ences between ethnic groups and the contested history of the country’s fron-
tiers either changed their public views or went quiet during the late 1930s, as 
the threat from Japan grew. Th ey included such well-known geographers, 
historians and anthropologists as Liu Yizheng, Gu Jiegang and Fei Xiaotong. 
Th ey, and others, chose ‘national salvation’ over ‘enlightenment’.35

Up until 1927 school education had been controlled by local elites and 
varied widely in content and quality. Even before they had taken power across 
the whole country, the Guomindang leadership had recognised the import-
ance that education would play in their eff orts to construct the new nation. 
Th e party’s Fourth Plenum in January 1928 declared that ‘education is indeed 
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a life-or-death matter for Chinese citizens’ and must play a central role in the 
party’s war on ‘erroneous ideologies’ (such as communism).36 A few months 
later, in May 1928, just after the establishment of the Guomindang’s ‘National 
Government’ in Nanjing, the party convened the ‘First National Conference 
on Education’. Th e conference resolved to adopt a new national curriculum for 
schools based upon Sun Yat-sen’s ‘Th ree Principles of the People’: Nationalism, 
Democracy and People’s Livelihood. Within months, the GMD had captured 
Beijing and very quickly set about imposing a new ‘temporary curriculum’ 
nationwide. From 1929 all schools were expected to imbue their pupils with 
strong feelings of patriotism, mobilised in particular through the teaching of 
history and geography.37 Pupils were expected to study the various regions of 
the country, ‘in order to foster the national spirit’.

A major contribution to this patriotic education movement was the series of 
textbooks written by Zhang Qiyun. In 1928 the Commercial Press published 
one as Benguo Dili – ‘Our Geography’. Its key message was that China formed 
a natural unit despite its enormous size and variety. Using his geographical 
training, Zhang divided up the country into twenty-three ‘natural’ regions 
based on their environments and the inhabitants’ ways of life. He then compared 
them, telling pupils that, for example, the Yangtze Delta was good for farming 
but had no minerals; Shanxi was rich in coal but too dry for agriculture; 
Manchuria was forested while Mongolia was good for grazing, and so on. He 
then told the young learners that this diversity was actually proof of the need 
for national unity, since each diff erent part was an essential part of a coherent 
whole.38

Yet the ‘whole’ that Zhang portrayed in the textbook was a territory that, in 
reality, did not exist. Th e book contained various maps of the country drawn 
on blank backgrounds so that the rest of the world disappeared from view. Th e 
simple black line marking the national boundary encompassed huge areas that 
were not actually under the control of the government: the independent states 
of Mongolia and Tibet. Zhang portrayed them as a natural part of the Republic 
nonetheless. How reality would be reconciled with the map was not explained 
to the pupils. Remarkably, given present-day politics, there was a signifi cant 
omission: Taiwan was not drawn in any of the national maps in the textbook. 
It seems that, in Zhang’s view, the ‘natural’ shape of the Republic was exactly 
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the same as the shape of the Qing Empire at its collapse in 1911. Mongolia was 
included, Taiwan was not. Th e rocks and reefs of the South China Sea did not 
feature at all.

Th ese were not marginal ideas; Zhang’s Benguo Dili book had a huge impact. 
Ten editions were printed before July 1930, a further seven after 1932 and it 
was honoured as one of the country’s three most important textbooks of the 
time.39 It was far from being the only example. Dozens of geography textbooks 
were printed during the 1920s and 1930s and they all ignored Taiwan, while 
stressing the importance of Mongolia and Tibet. Zhang himself, in another 
textbook he co-wrote in 1933, Waiguo Dili – ‘Th e Geography of Foreign 
Countries’ – described the people of Taiwan as ‘orphans’ deserted by their 
birthmother, the Chinese nation Zhonghua minzu, and abused by their step-
mother, Japan.40

Zhang, and the other authors of these books, were nationalists who sought to 
evince emotions of loyalty to a state and its territory in the hearts of their young 
audiences. Th ey faced a problem that was both pedagogic and deeply political. 
How could they persuade a child in a big coastal city, for example, to feel any 
connection with a sheep herder in Xinjiang? Why should they even have a 
connection? Th e general purpose of human geography was to explain how 
varying environments had created groups with diff ering cultures. Nationalism, 
however, required all these diff erent groups to feel part of a single culture and 
loyal to a single state. It was up to nationalist geographers to resolve the puzzle. 
Th ey found two main ways to do so. One group of textbook authors simply 
stated that all Chinese citizens were the same: they were members of a single 
‘yellow’ race and a single nation and no further explanation was needed. 
A second group, however, acknowledged that diff erent groups did exist but were 
nonetheless united by something greater. Within this group some authors made 
use of ‘yellow race’ ideas, some used the idea of a shared, civilising Hua culture, 
while others stressed the ‘naturalness’ of the country’s physical boundaries.

Th e textbook writers argued that the answer to the ‘border question’ was to 
‘civilise’ the inhabitants. One, Ge Suicheng (who was employed by the rival, but 
equally nationalistic, Zhonghua Publishing Company), found himself facing the 
same dilemma as the Guomindang government. Both needed to emphasise the 
theoretical equality of all ethnic groups while simultaneously making the case for 
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their melding into a single Chinese nation based on ‘Han’ culture.41 In Ge’s 
view, the study of geography should make the diff erent peoples of the state love 
their particular home areas but also connect them emotionally to the wider 
national territory. But in the meantime, in the words of his textbook, ‘We 
should urgently promote the acculturation of the Mongols, Hui [Muslims] and 
Tibetans so that they are not lured by the imperialists, [and we should] move 
[Han] inhabitants to the border areas for colonisation . . .’42

Zhang Qiyun’s 1928 textbook was also deeply imprinted with racial chau-
vinism. One part of the book’s message to its millions of young readers was 
that the country was on a journey from barbarism to civilisation and that the 
wild frontier, where the minorities lived, needed to be tamed and developed. 
Th e book included a table of various ethnic groups showing how assimilated 
they were to the ‘main body’ (zhuti) of the Han. In a description of the Miao 
people of the southwest, Zhang wrote, ‘Th ey maintain the customs of great 
antiquity and are totally incompatible with the Han people. Eliminating their 
barbarism and changing their customs and habits is the responsibility of the 
Han people.’ For Zhang, the Han provided the ‘norm’ against which the other 
groups needed to be measured in order to judge their level of civilisation: they 
had to be made ‘Han’. He shared Zhu Kezhen’s opinion that climate was the 
determining factor in the spread of civilisation. In his 1933 textbook he 
observed that in southwestern Yunnan province, the native population lived in 
the hot and humid lowlands while the Han people (Han-ren) lived on the 
cooler plateaus. In the mountains of the northwest, on the other hand, the 
Han lived in the valleys where it was warm while the natives lived at altitudes 
where it was colder. It was only natural, therefore, that the ‘temperate-dwelling’ 
Han-ren, free of ‘degenerating’ environmental infl uences, should exert their 
infl uence over the minorities – the tu-ren.43 Other textbooks made the same 
point, stressing Sun Yat-sen’s arguments that the Han made up 90 per cent of 
the country’s population and that it was only natural that the other groups 
would assimilate (see Chapter 5).44

Th ese arguments can be traced back to those made by Liang Qichao a 
couple of decades before (see Chapter 4). Liang created a story of continuity: 
the expansion of a civilised territory outwards from its cradle in the Yellow 
River valley. Th e new geographers tried to write the fi nal chapter, its diff usion 
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to the very edges of the Republic. Th ey also borrowed from Liang the idea that 
certain rivers and mountain ranges formed ‘natural’ boundaries to the state. 
Th is was the argument deployed by Ge Suicheng in his 1933 textbook and Lü 
Simian (who worked at both the Commercial Press and Zhonghua Publishing). 
Th e most poetic technique was simply to compare the shape of the imagined 
country to that of a begonia or mulberry leaf turned on its side. Th e port of 
Tianjin became the petiole of the leaf with a central ‘vein’ running west as a 
line of symmetry all the way to Kashgar in Xinjiang and beyond. Th e symmetry 
only made sense, of course, if Outer Mongolia and Tibet were included and 
Taiwan was excluded. Th e historians Robert Culp and Peter Zarrow have 
documented many examples of other geography textbooks which use diff erent, 
sometimes contradictory arguments and analogies to persuade students of the 
‘naturalness’ of the Republic’s putative borders.45

An ever-present theme in these textbooks was the threat of foreigners eating 
away at the country’s edges. It was reinforced through school lessons about 
territory ‘lost’ during the previous century. Teachers could make use of a pecu-
liarly Chinese form of nationalist cartography – the ‘map of national humili-
ation’. Dozens of such maps were published by the Commercial Press, Zhonghua 
Publishing and other companies during the 1910s, 1920s and 1930s, some-
times within textbooks and atlases and sometimes as posters for display in class-
rooms and public buildings. Th ey typically portrayed, often in bright colours, 
land ‘conceded’ to neighbouring states over the previous century.46 Th ere was a 
clear political purpose behind the making of these maps. Th ey served to dele-
gitimise the Qing Dynasty – by demonstrating its failure to ‘defend the country’ 
and thereby legitimise the revolution. But they also deliberately generated a 
sense of anxiety about the vulnerability of the nation’s border in order to 
promote loyalty to the new Republic. It seemed to work with a young Mao 
Zedong. He later told the American journalist Edgar Snow that hearing about 
national humiliation made him an activist.47 It wasn’t just Mao. Th is was the 
birth of the national territorial neurosis.

Th e geographers took the nationalist idea of ‘territory’ – lingtu – and projected 
it back to the time of ‘domain’ – jiangyu – when there were few fi xed borders. A 
map of national humiliation in Ge Suicheng’s 1933 textbook showed vast areas 
of central Asia, Siberia and the island of Sakhalin as territory ‘lost’ to Russia. Th e 
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map may have displayed diff erent areas as ‘territory’, ‘tribute states’ or ‘vassal 
states’ but all were categorised as inherently ‘Chinese’, nonetheless. Th e idea 
that, at the time they were ‘lost’, these territories might have been contested areas 
with no clear allegiance to any particular empire was not part of the lesson. Th ey 
were presented simply as ‘Chinese’ lands that had been stolen. Ge Suicheng 
called on the young citizens reading his textbook to do what they could to 
recover all this lost territory. But did this mean this ‘lost’ territory should be 
included within the rightful boundaries of the state, or not? Was the shape of the 
country at that time natural, or not? Th ese questions were not even posed in the 
textbook, let alone answered. What was important for authors like Ge was to 
encourage students to feel the sense of loss, a collective sense of ‘national humili-
ation’, and thereby develop a patriotic attachment to the country. Anxiety about 
territorial loss was a fundamental part of the nationalist education project right 
from the beginning.

Th e anxiety was compounded because no one, not even the geographers, 
knew where the borders actually were. Th e historian Diana Lary has shown 
how, in the southwestern province of Guangxi, the exact line of the border was 
almost irrelevant. Although it had been formally agreed with the French colo-
nial rulers of Indochina in 1894, as far as the Republican offi  cials were 
concerned the border was just somewhere in the mountains: high, remote and 
diffi  cult to reach. Th e state had generally managed minority groups in southern 
highlands through a system known as tusi, in which local leaders were held 
responsible for the actions of their people.48 Borders were largely irrelevant. So 
long as they didn’t trouble the authorities, the mountain peoples were gener-
ally left alone. In Lary’s words, ‘Th e Chinese world stopped well before the 
borderlands.’49 (Th ings would change. Th is is the same border that thousands 
of Chinese and Vietnamese soldiers died fi ghting over in 1979.)

In 1928 the original geographer Zhu Kezhen declared that Chinese cartog-
raphy was about a century behind its European counterpart. At the time, most 
of the publicly available maps were still based on 200-year-old surveys from 
the early Qing period.50 In January 1930 the government issued offi  cial 
‘Inspection Regulations for Land and Water Maps’ (Shuilu ditu shencha tiaoli), 
instructing the Ministry of Internal Aff airs, the Foreign Ministry, the Marine 
Ministry, the Ministry of Education and the Committee of Mongolia and 
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Tibet to work together to regularise the country’s cartography. Nothing actu-
ally happened, however, until 7 June 1933, when the offi  cial ‘Land and Water 
Maps Review Committee’ held its fi rst meeting.51 (See Chapter 8 for more on 
the Committee.)

In the absence of government action, a few academics and private organisa-
tions tried to fi ll the gap. In 1930 senior staff  at the infl uential Shanghai-based 
newspaper Shenbao discussed organising an expedition to the frontier to cele-
brate the paper’s sixtieth anniversary. Th ey asked two well-known members of 
the National Geological Survey of China, Ding Wenjiang and Weng Wenhao, 
and a cartographer, Zeng Shiying, to lead the eff ort. However, during the plan-
ning meeting it became clear that no one knew where the actual frontier was. 
Ding told the gathering: ‘If we want to organize a successful research trip of 
China’s frontiers, we fi rst need a map. . . . No one has yet drawn a complete and 
accurate map of the entire country. Before we organize the trip, we should 
therefore fi rst work on sketching a map of China.’ Th e anniversary plans there-
fore evolved into a project to publish a new national atlas. Th e result was the 
publication by the newspaper of New Maps of the Chinese Republic (Zhonghua 
minguo xinditu) in 1934.52

Th e atlas was well produced and a best-seller. In the absence of any govern-
ment-produced equivalent it became the national standard until well into the 
1950s.53 However, its depiction of the frontier areas was, in most places, a 
work of fi ction. As was now standard in Chinese maps of this time, Tibet and 
Outer Mongolia were depicted as integral parts of the state while Taiwan was 
not. Th e neat black dashed-and-dotted line that ran around the Republic was 
more an expression of desire than reality. As Owen Lattimore, the American 
scholar who explored these areas in the 1920s and 1930s, wrote, ‘Th e linear 
frontier as it is conventionally indicated on a map always proves, when studied 
on the ground, to be a zone rather than a line.’54 In the more recent words of 
another American historian, James Millward, the frontier was a process, not a 
place.55 Wide areas were open to disagreement and confl ict.

In December 1928 the government had ordered every province and county 
to compile a new ‘gazetteer’ – fangzhi – of the area under its administration. 
Gazetteers were an established tool of local government going back centuries 
but this new incarnation was intended to be drawn up according to modern 
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geographic practice: produced with the help of newly trained experts using 
accurate maps and statistics. Th ere was to be a particular focus on ‘frontier’ 
areas, where the government’s control was weak.56

Th is focus on gazetteers chimed with Zhang Qiyun. He had just co-founded 
a new academic journal, Dili Zazhi (‘Geography Review’) to promote human 
geography in secondary schools.57 In early 1929 Zhang authored an article in 
Dili Zazhi arguing that this new generation of gazetteers would help to foster 
‘homeland feeling’ among the people. Th is, in his view, would be a positive devel-
opment because, ‘Homeland feeling is the basis for nationalism.’ In another 
edition of Dili Zazhi he called for the middle school geography curriculum to be 
based on Sun Yat-sen’s Principle of Nationalism. He became increasingly infl uen-
tial: his ‘Tentative Suggestions for Middle School Geography Course Standards’, 
published later in 1929, were adopted by the Ministry of Education as the basis 
of the new curriculum. Th ey had two main components: explaining the natural 
conditions and social customs of every place in the country in order to foster 
nationalist spirit, and explaining the international situation in which the country 
found itself. As a result, he argued, ‘patriotism and the desire to save the nation 
will automatically grow’.58 Promoting nationalism became the purpose of Zhang’s 
geographical activities.

Th ese contributions brought Zhang’s work to the attention of senior fi gures 
in the Guomindang, and in December 1930 he was invited to join the party by 
its executive committee, probably at the suggestion of his former editor, Chen 
Bulei. Chen had joined the Guomindang in February 1927, and had swiftly 
become the party’s leading propagandist.59 Zhang declined the invitation, but on 
1 November 1932 he became one of the forty or so founding members of the 
government’s ‘National Defence Planning Commission’,60 created in response 
to the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in September 1931, and also to counter 
increasing unrest in Xinjiang. Its primary purpose was to advise on strategic 
issues such as military preparedness and the economy. Zhang was given two roles 
on the Commission, evidence of the dual roles played by geographers during the 
period. Initially, he was placed in charge of preparing the country’s geography 
textbooks, with a mission to inculcate the youth with the right values for national 
survival. Under Zhang, the geography curriculum became more explicit, empha-
sising the need to protect China’s territorial integrity.61 Th en, in September 
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1934, Zhang was deployed as ‘head of geography’ for a two-year-long investiga-
tion of the country’s northwestern frontier: the provinces of Shaanxi, Gansu, 
Ningxia and Qinghai.62

It was an academic mission with strategic importance. With Tibet having 
achieved de facto independence and Xinjiang ruled by warlords, the Nanjing 
government needed to know whether the surrounding provinces might also try 
to break away. Th e geographers were also tasked with drafting a plan for the 
economic development of the region to connect it more closely to the heart-
land. Th e whole enterprise was supposed to be a low-profi le operation but in 
December 1934, while researching in Gansu, Zhang revealed himself to be 
more of an academic than a politician. He delivered a speech about the work of 
the National Defence Planning Commission, stressing the importance of the 
region’s economic development for national security. In it he compared his own 
work to that of a Ming Dynasty scholar, Gu Yanwu, who, three centuries earlier, 
had prepared a document, Tianxia junguo libingshu (‘On the Strengths and 
Weaknesses of Various Places of All Under Heaven’) to help secure the north-
western frontier from invasion.63 Th is led to a deluge of newspaper coverage of 
activities that were supposed to be secret and Zhang found himself in consider-
able trouble.

Four months later the Commission was reorganised into the ‘National 
Resources Commission’ and placed under the government’s Military Committee 
and Zhang was sent back to academia. It was not long, however, before the 
Guomindang geography network had him rehabilitated. His old friend Chen 
Bulei was, by then, working as Chiang Kai-shek’s chief-of-staff .64 In April 1936 
Chen lobbied Chiang to appoint Zhu Kezhen as head of Zhejiang University in 
Hangzhou. Th e week after Zhu took up the post he off ered Zhang the position 
of head of the university’s Department of History and Geography.65 Perhaps in 
gratitude, Zhang fi nally agreed to join the Guomindang in July 1938, on Chen 
Bulei’s recommendation. For the next ten years he would combine his political 
career with his academic one, while remaining a senior fi gure at Zhejiang 
University.66

Meanwhile, the national situation was becoming ever more critical. Japan 
had invaded ‘China proper’ in July 1937 and by the end of the year its forces 
had captured Beijing, Shanghai and Nanjing. As the crisis grew deeper, Chiang 
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Kai-shek urged the use of geography and history as tools to spread Guomindang 
ideology among the country’s youth. On 28 August 1938 Chiang gave a speech 
to the fi rst graduation ceremony for the Central Training Corps (a paramilitary 
organisation intended to indoctrinate army offi  cers and senior civil servants) in 
the city of Hankou, in which he told his audience:

If our people do not know the glory of our national history, how can they 
fully perceive our humiliation today? If they are not familiar with the geog-
raphy of our nation, how can they fi nd the resolve to restore our lost terri-
tory? From today forward, we must not tread this disastrous path any 
longer: we must absolutely give special emphasis to history and geography 
education, to stimulate the citizens’ patriotic spirit to defend the country, 
and launch our people’s brilliant and dazzling new destiny!

As a result, the curricula of universities, and then middle and high schools, 
were revised to include more history and geography, ‘to stimulate students’ 
determination and resolve to rejuvenate our national people’.67

In December 1939, with Japanese forces advancing south and east, Zhang 
was invited to talks with Chiang about evacuating Zhejiang University to a safer 
location. However, it seems the two didn’t actually meet until over a year later. 
On 15 March 1941 they had dinner in Chongqing, along with Chen Bulei. 
According to their diaries, the group talked about ‘history and geography educa-
tion . . . as well as frontier issues’. Th e geographer and the generalissimo struck 
up a strong friendship: they came from the same hometown, and Chiang 
described Zhang in his diary as ‘lovely’. For Zhang, the main result was a grant 
of $50,000 to establish a new academic journal, Sixiang yu shidai (‘Ideas and 
Times’). After this, Zhang became, in eff ect, Chiang Kai-shek’s geopolitical 
adviser. In 1942 he published a book on ‘Th e International Development of 
China’ and another on ‘Th e Northeastern Problem’ (referring to the Japanese 
occupation of Manchuria). During 1942 and 1943 he wrote a series of articles 
on ‘Th e Military History of China’ for the journal of the ‘Society of Contemporary 
Th ought’, expounding on the importance of geographical circumstances to mili-
tary success.68 Th en, in June 1943 and on Zhu’s recommendation, Zhang was 
sent to the US as part of an academic delegation invited by the Department of 
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State. His original six-month stay was extended until the autumn of 1945. His 
publications there included one entitled ‘Climate and Man in China’ that harked 
back to Zhu Kezhen’s original studies decades before69, and the fi rst pamphlet 
for a newly established think tank in New York, the Sino-International Economic 
Research Center, on ‘Th e Natural Resources of China’.70 He became a key fi gure 
in explaining the geography of China to American offi  cials while also off ering 
ideas to the Guomindang government on future policy.71

Th e Japanese invasion had, unsurprisingly, forced Chiang Kai-shek to pay more 
attention to geopolitics. During the early part of 1938 the Japanese started to 
occupy the area between Beijing and Nanjing, and on 25 March they attempted 
to seize the crucial transport hub of Tai’erzhuang, about halfway between the 
northern and southern capitals. Th e battle happened to coincide with an 
Extraordinary National Congress of the Guomindang, called by Chiang Kai-shek 
to approve his de facto military control of the government. On 1 April the 
congress did so, appointing him ‘director-general’ of the party. As the fi ghting 
raged in Tai’erzhuang, the meeting in Hankou discussed the government’s 
foreign policy and handling of the war.72 In the speeches and resolutions we see 
the emergence of Chiang’s geopolitical ideas. In his speech on ‘Th e Anti-Japanese 
Resistance War and the Future of Our Party’, Chiang argued, ‘We must enable 
Korea and Taiwan to restore their independence and freedom, and enable them 
to solidify the national defence of the Republic of China and consolidate the 
base for peace in East Asia.’ Signifi cantly, although he noted that Taiwan had 
been part of China’s sovereign territory (lingtu) in the past, he did not call for 
either territory to be incorporated into China.73 What was important was the 
two territories’ strategic position and their potential role as buff er states on the 
country’s frontier.

In retrospect, what is remarkable is how uncontroversial this was at the time. 
Th e Communist Party had long supported independence for Taiwan, rather 
than reincorporation into China. At its sixth congress in 1928, the party had 
recognised the Taiwanese as a separate nationality. In November 1938 the party 
plenum resolved to ‘build an anti-Japanese united front between the Chinese 
and the Korean, Taiwanese and other peoples’, implicitly drawing a distinction 
between Taiwanese and Chinese. At this time, in the Communist view, the 
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Taiwanese were a separate minzu.74 Th is continued into the early 1940s with 
articles by both Zhou Enlai, in July 1941, and Marshal Zhu De, in November 
1941, describing the future liberated Taiwan as a separate nation-state. Even 
when the Communist Party declared war on Japan in December 1941, its 
announcement listed the people of Taiwan separately from the Chinese.75

Th is view of Taiwan’s separateness formed a consensus in Chinese politics 
at least until 1942. Th ree things seem to have changed the situation. Firstly, 
the United States entered the war, in December 1941, and it became possible 
to imagine the defeat of Japan. It was only then that the Guomindang govern-
ment formally declared war on Japan and unilaterally renounced the Treaty of 
Shimonoseki. As a result, Chiang’s thoughts turned to post-war geopolitics. 
Secondly, Chiang was looking for ways to divert Japanese war eff orts by 
promoting unrest in areas under its control, such as Taiwan.76 And thirdly, a 
tiny number of Taiwanese, who had fl ed Japanese colonialism for exile on the 
mainland, were actively lobbying the Guomindang to think of Taiwan as part 
of China.

Dozens of small Taiwanese exile organisations had been formed in China 
during the 1920s and 1930s, but they only began to unite and gain political 
infl uence after the start of the war with Japan. Being able to speak Japanese 
made these activists very useful in both intelligence and propaganda work, 
something that gave them access to the military leadership. Many of them had 
also been trained in the latest medical methods by the Japanese and provided 
hospital services behind the front lines. One doctor, Weng Junming, who had 
joined Sun Yat-sen’s Tongmenghui in 1912 as a nineteen-year-old student, 
became a key fi gure. In September 1940, following lobbying by Weng Junming, 
the Guomindang formed a ‘Taiwan Party Headquarters Preparatory Committee’ 
and put Weng in charge. In February 1941 an alliance of several small Taiwanese 
groups came together to create the Taiwan Revolutionary League which, in June 
1942, was formally recognised by the Guomindang.77

It was at this moment that the Guomindang’s discussion of Taiwan changed 
radically. In mid-1942 it began to use the term retrocession (guangfu), a word 
with particular nationalistic signifi cance. Guangfu had been used during the 
Tang Dynasty (618–906) to describe the regaining of control over land previ-
ously conquered by foreigners. Comparing themselves to the Tang Dynasty 
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gave the Guomindang a useful propaganda boost during the dark times of war 
with Japan and increasing hostility with the Communist Party. It is interesting 
to note, however, that the party felt it had to make a case for guangfu – it was 
by no means a logical step. Research by the historian Steve Phillips shows that 
they did so in several ways: by appealing to ideas of racial solidarity (that 
Taiwanese are of the Han bloodline), historical precedent (the two centuries of 
rule by the Qing), the illegitimacy of the Treaty of Shimonoseki and the asser-
tion that guangfu was something that the Taiwanese population wanted.78

It seems from Chiang’s writings, however, that his own desire to incorporate 
Taiwan into the Republic was primarily driven by geopolitics. In November 
1942 he began drafting his post-war manifesto, the book-length China’s Destiny 
(Zhongguo zhi mingyun) with the help of ghostwriters, of whom the most 
important was Chen Bulei.79 Th e text also shows the strong infl uence of geog-
raphers. Zhang Qiyun had been personal friends with Chiang for about 
two years by this stage and did not leave for the United States until June 1943, 
three months after the book had been published.80 China’s Destiny talks about 
the country forming ‘a self-contained unit’ and ‘each region [having] its own 
particular soil and natural resources’ and with a ‘division of labour . . . largely 
determined by their physical conditions’. Th e echoes of Zhang’s earlier text-
books are clear. Th e book then moves on to the question of national defence. 
‘If even one area is occupied by a diff erent race [yizu], then the entire nation 
and entire state loses the natural barriers for self defence. Th erefore Taiwan, 
Penghu, the four northeast provinces, inner and outer Mongolia, Xinjiang 
and Tibet are all strongholds for the protection of the nation’s survival.’81 Th ere 
is a chauvinistic vision of the country here: in order to defend ‘China’, the 
surrounding areas need to be incorporated into its defences, regardless of their 
ethnic composition.

It appears, therefore, that during 1942 Taiwan became important to Chiang 
and the Guomindang both as a bulwark against foreign invasion and as evidence 
of its commitment to ending national humiliation. Chiang also began to press 
for other territories to be ‘returned’ to the Republic. He lobbied Indian nation-
alists to win support for his claim on Tibet and sought the early return of Hong 
Kong’s New Territories from Britain.82 Th e British were not prepared to concede 
either point, but they were willing to see Japan give back Manchuria and 
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Taiwan. Th e compromise was sealed at the Cairo Conference between Chiang, 
Churchill and Roosevelt in November 1943. Th us it was that Taiwan’s guangfu 
was arranged.

And so it came to pass in 1945. On 9 September, General Isayama Haruki, 
the Japanese chief of staff  in Taiwan, fl ew to Nanjing to formally surrender. 
Guomindang forces fi nally arrived on the island on 25 October. However, there 
were many people on Taiwan who had no wish to be incorporated into the 
Republic. Some had benefi ted from the Japanese occupation, some objected to 
the corruption of the Guomindang, while others were simply hostile towards 
incomers from the mainland. To compound the problem, local feeling was 
ineptly handled by Chen Yi, the offi  cial whom Chiang had appointed as the 
island’s new governor-general, and discontent grew. Protests fi nally exploded on 
28 February 1947 and were met with extreme violence. By the end of March, at 
least 5,000 Taiwanese (some say 20,000) had been killed by Chen Yi’s mainland 
forces. All of this undermined the nationalist proclamations of unity that had 
underpinned the calls for guangfu.

Nonetheless, within two years of the massacres, the island became critical 
to the survival of the Guomindang. As the Communist Party gained the upper 
hand in the civil war, Chiang Kai-shek’s thoughts turned to the question 
of survival. Where was the best place for his government to retreat to? He 
favoured the southwest, around his wartime capital Chongqing, or the island 
of Hainan. In late 1948 he consulted his geopolitical adviser, Zhang Qiyun. 
Zhang turned his understanding of the country’s regional geography into 
a wish-list for the party’s last redoubt. It required a place that could be easily 
defended but was within striking distance of the mainland; that was fertile 
for agriculture and large enough to feed several million people, possessed of 
well-developed infrastructure and an industrial base, and was largely free of 
Communist Party supporters. In his geographer’s opinion, the best option was 
Taiwan.83

Zhang was right. Chongqing and Hainan fell but Taiwan held out. Ultimately 
then, the reason why Taiwan has a diff erent government from the People’s 
Republic, and why there are increasingly loud calls for the island to formally 
declare its independence, is because of the advice of a geography professor from 
Zhejiang University. Zhang himself fi nally departed Shanghai for Taiwan in May 
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1949, with Communist forces about to storm the city. His teacher and mentor 
Zhu Kezhen, who had fallen out with the Guomindang, opted to remain in 
Shanghai and live under Communist Party rule. Th e two never met again. Once 
on Taiwan, Zhang became a senior fi gure in Chiang’s reorganised Guomindang. 
He was initially put in charge of administrative and logistical matters,84 and 
became, in turn, a member of the fi rst National Assembly, general-secretary of 
the Guomindang’s Central Committee and then minister of education. His fi nal 
work was the establishment of the ‘Chinese Culture University’ in Taipei, dedi-
cated to making the island more Chinese – a form of intellectual guangfu.

Tuesday 26 March 2019 was a proud day for the director and staff  of the 
London School of Economics. A new sculpture by the Turner Prize-winning 
artist Mark Wallinger was being unveiled right outside the recently completed 
student centre. Wallinger’s work was entitled Th e World Turned Upside Down, a 
literal description of the piece. It featured a globe, about four metres high, 
resting on the North Pole, with Antarctica nearest the sky. Th e title was a refer-
ence to England’s seventeenth-century Civil War, and the upending of an old 
order. In Wallinger’s words: ‘Th is is the world, as we know it from a diff erent 
viewpoint. Familiar, strange, and subject to change.’ Wallinger’s work has often 
addressed nationalism. His 2001 commission at the Venice Biennale, Oxymoron, 
included British fl ags with the usual red, white and blue replaced by the green, 
white and orange of the Irish tricolour. Th e LSE’s director, Minouche Shafi k, 
told journalists covering the launch of the globe sculpture that the work 
refl ected the mission of academia, where research and teaching ‘often means 
seeing the world from diff erent and unfamiliar points of view’.

But one group of students was not prepared to see the world from a diff erent 
point of view. Within hours of the unveiling, a few students from the People’s 
Republic of China noticed that Taiwan had been coloured pink while the PRC 
had been coloured yellow and that Taipei had been marked with a red square, 
indicating a national capital, rather than the black dot used for provincial 
cities. Th ey protested to the director and demanded that the work be changed. 
In their view, the artist’s intent was irrelevant: Taiwan should be just as yellow 
as the mainland. Th e LSE was facing a ‘Gap moment’. Students from the PRC 
make up 13 per cent of the total student body at the LSE,85 so a boycott could 
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have been ruinous. At the same time, the school’s Taiwanese students and their 
supporters also rallied. Th ey pointed out that Taiwan’s president, Tsai Ing-wen, 
was a graduate of the LSE, a fact that had been trumpeted by the school when 
she was elected. Two days later, the artwork had expanded to include a notice 
stating, ‘Th e LSE is committed to . . . ensuring that everyone in our commu-
nity is treated with equal dignity and respect.’86

A crisis meeting was called, chaired by Shafi k and including representatives 
from the school’s Directorate, Internal Communication Offi  ce and Faith 
Centre, plus two Chinese students, one Taiwanese, as well as an Israeli and a 
Palestinian (who were upset about the depiction of the Middle East). Th e 
Chinese students then tried to broaden the discussion, saying they were also 
upset about the depiction of the Chinese-Indian border. According to the 
Taiwanese student present, Shafi k apparently ‘took out her notebook’ at this 
point.87 Wallinger himself avoided media comment except for one interview 
with the LSE student newspaper, Th e Beaver, in which he said, ‘Th ere are a lot 
of contested regions in the world, that’s just a fact.’ Th e arguments continued 
for several months until, in July 2019, the LSE and Wallinger made a minor 
concession. Th ey added an asterisk next to the name ‘Rep. China (Taiwan)’ on 
the work and also a sign below it stating ‘Th ere are many disputed borders and 
the artist has indicated some of these with an asterisk.’88 But Taiwan remained 
a separate colour: the LSE and the artist held their nerve. Th ey did not ‘do 
a Gap’ and the sculpture continues to represent political reality rather than 
an idealised version of ‘maximum China’ imagined by its patriots online and 
offl  ine.

Borders and formally defi ned territories are a modern, European invention 
imposed on, and adopted by, Asian elites over the course of a violent century. 
Th e new Chinese nationalism that emerged from the ruins of the Qing Empire 
manifested itself as a desire to be a ‘normal country’, equal to the industrial 
powers and part of an international system. Th e nationalists made a choice 
without really realising they had done so. By choosing to exert a Chinese claim 
over a multi-ethnic domain, a decision predicated upon a new Han chauvinism, 
they obliged the Republic to extend its reach into the furthest, most marginal 
regions. Th is was, in eff ect, a new colonialism: expanding ‘Han’ Chinese rule 
into places it had never reached before. Th e geographers’ maps and surveys led 
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the way and their textbooks and national humiliation maps built support for 
the project back in the heartland. Th e geographers and the Guomindang 
worked together to make the imaginary boundaries real and create a national 
territory – a lingtu – both on the ground and in the minds of the citizens. Th ey 
did so by generating a fear of loss, of humiliation, that continues to animate 
Chinese policy to this day.

Th e Republic of China only formally recognised the independence of 
Mongolia under the terms of the 1946 Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, and 
following a referendum in which the Mongolians nominally exercised their 
right of self-determination. Th e border between China and Russia, ostensibly 
agreed in 1689 with the Treaty of Nerchinsk, was only fi nally settled on 14 
October 2008 with a deal on islands in the Amur River. Th e border between 
Guangxi province and Vietnam, although agreed in 1894, was only formally 
demarcated in 2009. Tibet was forcibly incorporated into the People’s Republic 
of China in 1950, bringing a Chinese state face-to-face with India for the fi rst 
time. As the T-shirt buyers of Niagara Falls know well, the continuing lack of 
agreement in the Himalayas has the capacity to provoke full-scale war between 
two nuclear-armed militaries. Taiwan’s separateness is an ongoing crisis. And 
then there are the maritime boundaries. But that’s another chapter.
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THE INVENTION OF A MARITIME CLAIM
ansha – shoal

Late May 2019, the Sapura Esperanza drilling barge is at work in the southern 
part of the South China Sea. Th e barge fl oats about 100 metres above an area 
of seabed offi  cially defi ned by the Malaysian authorities as exploration block 
SK320. Th ree thousand metres below the seabed lies the Pegaga gas fi eld. Once 
this well, known as F14, is drilled and prepared, the gas will be pumped down 
a thirty-eight-inch pipeline, at a rate of half a billion cubic feet per day, to the 
city of Bintulu, about 250 kilometres away, where it will generate electricity for 
the people and businesses of the state of Sarawak.

Managing a three-kilometre-long drill pipe while fl oating in the middle of 
the South China Sea is a tricky operation; the last thing the engineers want is 
distractions. But early that May morning, an unwelcome visitor arrived: China 
Coast Guard vessel CCG 35111. Th e ship was not passing through on its way 
to a friendly port; CCG 35111 had come to intrude and harass. It circled the 
drilling barge at high speed, impeding the passage of support vessels in clear 
violation of international maritime rules. For about a month, since the barge had 
begun drilling, the Royal Malaysian Navy had been expecting something like 
this. As a result, its patrol vessel, the KD Kelantan, was already on station. At the 
time the Chinese vessel was detected, KD Kelantan was on the eastern side of a 
reef known as the Luconia Breakers, part of the larger series of rock formations 
known collectively as the Luconia Shoals, named after a British ship that plotted 
their location in 1803.1 Malaysia calls it Beting Hempasan Bantin. Navigating 
carefully through the dangerous shallows, the KD Kelantan moved to put itself 
between the Chinese ship and the drilling barge. CCG 35111 got the message 
and moved away. But the next day it returned, and again the next day. For three 
days, the two played cat-and-mouse around the coral reef before the Chinese 
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ship moved to a safe distance. Even then it did not move away entirely but sat on 
the horizon watching the drilling operation continue until CCG 35111 was 
replaced, three days later, by an even bigger China Coast Guard vessel.

Th ere has been at least one China Coast Guard ship on station near Luconia 
Shoals since the middle of 2013. On the surface it may be hard to see why: it 
is an inhospitable spot of the earth’s surface. Occasionally shingle builds up to 
form a small sandbank on one of the reefs, but it can be washed away again in 
a single storm. European navigators marked this part of the sea ‘dangerous 
ground’ on their maps and largely kept clear. Yet there are reasons for countries 
to covet this piece of water: the reefs are rich in fi sh and the rock beneath is 
even richer in gas and oil. Th at is one of the reasons why, in 1982, almost every 
country agreed rules for dividing up the world’s underwater resources. Th e 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) allotted each 
state with a coast an ‘Exclusive Economic Zone’, stretching up to 200 nautical 
miles (approximately 400 kilometres) out from their shores. UNCLOS was 
supposed to prevent disputes such as the one playing out around the Luconia 
Shoals. And yet the China Coast Guard is there, 1,500 kilometres from Hainan 
Island, the nearest piece of undisputed Chinese land.

China claims the Luconia Shoals as part of its national territory, even 
though there is no territory actually there, beyond a shifting sandbank. Its 
claim becomes even more surreal 120 kilometres to the southwest at a place 
called the James Shoal, probably named after one of the ‘White Rajahs’ of 
Sarawak, Sir James Brooke. Th ere is no land there at all, just a piece of shallow 
sea, around twenty-two metres deep. And yet the James Shoal is offi  cially the 
southernmost point of Chinese territory. Even today, a typical task in a Chinese 
school geography class is to measure the distance between the country’s furthest 
extremities: from the border with Russia in the north to a patch of sea 100 
kilometres off  the coast of Borneo. Teachers don’t explain to their children why 
this piece of non-territory should rightfully belong to China. Almost no one in 
China actually knows. A typical response to the question is to say that it has 
been Chinese ‘since ancient times’. Th e real story is that it only became part of 
China’s territorial claim in the South China Sea because of a series of screw-ups 
by Chinese offi  cials in the 1930s. No Chinese government even thought of 
claiming the James Shoal and the Luconia Shoals before 1946.
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It is not just Malaysia that fi nds itself the subject of unwelcome attention. 
China has obstructed oil and gas drilling at other underwater features, too. Off  
the southeastern coast of Vietnam is an area of shallow sea called the Vanguard 
Bank, named after a British brig which spotted it in 1846.2 It too is rich in 
oil and gas and it too has been the site of several maritime confrontations 
between Vietnam and China since the early 1990s. Th e Philippines fi nds itself 
in the same situation, near a feature called Sea Horse Shoal, spotted by a ship 
of the same name in 1776. Th e Philippines won a ruling from an International 
Arbitral Tribunal in 2016 making clear that it was the legitimate owner of all 
the marine resources in the area. China refused to accept that ruling and, 
according to the Philippines president, Rodrigo Duterte, his Chinese counter-
part Xi Jinping threatened him with the prospect of war if the Philippines tried 
to develop the natural gas known to be nearby.

China has never made clear the exact legal basis of its claim to the marine 
resources so close to other countries’ coasts. All we know is that it has some-
thing to do with a line that fi rst appeared on Chinese maps in 1948. In its 
original incarnation, this ‘U-shaped line’ around most of the South China Sea 
was comprised of eleven dashes. In 1953 two of the dashes in the Gulf of 
Tonkin were dropped, probably as part of a deal with the communist party in 
Vietnam, giving us the ‘nine-dash line’ of today’s headlines. In recent years, 
China has raised the status of this line to a near religious level by printing it in 
passports and legislating to ensure that every map published in the country 
includes it. Leaders vow to defend every inch of it and threaten war on anyone 
who tries to violate it. But how did this line come to be drawn and why did it 
take the shape that it did? Th e most tragic part of the South China Sea disputes 
is that the world could witness a superpower confl ict simply because of poor 
translation and bad map-making in the middle part of the twentieth century.

11 June 1907,3 Liu Sifu is assembling bombs in a hurry. He was awake late into 
the previous night, writing farewell letters to his girlfriend and some of his 
female relatives, and overslept. Now Liu is hunched over a table on the third 
fl oor of a house in Guangzhou, mixing up fulminate of mercury and pouring 
it into metal casings. Th e house, arranged for him by a local teacher, belongs 
to a small private school and sits just around the corner from the yamen, the 
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offi  ce of the most senior offi  cial in the region, the governor-general of the 
Liangguang (the ‘Two Guangs’: Guangxi and Guangdong).4 Liu is not here for 
the governor-general, however, but for his expected guest.

Th e guest has been singled out for assassination because, at that moment, 
troops under his command are on the verge of crushing a rebel insurrection 
just outside the city of Huizhou, about 120 kilometres east of the governor-
general’s yamen. Brigade-General Li Zhun has become a particular object of 
hate for the revolutionaries. Th e previous month, his troops had suppressed 
another uprising, in Huanggang. In the words of the historian Edward Rhoads, 
General Li is ‘fast becoming the dominant military fi gure’ in Guangdong.5 He 
makes a point of reporting to the governor-general on the fi rst and fi fteenth 
day of each lunar month. Th e revolutionaries know this and are ready.

But before their plan can unfold, some of the fulminate of mercury that 
Liu is hurriedly handling in his third-fl oor room explodes. Zhang Gushan, 
the schoolteacher who has arranged the room and is acting as lookout, rushes 
upstairs. He fi nds Liu lying on the bed, covered in blood and missing his 
left hand. Still just conscious, Liu instructs Zhang to gently submerge the 
remaining bombs in the urine in his chamber pot and to hide the farewell letters. 
By the time the authorities arrive, the exact purpose of the bombers’ activities 
that morning has been hidden. Nonetheless, Liu is arrested and, once his lower 
arm has been amputated, jailed without trial. General Li Zhun, on the other 
hand, survives intact. Yet another revolutionary plot fails. It’s becoming quite 
a habit.

While all this is unfolding in Guangzhou, the opening act of a much quieter 
drama is being staged 450 kilometres to the southwest. Th e island of Pratas sits 
like a pearl mounted on a ring-like reef in the sea between Hong Kong and 
Taiwan. It is a near-perfect desert island: the highest point is just a few metres 
above the waves, the beaches are fringed with a few palm trees and a lagoon fi lls 
and empties with the tide; turtles and fi sh can be caught in the shallows. Th e 
currents are dangerous, however, and the coral is sharp. Sometimes, brave fi sh-
ermen come here to rest and repair their nets but there is no fertile land and 
minimal fresh water. Th e British naturalist Cuthbert Collingwood visited it in 
1867, while sailing with HMS Serpent, and reported it was ‘occasionally visited 
by Chinese fi shermen’, and found a dilapidated wooden temple.6 Th e only 
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other visitors are birds: millions of them. It is the birds that make Pratas an 
attractive prize for one Japanese entrepreneur.

Japan’s industrial workforce needs cheaper rice, its rice farmers need 
fertiliser and Pratas is covered with it. Th e island is metres deep in guano, 
petrifi ed bird droppings rich in nitrogen, phosphate and potassium. In 1910 
the German chemists Fritz Haber and Carl Bosch will perfect their catalytic 
process for manufacturing ammonia. Until then, guano is what keeps the fi elds 
green in the industrialised world. Th e trade has already brought fl eeting wealth, 
and permanent environmental destruction, to dozens of islands across the 
Pacifi c, and Japanese merchants are willing to take big risks for the prize. So 
in mid-1907, Nishizawa Yoshiji, an entrepreneur from Osaka, lands on Pratas 
seeking a fortune. He brings along over 100 workers, who set up accommoda-
tion, offi  ces and railway tracks on the island to shift the guano from where the 
birds have dropped it, down to the beach.

As the shipments start arriving in Osaka, rumours start to spread about 
what is really happening on Pratas. From early September 1907, worried art -
icles appear in Western newspapers suggesting that a naval base could be under 
construction. Th e Americans are particularly concerned, given the proximity of 
Pratas to their recently acquired colony of the Philippine Islands. So when the 
United States’ secretary of war, William H. Taft, visits Shanghai in December 
1907 (on his way back from attending the inauguration of the fi rst Philippine 
Assembly) he receives an urgent telegram from Washington instructing him to 
ask the Qing government what it knows about the matter. By all accounts, the 
offi  cials know absolutely nothing about the matter but apparently insist that 
the island ‘indisputably’ belongs to the Qing Empire.7

Yet, nothing was done about the presence of a foreign merchant stealing the 
empire’s guano resources for well over a year. Th e press reports dried up and the 
authorities turned their attention to more pressing maritime matters. Shortly 
before Secretary Taft’s visit, the British authorities in Hong Kong resolved to do 
something about the worsening piracy problem in the waters around their 
colony. As order slowly collapsed across Guangdong it was sometimes hard to 
tell which criminals were revolutionaries, which were bandits and which had 
offi  cial connections. Th ere was little trust in the provincial authorities and the 
merchants of Hong Kong were demanding action. As a result, the British and 



219

THE INVENTION OF A  MARIT IME CLAIM

other European powers announced they would despatch gunboats to patrol the 
West River, leading inland from Guangzhou.

Th is provoked a huge reaction from sections of the citizenry. On 22 November 
1907 a group of students founded the ‘Society to Recover the Nation’s 
Rights’ to campaign against the British operation. Th ey were joined by the 
‘Guangzhou Merchants’ Self-Government Society’ and enjoyed the tacit support 
of the governor-general. Th e crisis was only resolved in January 1908, when the 
governor-general appointed General Li as provincial naval commander with the 
rank of admiral and a mission to crack down on piracy. Th e British then decided 
to withdraw their gunboats, something that was greeted as a huge victory by the 
nationalists. Admiral Li became the hero of the hour. His prestige only grew 
higher when, the following month, he led an operation to seize a cargo of 
weapons being smuggled to the revolutionaries aboard a Japanese freighter, the 
Tatsu Maru.

However, the Japanese government demanded a formal apology for the 
seizure of the Tatsu Maru, plus the payment of an indemnity and the punish-
ment of the offi  cials involved. As a result, 20,000 people joined a protest in 
Guangzhou on 18 March, organised by the Self-Government Society. Despite 
this, the Qing authorities did agree to apologise, to make a symbolic salute of the 
Japanese fl ag and to release the ship. But they refused to release the impounded 
guns and ammunition. Instead, they paid the Japanese government 21,400 yen 
in compensation.8 Two days later, the Self-Government Society designated the 
date that the Tatsu Maru was released as ‘National Humiliation Commemoration 
Day’.9 It also declared a boycott of Japanese goods, which the central govern-
ment banned, under pressure from Japanese diplomats. Th e crisis fi zzled out, 
but the resentment remained.

Li Zhun was at the heart of this episode and the Japanese wanted him 
punished. However, the Qing governor-general valued him as an eff ective 
commander and the British valued his eff orts against piracy so he remained in 
post. He spent the rest of 1908 suppressing unrest in Guangdong and Guangxi 
and became increasingly popular in both Hong Kong and Guangzhou. He was 
happy to give interviews to the English-language press and clearly relished the 
subsequent publicity. Shortly after the Tatsu Maru incident, he was asked by a 
journalist about the reports from Pratas. Th e Singapore Free Press and Mercantile 
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Advertiser reported, ‘When asked as to whether the statement Japan had seized 
an island to the South of Hongkong, known as the Pratas Island is true, the 
Admiral [Li Zhun] replied that he was making investigations and did not care 
to say much on that question.’10 In fact, almost a year went by before he said 
anything at all.

Th e Qing navy barely existed in the 1900s. Th e results of two decades of 
‘self-strengthening’ policies, intended to create dockyards, skilled technicians 
and modern maritime forces (policies which had the unintended consequence 
of allowing translations of Western social and political theory to reach Chinese 
audiences – see Chapter 3) were literally sunk, or captured, during the 1894/5 
war with Japan. Th e surviving ships were too small to do more than patrol 
rivers or the immediate coastline. Th e only organisation with the ability to sail 
further afi eld was the Imperial Maritime Customs Service, which, although a 
government agency, was a hybrid organisation, mainly run by foreigners. (As 
we saw in Chapter 1, this organisation, too, was responsible for introducing 
many Western ideas into Chinese society.)

In the absence of a genuine navy, the Customs Service was given the task of 
investigating developments on Pratas. Th e trigger seems to have been complaints 
from fi shermen chased away from the island by Mr Nishizawa’s workers. 
A customs cutter was despatched to Pratas, arriving on 1 March 1909 carrying 
a young British offi  cer, Hamilton Foote-Carey.11 After a brief discussion, the 
ship returned to port. Two weeks later it came back, accompanied by a Chinese 
gunboat carrying the heroic admiral, Li Zhun. Th ey were appalled to see over 
100 labourers mining guano under a Rising Sun fl ag. Nishizawa, however, 
would not be moved. He had found the guano, and since no one occupied the 
island, he claimed it was his.

When this news reached Guangdong, with anti-Japanese feeling already 
running high, crowds poured onto the streets. Th e main Hong Kong news-
paper, the South China Morning Post (SCMP), noted drily that ‘Th e local 
Chinese mind has been agitated somewhat’ and that ‘the Chinese in the south 
are not taking the matter kindly’. On 19 March the paper reported that the 
governor-general ‘has deemed it expedient in the interests of peace, to prohibit 
the vernacular [Chinese-language] press making further reference to the subject 
of an infl ammatory nature or otherwise’. Th e Self-Government Society and 
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others began to revive the anti-Japanese boycott, despite its illegality. With its 
exports coming under pressure, the Japanese government agreed to negotiate 
over the fate of Pratas. If the Qing authorities could prove that they owned it, 
then Tokyo would recognise their claim.

Th is set off  a hunt that continues to this day: a search for evidence to prove 
that islands in the South China Sea belong to China. It became a passionate 
cause for nationalist agitators and offi  cials alike. Some went to interview fi sh-
ermen, seeking details of voyages, but Admiral Li Zhun went to the archives, 
seeking documents. In his own account, published many years later, he said it 
was not easy: ‘We searched old Chinese maps, books, and the Guangdong 
Provincial Gazetteer and could not fi nd such a name [Pratas]. Observer Wang 
Xuecen, who reads extensively, informed me: “In the time of the Qianlong 
emperor [1735–1796], the general of Gaoliang, Chen Lunjiong, wrote a book 
titled Record of Sea Nation Observations, in which the name of that island is 
recorded.” We used that book to negotiate with the Japanese about the return 
of the island.’ In other words, the only evidence the Qing authorities could 
muster was a book that was at least a century old. However, the Japanese side 
were willing to accept it, so long as Nishizawa was compensated for having to 
abandon his operation.

Th ere were then fi ve months of negotiations over the value of this compen-
sation. In October, the governor-general agreed to pay 160,000 silver dollars 
to Nishizawa in exchange for him abandoning his activities and Japan recog-
nising Qing sovereignty. Nishizawa agreed to pay $20,000 for destroying a 
fi shermen’s temple he had found on the island. Honour was satisfi ed all round. 
Th e governor-general hoped to recoup the cost by taking over the guano oper-
ation and directing the profi ts towards Guangzhou. However, the practicalities 
of economic development were more diffi  cult than he realised. Almost a year 
later, in August 1910, the Guangdong provincial authorities attempted to 
restart guano extraction on Pratas. Lacking the necessary knowledge, they 
contracted Nishizawa’s fi rm to run it on their behalf!12

While all this was going on, Admiral Li came to hear of another maritime 
territory previously unknown to him: the Paracel Islands, southwest of Hong 
Kong in the direction of Indochina. According to Li’s later account, he had 
only been informed of their existence by the commander of the ‘Left Fleet’, 
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Lin Guoxiang, an experienced sailor. Admiral Li lobbied the governor-general 
to pay for an expedition to the Paracels to try to prevent any Japanese guano-
miners making inroads there. However, Li’s naval forces didn’t have the ability 
to sail that far so, once again, the Customs Service was asked to step in. At the 
end of March 1909, the Customs’ cruiser Kaiban transported three of the 
governor-general’s offi  cials to the islands. When it returned to Hong Kong on 
15 April, it apparently ‘caused wonder in the local population by exhibiting 20 
or so enormous turtles brought back from these deserted islands’, according to 
the French consul.13 Th e interest in these rare creatures and general atmosphere 
of surprise demonstrate how little Chinese offi  cials and the general public 
knew about the islands before 1909. Aside from a few fi shermen, almost no 
one had cared about their existence until the Japanese showed up. Th at had 
now dramatically changed.

In the wake of this mini-success, Admiral Li persuaded the governor-general 
to pay for a second expedition to the Paracels. Th is would have two purposes: the 
voyage would make a formal claim of sovereignty over the islands, and the ensuing 
fl ag-waving would generate huge support for the offi  cials seen to be standing up 
against the foreigners. Th e mission would involve three ‘small Cantonese gunboats’ 
(as the French consul described them) – the Fupo, Chinhao and Kwongkum – with 
106 people aboard, including the admiral himself, the regional supervisor (daotai), 
the secretary of the provincial fi nance department and the provincial salt commis-
sioner: in all, a high-status delegation. Also on board was a German radio engin eer 
named Herr Brauns, whose job was to send back details of the fl otilla’s progress 
to the media in Hong Kong, plus a journalist from the Hong Kong-based 
newspaper of Sun Yat-sen’s pro-revolution Xingzhonghui, the Zhongguo Ribao/
Chung kuo jih pao. Admiral Li wanted the expedition to be front-page news. 
Something that wasn’t mentioned in the coverage was that the expedition was 
actually guided by a second German: the deputy head of the trading house 
Carlowitz & Co., based in Hong Kong. Europeans were generally far more 
familiar with the Paracels than the local offi  cials, since they frequently sailed past 
them while travelling to and from home. Th ey regarded the islands more as a 
threat to shipping than a nationalist cause célèbre.

Th e three-boat fl otilla left Guangzhou around 14 May 1909, and stopped 
in Hong Kong until 21 May. It then headed on to Hainan Island, staying close 
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to shore, with stops in Haikou, Sama Bay and Yulinkan, where they were 
delayed by a typhoon. At this point, the Kwongkum had to return to Haikou. 
Th e other two ships made a dash for the Paracels, and spent three days exploring 
the archipelago. Li Zhun declared Chinese sovereignty over them in a manner 
familiar to the imperial powers: fi ring cannon volleys, hoisting fl ags and giving 
the islands new Chinese names. One island was named Fubo and another 
Chenhang after the ships. Another was called Ganquan because of the presence 
of a well, and others were named after senior offi  cials. Th is was remarkably 
similar to the actions of the British, almost exactly a century before, who had 
named some of the Paracel Islands after their ships (including Antelope Reef 
and Discovery Reef ) and others after managers of the East India Company: 
Drummond, Duncan, Money, Pattle and Roberts.

Th e return of the ships to Hong Kong on 9 June should have been an 
opportunity for Li and the Guangdong authorities to proclaim their patriotic 
credentials. However, the South China Morning Post reported the ‘extreme reti-
cence’ of the offi  cials who took part in the expedition to talk to its correspond-
 ent.14 It seems they were underwhelmed by what they had discovered. Rather 
than the land of opportunity that they had imagined, it turned out that the 
Paracel Islands were small and barren. By late June, expectations were so low 
that the Guangdong authorities were proposing ‘converting the inhabitable 
portions of the Paracels into a penal settlement, the convicts to be employed in 
agricultural pursuits and timber working on Tree Island’, according to the 
SCMP.15 Even this desperate idea failed to get anywhere. Th e governor-general 
was transferred to a new post and everyone forgot about the whole thing.

However, the mission to claim the Paracels for China had served its purpose. 
It helped to shore up a collapsing regime in Guangdong and rally the people 
against the foreigners for a few weeks. Th at three-day public-relations exercise 
still forms the foundation of China’s territorial claim in the South China Sea 
today. But it would be the last time any Chinese offi  cial visited the islands for 
almost two decades. Th ey had more important things to do. In the meantime, 
other Japanese guano merchants landed on the islands, completely ignoring 
the question of sovereignty. Th e ‘Southern Prosperity Industries Company’ 
and others extracted large amounts of fertiliser without anyone on the main-
land taking any action throughout the 1910s and 1920s.
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Admiral Li, meanwhile, went back to his regular job of suppressing insur-
rection. By 1911, according to Edward Rhoads, ‘Among the revolutionaries, Li 
was easily the most hated offi  cial in Kwangtung [Guangdong]. His forces had 
been involved in the suppression of every one of their uprisings since 1907.’ 
He was about to become their target once again. In late 1909, a few months 
after Admiral Li’s voyage to the Paracels, his would-be assassin, Liu Sifu, was 
released from prison. Liu’s relatives, who were scholar-offi  cials, had pulled 
strings to get him transferred to their home province and then, two years after 
the bomb attempt, freed. Rather than reforming him, prison had turned Liu 
into an ideological anarchist. Shortly after his release he returned to Hong 
Kong and helped to found a new organisation, the China Assassination Corps. 
Before it could launch its fi rst operation, however, a lone revolutionary tried to 
shoot Li while he visited an aircraft demonstration in Guangzhou. Since he 
couldn’t get a clear shot at Li, the gunman killed another offi  cial, who turned 
out to be a Manchu general, Fuqi. As a result, security was tightened, making 
it harder to get closer to Li.

On their third attempt, on 13 August 1911, Liu’s band got close enough 
to Li’s sedan-chair to throw a bomb. Some of Li’s guards were killed but the 
admiral suff ered just two broken ribs.16 His injuries were suffi  cient to take him 
out of public life for a few months, which, by one report, he spent writing 
Chinese characters on fans to present to well-wishers and attending his siblings’ 
weddings.17 He was still on sick leave when the revolution broke out. An army 
mutiny in the city of Wuchang on 10 October spread to surrounding areas and, 
one after another, provinces declared their independence from the Qing Empire. 
Despite the worsening political situation, Li ignored a series of summons from 
the new governor-general, Zhang Mingqi, to help with defending the regime. 
Th is was personal. Zhang had previously stripped Li of command of the prov-
ince’s reserve forces and Li saw no reason to go to his aid now. Th ere is also some 
suggestion that Li became more sympathetic to Han nationalism around this 
time and decided he could no longer support the Manchu regime.18

Two weeks later, the general sent by Beijing to replace the assassinated Fuqi 
was himself assassinated within minutes of arriving in Guangzhou by a bomb 
built under the anarchist Liu’s direction.19 Th e city began to panic. Fears of 
attack by rebel bands, of potential massacres of Manchus by Han racists, and 
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of robbery and looting led to shops being boarded up and people leaving the 
city. Li Zhun’s response was to negotiate a surrender with the people who had 
been trying to kill him for the past four years. He made contact with two 
prominent Chinese fi gures in Hong Kong, who had connections with the 
revolutionaries. Within days, he was in correspondence with Sun Yat-sen’s 
leading ideologue Hu Hanmin, who had just returned to Hong Kong from 
Saigon. On 7 November Li and Hu met and agreed a deal in which Li would 
surrender Guangzhou to the revolutionaries in exchange for his life and that of 
his family. On 9 November the governor-general fl ed to the safety of British 
Hong Kong and Admiral Li became, for one day, his successor. He took part 
in the handover ceremonies to the revolutionaries and then he too fl ed to 
Hong Kong. He had spent almost a decade trying to suppress the revolution 
but at the end he handed them their fi rst major success.

Th is was not the end of Li Zhun’s career. He knew how to survive and he 
soon found ways to make himself useful to the new regime. In an ironic twist, 
the new revolutionary government made him ‘Commissioner for Pacifi cation’ 
in his old province, Guangdong, in August 1913.20 In July 1914 he was 
appointed the military commander of Fujian province and the following 
month, following the outbreak of the First World War, made commissioner of 
the defence inspectorate.21 Th ere was no such good fortune for the guano 
miners of Pratas Island, however. After taking formal ownership of the reef in 
1909, the Guangdong authorities had attempted to restart production on the 
island. However, during the 1911/12 revolution the workers were completely 
forgotten about. Th e mainland authorities failed to resupply them and they 
starved to death.22

Th e French colonial authorities in Indochina had observed Admiral Li’s claim-
making in the Paracels with detached bemusement. At the time, they had very 
little interest in the islands but that was about to change. During the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries the Vietnamese court had licensed fi shermen to salvage 
cannon and other valuables from ships wrecked on the reefs. But after the 
French occupation (which began in Saigon in 1859 and reached the Qing fron-
tier in 1887) those expeditions seem to have ceased. It wasn’t until an enter-
prising marine biologist, Armand Krempf, sought to bolster his indiff erent 
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scientifi c reputation with research into coral formation that the French author-
ities started to take an interest. Krempf and his fellow researchers from the 
Oceanographic Institute of Indochina made their fi rst voyage to the Paracels in 
1925. Soon afterwards, entrepreneurs caught a whiff  of guano and a few indus-
trialists began to petition the French colonial government for permission to 
exploit the islands.23 In December 1928 the governor-general of Indochina, 
Pierre Pasquier, wrote to the French Minister of Colonies in Paris, calling for the 
islands to be annexed.24 Paris was unwilling to do so, afraid of a possible reaction 
against French interests in China.

However, Krempf ’s 1931 expedition to the islands included a mining engi-
neer who estimated that the remaining guano on Roberts Island alone, even 
after the activities of Japanese fi rms, would meet Indochina’s needs for twenty 
years.25 At around the same time, the governments of both France and Britain 
were becoming increasingly concerned about Japan’s military interests in the 
islands and the potential threat to their colonies in Southeast Asia. Th ese two 
motivations appear to have been suffi  cient for Paris to overcome its reserva-
tions and, on 4 December 1931, to formally claim sovereignty over the 
Paracels. Th e Chinese government took nearly eight months to respond but, 
on 27 July 1932, the Chinese legation in Paris was instructed to formally reject 
the French claim. Th eir note made the point that the Paracels were the south-
ernmost point of Chinese territory.

Th en, on Bastille Day the following year, 14 July 1933, the French govern-
ment announced that it had annexed six of the Spratly Islands, a completely 
separate group of islets 750 kilometres south of the Paracels. Th ere was uproar in 
China, but also confusion. It is obvious from newspaper reports and government 
documents of the time that neither Chinese offi  cials nor the general public had 
any idea where the Spratlys actually were. Th ere was a general assumption that 
they were the same features – the Paracels – over which France and China were 
already in dispute. An offi  cial telegram sent from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 
Aff airs to the Chinese consul in Manila on 17 July 1933 contains the questions, 
‘Where exactly are these islands? Are they the Paracels?’ A similar telegram was 
sent by the ministry to the navy, whose response was surprising, given present-
day assertions that China has governed the islands ‘since ancient times’. Chen 
Shaokuan of the Navy Ministry replied, telling the Foreign Ministry: ‘Th ere 
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are no “nine islands” at 10°0′ N 150°0′ E between the Philippines and Vietnam. 
Th e nine islands between the Philippines and Vietnam are further north. Th ese 
islands are the Xisha [Paracels] and are very close to Qiongzhou [Hainan] Island.’26 
Further confusion was created in some quarters by mentions of another group of 
islands, the Qizhou, or ‘seven islands’ (known in English as the Taya Islands), 
which actually lie northeast of Hainan, 300 kilometres north of the Paracels.

American records show that the Chinese consul in Manila, Kuang Guanglin 
(K. L. Kwong), visited the US Coast and Geodetic Survey offi  ce there on 
26 July and was surprised to discover that the Spratlys and Paracels were sepa-
rate archipelagos. Th is information was transmitted back to the Chinese 
government, who were still in a quandary about what to do. While they delib-
erated, the newspapers fi lled with protest letters, news of demonstrations and 
criticism from offi  cials unhappy with the Guomindang government’s leader-
ship. Th e contrast between Chinese and foreign coverage of the issue was stark. 
While Chinese offi  cials and journalists appear confused, the SCMP and other 
international newspapers were more familiar with the geography of the South 
China Sea. In several articles they pointed out that the Paracels and Spratlys 
were diff erent archipelagos, a clarity that was quite absent from discussions 
in China.

At around this time, Admiral Li Zhun, who had retired, returned from 
obscurity to make an intervention that left a legacy of confusion that persists to 
this day. On 15 August, a month after news of the annexation broke, the 
Shanghai-based newspaper Shenbao published a long article featuring an account 
of Li’s original (1909) voyages to Pratas and the Paracels. A week later, on 
21 August, Guowen zhoubao (‘National News Weekly’) reported that Li ‘came to 
our news agency and talked to the reporter about it in person’ and also printed 
what it claimed to be his original report in which he ‘discovered the 11 coral 
islands’ of the Paracels. By the end of the month, almost every Chinese news-
paper had printed some version of Li’s account. As a result, almost every Chinese 
newspaper reader was told that the islands the French had just annexed were the 
Paracels.

By this time, the Republic’s Foreign Ministry had received information 
from its staff  in Manila and Paris and was aware that the Paracels and Spratlys 
were diff erent. Signifi cantly, it decided that China had no grounds to claim the 
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Spratlys and so would not object to the French annexation. It would settle for 
the Paracels. Th is put the government at odds with the mass of public opinion, 
which had already convinced itself, through the intervention of Admiral Li, 
among others, that China had annexed the Spratlys back in 1909. China now 
had two maritime claims: the government’s, which only encompassed the 
Paracels, and that of the angry public, which had already begun to extend as 
far as the Spratly Islands, even if they did not fully understand this. Th is confu-
sion would have profound consequences right into the twenty-fi rst century.

To try to clear up this confusion, the government ordered a previously 
dormant body to investigate. Th e ‘Land and Water Maps Review Committee’ 
had been set up in 1930 in order to try to regularise the country’s cartography 
and defi ne its borders (see Chapter 7) but never actually met until June 1933, 
just before the French annexation of the Spratlys was announced. Once the 
crisis subsided, the committee was given the job of making sure that similar 
misunderstandings would not happen again.

Th e committee did not have the capacity to undertake its own surveys, 
however. Instead, it undertook a table-top exercise: analysing maps produced by 
others and forming a consensus about names and locations. According to the 
committee’s own journal, it examined 630 Chinese maps and 120 books on 
national history and an unspecifi ed number of foreign maps. When it came to 
the South China Sea, it is clear from the committee’s conclusions that its leading 
references were British, something which had far-reaching consequences. On 
21 December 1934 the Review Committee held its twenty-fi fth meeting and 
agreed on Chinese names for 132 features in the South China Sea. All of them 
were translations or transliterations of the names marked on British maps. In the 
Paracels, for example, Antelope Reef became Lingyang jiao and Money Island 
became Jinyin dao – both direct translations. Th e names that Admiral Li had 
given to the Paracels in 1909 were ignored. In the Spratlys, North Danger Reef 
became Beixian, another translation from the English. Spratly Island became 
Si-ba-la-tuo (a phonetic transliteration of the name of the English sea captain, 
Richard Spratly), and Luconia Shoals was transliterated as Lu-kang-ni-ya.

We know exactly where the committee’s list of island names came from 
because it contains several mistakes which are only found in one other document: 
the ‘China Sea Directory’ published by the UK Hydrographic Offi  ce in 1906. 
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Th is British list is the origin of all the names now used by China. Some of the 
names on the list had Chinese origins, such as Subi Reef in the Spratlys, while 
others had Malay origins (such as Passu Keah in the Paracels), but more than 
90 per cent were coined by British navigators. Translating these names caused 
some diffi  culties and a legacy that disturbs the region to this day.

It is clear that the committee members were confused by the English words 
‘bank’ and ‘shoal’. Both words mean an area of shallow sea: the former describes 
a raised area of sea bed, the latter is a nautical expression derived from Old 
English meaning ‘shallow’. However, the committee chose to translate both 
into Chinese as tan, which has the ambiguous translation of ‘sandbank’, a 
feature that might be above or below water. Sea Horse Shoal, off  the Philippines, 
was dubbed Haima Tan; James Shoal, just 100 kilometres off  the coast of 
Borneo, was given the name Zengmu tan, and Vanguard Bank, off  the south-
eastern coast of Vietnam, was given the name Qianwei tan. Zengmu is simply 
the transliteration of ‘James’, Haima is the Chinese for seahorse, Qianwei is a 
translation of ‘vanguard’ and tan, as mentioned above, is the erroneous trans-
lation of ‘bank’ and ‘shoal’. As a result of this bureaucratic mistake, these 
underwater features, along with several others, were turned into islands in the 
Chinese imagination. Th is screw-up, ultimately, is the reason why the Sapura 
Esperanza was harassed while drilling for gas near the James Shoal eighty-fi ve 
years later. China is prepared to go to war over a translation mistake.

As a fi nal fl ourish, in April 1935 the Review Committee printed a map of 
the South China Sea with all the ‘new’ names included. Th e map had an ambig-
uous title, Zhongguo nanhai ge daoyu tu, which could be translated both as ‘Map 
of China’s Islands in the South Sea’ and also ‘Map of Islands in the South China 
Sea’. Th ere is no evidence that, even at this point, the committee was actually 
asserting a territorial claim to the Spratlys. Th ere was no boundary line marked 
on the map and no indication about which features the committee considered 
to be Chinese and which not. Its members chose to use the name Nansha – 
‘southern sands’ – to refer to the Macclesfi eld Bank, a submerged feature that 
actually lies in the centre of the sea. Th e offi  cials appear to have done this 
because, at the time, it was the southernmost feature claimed by China. It 
became the third point of a triangle marked by Dongsha (East Sand/Pratas), 
Xisha (West Sand/Paracels), and now Nansha (South Sand/Macclesfi eld Bank). 
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Th e committee conferred the Chinese name Tuansha on the Spratlys. Th e name 
vaguely translates as ‘area of sand’. In 1935 neither the committee nor the 
Chinese government was prepared to stake a claim to the Spratlys.

Th e man who caused China to claim non-existent islands hundreds of kilo-
metres from its shores was a Manchu who probably never went to sea in his life. 
Bai Meichu was born into relatively humble origins in 1876 in what is now 
Hebei province, 200 kilometres due east of the Forbidden City. Growing up in 
Lulong county, his early life must have been surrounded by trauma: the great 
famine of 1876–9, which fi rst stirred Timothy Richard’s radical conscience; the 
Sino-Japanese War of 1894/5 and the Boxer Uprising of 1899–1901. Bai was 
part of the last generation to be trained for the old scholar-bureaucracy: his 
family had enough money to have him privately schooled and, at the age of 
fi fteen, he earned the title of xiucai, the fi rst rung on the traditional ladder 
to success. Before he could climb it, however, that ladder was pulled away 
as the Qing Great-State entered its fi nal decline. Bai was part of a generation 
that was caught up in a time of extreme uncertainty. To borrow Antonio 
Gramsci’s phrase, the old world was dying all around him but the new could 
not yet be born.

Bai was sent to one of the newly established ‘modern’ schools, Jingsheng 
College in Yongping (now known as Lulong) in Hebei, which taught both 
Chinese and Western subjects. He was among the fi rst to experience the clash 
between traditional ideas of geography as expressed in the ancient texts and the 
new ideas arriving through the missionaries and the treaty ports. In later life he 
described reading the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas’, the ‘Tribute of Yu’ and the 
‘Shangshu’, but these 2,000-year-old documents were a poor guide to the changes 
that Bai was witnessing all around him. Once, he might have expected to study 
them to pass the necessary exams to join the bureaucracy, but in September 1905 
the imperial examination system was abolished. Instead, that same year, and at 
the age of twenty-nine, Bai enrolled at Beiyang Normal School, whose purpose 
was to train teachers for a new, reformed education system.

He graduated in 1909 with the honorary title of ‘juren’, a throwback to the 
old examination system. He became a schoolteacher and then a teacher of 
teachers at the Women’s Normal School in Tianjin. Th ere he taught, among 
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others, Deng Yingchao, a future senior cadre in the Communist Party and the 
wife of Zhou Enlai. At the same time, he was becoming a pioneer in the new 
subject of geography. Th is was not yet geography as the later generation of Zhu 
Kezhen and Zhang Qiyun would come to defi ne it (see Chapter 7) but a 
hybrid of old ideas and new nationalism. In 1909 Bai became one of the 
founders of the ‘China Earth-Study Society’ (Zhongguo Dixue Hui). According 
to the historian Tze-ki Hon, none of its members had any professional training 
in the subject. Instead, they recruited members from the old literati. Th ey 
were, like Bai, people who had once expected to join the scholar-bureaucracy 
but were now struggling to adapt. Many of them found less prestigious jobs, 
teaching in secondary schools and girls’ schools.27

Members of the China Earth-Study Society were profoundly infl uenced by 
Social-Darwinism. In the fi rst issue of their ‘Earth-Study Journal’ (Dixue 
Zazhi) they collectively declared: ‘Th e cause [of the rise and fall of power] is 
due to the level of geographical knowledge of each group. Th us, the level of 
geographical knowledge has a direct impact upon a country, and it can cause 
havoc to a race. It is indeed [a manifestation of ] the natural law of selection 
based on competition.’ In other words, the size of any group’s territory ebbed 
and fl owed depending on its relative civilisation. In the view of the society, 
China had advanced early but then retreated in the face of Western advances. 
Th e only way to regain strength was to master geography. In the words of Bai 
himself in 1913, ‘Loving the nation is the top priority in learning geography, 
while building the nation is what learning Geography is for.’28 In August 1917, 
in recognition of his patriotic eff orts, Bai was hired to work at Beijing Normal 
University.

Th ese geographers put themselves at the service of the nation, both before 
and after the 1911/12 revolution. In return they received signifi cant fi nancial 
support. Bai himself petitioned the new Republican government with ideas 
for reforming local government boundaries and about where it should site the 
national capital (he favoured Beijing over Nanjing). A turning point for Bai, like 
so many other intellectuals of the time, was the outcome of the Versailles peace 
conference in 1919. Th e decision to hand over the former German enclave in 
Shandong to Japan enraged students and members of the Earth-Study Society 
alike. Th eir journal carried several articles denouncing the decision and urging 
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the government to prevent the expansion of Japanese infl uence on the penin-
sula. Bai’s students remember him as being a passionate advocate for the nation’s 
rights. His lectures are said to have been most aff ecting for the students at the 
Tianjin Women’s Normal School.

At around this time, Bai became a mentor to a young Li Dazhao, who had 
also studied at Jingsheng College and would become one of the founders of the 
Communist Party in 1921. On New Year’s Day 1919 Li introduced him to 
another young radical, Mao Zedong, and the three spent hours discussing the 
problems of the nation’s territory. It seems unlikely, but Bai, the old-school 
classical scholar, and Li, the new communist revolutionary, remained fi rm 
friends right up until Li’s killing in 1927. It is possible that some of Bai’s ener-
getic views on geography and national territory were passed directly into the 
communist movement.29

In 1923 the Society was similarly outspoken in demanding the govern-
ment reclaim the ports of Dalian and Lushun (Port Arthur) at the expiry of 
the Russian lease on them. Bai continued this work for the rest of his life. 
Between 1928 and 1930 he wrote a long, serialised essay on the Pian Ma 
border dispute with the British. Although tiny, this patch of land on the 
Yunnan-Burma frontier was, for Bai, hugely symbolic. He urged the govern-
ment to use force to claim it so that ‘the weaknesses of our citizens will not be 
exposed in front of the world’. Bai was becoming increasingly bellicose. He no 
longer saw territorial arrangements as refl ections of the ebb and fl ow of civili-
sation but as the result of conspiracies by predatory states to rob the weaker 
ones. Th e defence of far-fl ung borders became critically important, particularly 
as knowledge about mineral resources in remote areas became more widely 
known. In his view, it was up to the Chinese people to protect the nation’s 
land.

But Bai’s style was increasingly out of fashion, particularly with the arrival 
of the new, professionally trained geographers such as Zhu Kezhen and Zhang 
Qiyun (whom we met in Chapter 7), who founded their own societies and had 
very little to do with the old China Earth-Study Society. In September 1925 Bai 
published a 4 million-character book on the regional geography of China, but it 
was denounced by the new-style geographers for its unscientifi c method. Bai, it 
seems, was still strongly infl uenced by the classics he had studied at school. In 
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1929 he lost his teaching post at Beijing Normal University and moved to the 
women’s equivalent, instead. In 1935 he left university teaching altogether. By 
chance he came across the ‘Programme for National Reconstruction’ (Jianguo 
fanglue – see Chapter 5) that Sun Yat-sen had published in 1920, during his time 
in the political wilderness. From Bai’s own account, this book inspired him to 
devote his remaining years to Sun’s mission: using geography to enable national 
reconstruction.

In 1936 Bai gave the world his lasting legacy: a line drawn through the 
South China Sea. It was included in a new book of maps, the New Atlas of 
China’s Construction (Zhonghua jianshe xin tu) that Bai published for use in 
schools. He included some of the new information about place names and 
frontiers agreed upon by the government’s Maps Review Committee, which 
had been published the year before. As was typical of maps of this period, 
the atlas was, in many places, a work of fi ction. A bright red border line 
stretched around the country, neatly dividing China from its neighbours. 
Within the line were Mongolia, Tibet and Manchuria plus several other areas 
that weren’t actually under the control of the Republican government. 
However, the fi ctitiousness reached spectacular levels when it came to the 
South China Sea.

It is clear that Bai was quite unfamiliar with the geography of the South 
China Sea and undertook no survey work of his own. Instead, he simply copied 
other maps and added in dozens of errors of his own making – errors that 
continue to cause problems to this day. Just like the Maps Review Committee, 
he was completely confused by the portrayal of areas of shallow water on 
British and other foreign maps. Taking his cue from the names on the 
committee’s 1934 list, he drew solid lines around these features and coloured 
them in, visually rendering them on his map as islands when in reality they 
were underwater. He conjured an entire island group into existence across the 
centre of the sea and labelled it the Nansha Qundao – the ‘South Sands 
Archipelago’. Further south, parallel with the Philippines coast, he dabbed a 
few dots on the map and labelled them the Tuansha Qundao, the ‘Area of Sand 
Archipelago’. However, at its furthest extent he drew three islands, outlined in 
black and coloured in pink: Haima Tan (Sea Horse Shoal), Zengmu Tan (James 
Shoal) and Qianwei Tan (Vanguard Bank).
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Th us the underwater ‘shoals’ and ‘banks’ became above-water ‘sandbanks’ 
in Bai’s imagination and on the physical rendering of the map. He then added 
an innovation of his own: the same national border that he had drawn around 
Mongolia, Tibet and the rest of ‘Chinese’ territory snaked around the South 
China Sea as far east as Sea Horse Shoal, as far south as James Shoal and as far 
southwest as Vanguard Bank. Bai’s meaning was clear: the bright red line 
marked his ‘scientifi c’ understanding of China’s rightful claims. Th is was the 
very fi rst time that such a line had been drawn on a Chinese map. Bai’s view 
of China’s claims in the South China Sea was not based upon the Review 
Committee’s view of the situation, nor that of the Foreign Ministry. It was the 
result of the confusion generated by Admiral Li Zhun’s interventions in the 
Spratly crisis of 1933, combined with the nationalist imagination of a redun-
dant geographer without formal academic training. Th is was Bai Meichu’s 
contribution to Sun Yat-sen’s mission of national reconstruction.

Bai’s map was not a state document, though; it was simply the work of a 
private individual, albeit an infl uential one. Th e government continued to 
regard the Paracel Islands as the southernmost point of Chinese territory right 
up until the Second World War. In 1943 the RoC Ministry of Information 
published its China Handbook 1937–43, a comprehensive guide to the coun-
try’s geography, history, politics and economics. On its opening page it stated, 
‘Th e territory of the Republic of China extends from [the Sajan Mountains in 
the north] . . . to Triton Island of the Paracel Group.’ But this view of China’s 
maritime territory would change dramatically over the following three years. 
And this change was orchestrated by two of Bai Meichu’s former students.

In 1927, while he was chair of the Department of History and Geography 
at Beijing Normal University, among the students Bai had taught were Fu 
Jiaojin and Zheng Ziyue. After graduating, Fu went on to further study at the 
University of Leipzig and, upon returning to China in 1938, was appointed 
professor at Fudan University in Shanghai. Zheng, on the other hand, went on 
to the University of Tsukuba in Japan before being appointed head of geog-
raphy at Northwest University in Xi’an. Th e type of geography taught in 
Germany and Japan during the 1930s was, to say the least, heavily imbued 
with trenchant views on the need for nations to expand their territory. Th is 
seems to have been the view that Fu and Zheng espoused in 1946 when both 
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men were seconded from their academic jobs to the Department of Territorial 
Administration of the RoC Ministry of the Interior. Fu became the depart-
ment’s director-general and Zheng its ‘director of geography’. Th eir job was to 
decide how much territory China should claim in the aftermath of the Second 
World War.30

One of the fi rst tasks Professor Zheng undertook was to draw a ‘Location 
Sketch Map of the South China Sea Islands’ for a meeting of representatives 
from various government ministries on 25 September 1946. Th e meeting had 
been convened specifi cally for the purpose of deciding which islands China 
should claim, but Zheng’s map more or less answered the question for them. 
His ‘sketch map’ copied the line drawn on Bai Meichu’s map as far east, south 
and west as the imaginary islands of Sea Horse Shoal, James Shoal and Vanguard 
Bank. Th e only major diff erence was that Zheng’s line was not solid but 
comprised of eight dashes. Almost every rock and reef in the South China Sea 
was encompassed within it. In view of this development, some names had to be 
changed. It no longer made sense for the ‘Southern Sands’ – the Nansha – to be 
located in the central part of the sea, so the name was moved south to become 
the Chinese name for the Spratlys. Th e central area was renamed the Zhongsha 
– the ‘Central Sands’ – even though there aren’t, in fact, any islands there at all! 
Th is is why, to this day, the Chinese government talks of four island groups in 
the South China Sea, even though only three actually exist. Th e signifi cance of 
Zheng’s map is that it was the very fi rst document produced by the Chinese 
government to include a U-shaped line around the South China Sea. It did so 
because it was based upon the map drawn by Bai Meichu a decade earlier.

A couple of months after the meeting, Zheng accompanied the very fi rst 
Chinese naval mission to the islands of the South China Sea. Th e mission was 
only possible because of the recent arrival of ships and training provided by the 
United States and Britain. Th e new fl otilla was intended to help the Republic 
fi ght the communist threat but was, instead, diverted to take part in a fl ag-waving 
exercise to shore up the government’s nationalist legitimacy. On 12 December 
1946 Zhang was part of the fi rst ever offi  cial Chinese landing party on Itu Aba, 
the largest of the Spratly Islands. Th e island was then offi  cially renamed after the 
ship that had carried them there, the Taiping (which had begun its life as the USS 
Decker before being retired from the US Navy).
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But the issue was still not settled. Th e commander of the expedition to the 
Spratlys, Lieutenant Colonel Lin Zun, sent his report to Navy Command 
Headquarters in February 1947. In it he disputed the notion that the Spratlys 
belonged to China. He noted that they were more than 500 nautical miles from 
Hainan and only 200 nautical miles from the Philippines and thus the scope 
for ‘receiving’ them should be further studied. Discussions within the govern-
ment continued for a further two months, until a meeting at the Ministry of 
the Interior on 14 April settled the matter. It resolved that the southernmost 
point of Chinese territory was the James Shoal, and that China should proclaim 
sovereignty over both the Paracel Islands and the Spratly Islands. But this deci-
sion came too late for the 1947 edition of the China Handbook. It stated that 
‘the southernmost . . . boundaries remain to be settled . . . and the sovereignty 
of the Tuansha Islands [here the old name was still used] on the south are 
contested among China, the Commonwealth of Philippines and Indochina’.

In fact, the arguments continued inside government, with Lieutenant 
Colonel Lin Zun continuing to argue that the Spratlys should be divided 
between China and the newly independent Philippines. A further meeting was 
held on 10 June. According to the Taiwanese academic Hurng-Yu Chen, 
‘Director-General of the Ministry of the Interior Fu Chiao-chin . . . stated that 
the publications on the sovereignty of the islands in the South China Sea by 
Chinese institutions and schools prior to the Anti-Japanese War should serve 
as a guidance regarding the territorial restoration issue.’ In other words, the 
government would be guided by putative claims made in newspapers in the 
1930s. Th e meeting agreed that the entire Spratly archipelago should be 
claimed, but given that only Itu Aba (Taiping Dao) had been physically occu-
pied, the claim should wait until other islands had actually been visited. Th is 
never happened, but the claim was asserted nonetheless.

A key part of asserting the claim was to make the names of the features in 
the sea sound more Chinese. In October 1947 the RoC Ministry of the Interior 
issued a new list of island names. Most of the 1935 translations and transliter-
ations were replaced by new, grand-sounding titles. For example, the Chinese 
name for Spratly Island was changed from Si-ba-la-tuo to Nanwei (Noble 
South) and Scarborough Shoal was changed from Si-ka-ba-luo (the transliter-
ation) to Minzhu jiao (Democracy Reef ). Vanguard Bank’s Chinese name was 
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changed from Qianwei tan to Wan’an tan (Ten Th ousand Peace Bank). Th e 
name for Luconia Shoals was shortened from Lu-kang-ni-ya to just Kang, 
which means ‘health’. Th is process was repeated across the archipelagos, largely 
concealing the foreign origins of most of the names. A few did survive, however. 
In the Paracels, ‘Money Island’ kept its Chinese name of Jinyin Dao and 
Antelope Reef remained Lingyang Jiao. To this day the two names celebrate a 
manager and a ship of the East India Company respectively.

It was at this point that the ministry seems to have recognised its earlier 
problem with the translations of ‘shoal’ and ‘bank’. Whereas in the past it had 
used the Chinese word tan to stand in for both (with unintended geopolitical 
consequences), in 1947 it coined a new word, ansha – literally ‘hidden sand’ 
– as a replacement. Th is neologism was appended to several submerged 
features, including James Shoal, which was renamed Zengmu Ansha.

In December 1947 the ‘Bureau of Measurements’ of the Ministry of 
Defence printed an offi  cial ‘Location Map of the South China Sea Islands’, 
which was almost identical to the ‘Sketch Map’ that Zheng Ziyue had drawn a 
year and a half before. It included the ‘U-shaped line’ made up of eleven dashes 
encircling the area down to the James Shoal. In February 1948 that map was 
published as part of the Atlas of Administrative Areas of the Republic of China 
and the U-shaped line – with an implicit claim to every feature within it – 
became the offi  cial position.

It was not until 1948, therefore, that the Chinese state formally extended 
its territorial claim in the South China Sea to the Spratly Islands, as far south 
as James Shoal. Clearly something had changed in the years between July 
1933, when the Republic of China government was unaware that the Spratly 
Islands existed, and April 1947, when it could ‘reaffi  rm’ that the southernmost 
point of its territory was James Shoal. What seems to have happened is that, in 
the chaos of the 1930s and the Second World War, a new memory came to be 
formed in the minds of offi  cials about what had actually happened in the 
1930s. It seems that offi  cials and geographers managed to confuse the real 
protest issued by the RoC government against French activities in the Paracels 
in 1932 with a non-existent protest against French activities in the Spratlys in 
1933. Further confusion was caused by the intervention of Admiral Li Zhun 
and his assertion that the islands annexed by France in 1933 were indisputably 
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Chinese. Th e imagined claim conjured up by the confusion between diff erent 
island groups in that crisis came to be the real territorial claim.

Th e island of Pratas is now a conservation zone, and peace reigns where picks 
and shovels once clanged on the guano. Trees have regrown and preparations 
are under way for an infl ux of tourists to the ‘Dongsha Atoll National Park’. In 
contrast to the diffi  cult journeys of a century ago, it is now possible to reach 
the island by scheduled fl ight. One departs every Th ursday from the city of 
Kaohsiung in southern Taiwan, although visitors need special permission to 
buy a ticket and must pledge not to reveal details of defensive installations. Life 
may be peaceful on Pratas, but it remains on the frontline of superpower 
confrontation. Th e island is under the control of Taiwan, but for the Beijing 
leadership it is just one more piece of Chinese territory that must, one day, be 
controlled by the People’s Republic. Th e Taiwanese leadership have highlighted 
their ‘civilianisation’ of the island. It is no longer garrisoned by marines but by 
coastguards. But these are a special kind of coastguard: armed with mortars 
and machine guns to deter potential invaders.

Flying over the huge reef, passengers can see a few small vessels down below: 
fi sh-poachers often play cat-and-mouse with the coastguard boats. Perhaps 
they have heard the old expression, ‘If you want to get rich, go to Dongsha’. 
Th ese days it is a delicate game for the Taiwanese. Do they rigidly enforce the 
conservation rules and risk a confrontation, or turn the occasional blind eye? 
In 1909 Pratas was the frontline in China’s emerging territorial ambitions; it 
was where the South China Sea disputes really began. Asserting control over it 
was the fi rst successful pushback after more than half a century of reverses at 
the hands of foreign powers. Today it is a frontline again.

Th e island on the western side of the reef is shaped like a crocodile’s head. 
Th e runway takes up most of the ‘upper jaw’, half-enclosing a shallow lagoon, 
once again home to turtles and passing seabirds. Th e ‘skull’ is home to a 
typhoon-proofed village. Camoufl aged towers protrude from the trees, along 
with the accommodation for the coastguards and their visitors. A new research 
centre hosts marine biologists from around the world and a post offi  ce has 
been freshly installed to demonstrate the state’s administrative control. Visitors 
can send postcards back home from a mailbox guarded by a cheerful-looking 
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plastic shark. Not far away is a new science exhibition explaining the natural 
history of the coral reef and its rich marine life. Overlooking the parade ground 
(which doubles as a rainwater trap) stands a golden statue of Chiang Kai-shek 
in his sun hat, and behind him is a little museum in what looks like a scaled-up 
child’s sandcastle.

Th is museum holds, in eff ect, the key to resolving the South China Sea 
disputes. In its assertion of Chinese claims to the islets, it actually demon-
strates the diff erence between nationalist cartography and real administration. 
Bai Meichu may have drawn a red line around various non-existent islands in 
1936 and claimed them as Chinese, but no Chinese offi  cial had ever visited 
those places. Th e maps and documents on the museum walls tell the story of 
the RoC expedition to Itu Aba in December 1946 and of a confrontation with 
some Philippine adventurers in 1956, but in the absence of any other evidence, 
the museum demonstrates that China never occupied or controlled all of the 
islands. In the Paracels it occupied one, or just a few, until 1974, when People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) forces invaded and expelled the Vietnamese garrison. 
In the Spratlys, the RoC occupied just one or two. Th e PRC took control of 
six reefs in 1988 and another in 1994.

In the meantime, the other countries around the South China Sea – 
Vietnam, the Philippines and Malaysia – took control of other features. Th e 
real history of physical presence in the archipelagos shows how partial any one 
state’s claim actually is. Th e current mess of rival occupations is, with some 
exceptions, the only one that has ever existed. Understanding this opens a route 
to resolving the South China Sea disputes. By examining the historical evidence 
of occupations, the rival claimants should be able to understand that there 
are no grounds for them to claim sovereignty over everything. Th ey should 
recognise that other states have solid claims to certain features and agree to 
comprom ise. As the legal phrase goes, uti possidetis, ita possideatis – ‘as you 
possess, thus may you [continue to] possess’. Why should this be so diffi  cult? 
Ultimately, it is because of the emotional power that these territorial claims 
continue to exert. And those emotions fi rst stirred in Guangzhou in 1909.
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What do you give a Communist Party general-secretary who has everything? 
Th is was the problem Angela Merkel faced when she hosted Xi Jinping in 
Berlin in late March 2014. To resolve the issue, her staff  selected an unusual 
gift: a map printed in Germany in 1750. Th e map was a copy of one drawn by 
the French cartographer Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville for an atlas 
published in Paris in 1735. Th is was itself a copy – of an atlas prepared for the 
Qing Dynasty Kangxi Emperor in 1718. Th at atlas was defi nitely an original, 
the result of ten years of remarkable surveying work undertaken by Qing offi  -
cials, advised by Jesuit priest-scientists sent by the King of France – which is 
how copies came to be made in Paris seventeen years later. Original copies of 
the Bourguignon d’Anville map sell for high prices in international auction 
houses: several thousand dollars apiece. Th e 1750 German edition is less valu-
able. Merkel’s offi  ce probably paid around $500 for it, plus framing.1 Th e 
emperor’s original maps are priceless.

Th e Kangxi-Jesuit atlas was given the Chinese title of Huangyu quanlan tu – 
‘Overview map of the imperial realm’. Th e court saw no need to specify which 
country was being portrayed, since the country did not have a name: ‘imperial 
realm’ was suffi  cient. Only the French translation required the cartographers to 
add names to states. Th e Kangxi-Jesuit atlas included detailed maps of each Qing 
province, along with another showing the entire realm and its surroundings: from 
the Caspian Sea in the west to the island of Sakhalin in the east. But this was not 
the map chosen by Merkel’s offi  cials to give to Xi. Instead they presented their 
guest with a copy of another one entitled, in Latin, Regni Sinae – ‘China Kingdom’.

Th e photographs of the presentation in the chancellor’s offi  ce show an 
animated Angela Merkel pointing out some detail of the map while a stony-faced 
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Xi Jinping watches at a distance. It is unlikely that he was upset by the choice of 
the cheaper, German, edition of the map, or by what it portrayed. He was far 
more likely to have been irritated by what it did not show. Th e Regni Sinae map 
was subtitled Sinae Propriae – ‘China Proper’ – and included only the former 
provinces of the Ming Dynasty. It therefore excluded most of the other territories 
acquired by the Qing: Manchuria, Mongolia, Tibet and Xinjiang. To make 
things worse, Taiwan was outlined in a separate colour.

Th e Chinese delegation did not know how to react. Protocol required 
appropriate gratitude, but this was not a gift to be celebrated back home. Was 
it simply an innocent gesture of goodwill or a deliberate snub by the German 
government? Th e editors of the Chinese state media were in a quandary and 
resolved it in the traditional manner of a one-party state: they faked the news. 
Th ey reported the gift of the map but then replaced the picture of the actual 
map that Merkel had presented to Xi with one of a completely diff erent map, 
one that portrayed a much larger territorial claim. Th is was actually drawn over 
a century later, in 1844 by a British map-maker John Dower, and included the 
Qing’s eighteenth-century conquests of Tibet and Xinjiang within the empire’s 
frontiers.2 In fact, the map showed frontiers drawn much wider than the current 
borders of the People’s Republic. Th is inaccuracy was not a problem for the 
Chinese media. Even Professor Wang Yiwei, chair of the School of International 
Studies at the prestigious Renmin University, was taken in. He wrote an article 
for the Yale Global website about the signifi cance for Germany-Russia relations 
of Merkel giving Xi a map showing Russian territory within Chinese borders.3

On the surface this might just appear to be an amusing anecdote, but it also 
demonstrates the anxiety and paranoia that lurk just beneath the surface of 
contemporary China’s politics. If Xi had given Merkel a map of eighteenth-
century Prussia that excluded most of western Germany, the object would have 
been treated as an interesting curio. Th e People’s Republic’s sense of self, on the 
other hand, is far too fragile to admit that the shape of the country may have 
been diff erent 300 years ago. No debate over the state’s ‘core interest’ of terri-
torial integrity is permitted and the result is absurd denials of any historical 
evidence that underpins a diff erent story of the past. Th e only acceptable 
version of history is the invented version that suits the needs of the Communist 
Party’s current leadership.
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Th e party depends on these invented narratives. As it retreated from Maoist 
communism in the late twentieth century, it searched for new ways to generate 
the loyalty of its citizens. One key foundation of its right to rule became 
‘performance legitimacy’: the delivery of ever-higher living standards to most 
of the country’s population. However, proletarians and bourgeois cannot live 
by bread alone and the party also sought a new guiding idea to fi ll their souls 
and lead them in the right direction. Th e new people’s opium would be nation-
alism – not the kind that makes mobs march through the streets, but an offi  cial 
kind, defi ned by those at the top and stressing homogeneity and obedience.

As the British sociologist Anthony D. Smith argued long ago, national iden-
tities are founded upon historical myths. Th e myths have a social purpose: they 
divide believers from non-believers. It doesn’t matter how absurd the myth is; 
believing in it makes someone an insider and gives them an identity that distin-
guishes them from the outsiders. It may well be that some genetic mutation in 
the distant past endowed human brains with the capacity to believe in absurd 
myths, and thereby accidentally gave them an evolutionary advantage. A genetic 
mutation that strengthens group identity and cohesion is likely to give members 
of that group greater chances of survival than those of a lone dissenter sitting 
out in the wilderness.4 As Herbert Spencer would surely have acknowledged, 
natural selection should ensure the myth-believing mutation is more likely to be 
passed to subsequent generations than the DNA of the dissenter.

For a Leninist state seeking, above all, political obedience from a popula-
tion of well over a billion people, offi  cial nationalism has proved a very useful 
tool. Th e Communist Party of China has repurposed the original nationalist 
project begun in the 1890s by people like Liang Qichao and Sun Yat-sen. 
Th en, a relatively small number of people – mainly young men cast adrift in a 
newly uncertain world – spent decades developing the new national myths 
that would motivate subsequent generations. Th ese myths would defi ne who 
was in and who was out of the Chinese nation. Like nationalists everywhere, 
Liang, Sun and the other characters in this book insisted on a ‘fl attening’ of 
diff erences within the new country in order to emphasise the diff erences with 
people outside.

During the 1930s, through newspapers, school classrooms and control over 
public debate, the Guomindang were able to inculcate a new set of collective 
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memories in the citizens of the new Republic. Th ese were not, by and large, 
complete inventions; they generated their emotional power by mobilising 
many pre-existing beliefs and repurposing them in the service of the nation-
alist cause, as we have seen in this book. New ideas about race, history, nation, 
language and territory were presented as simply updated, more scientifi c revi-
sions of old truths. Th ese ideas off ered the chance of collective advancement 
for the nation and personal renewal for members of the in-group: who would 
not want to join?

So when the Communist Party suff ered a near-catastrophic crisis of legiti-
macy in 1989 after the protests of Tiananmen Square and the subsequent 
massacre, it was not surprising that it turned to nationalism to re-adhere Chinese 
society to its leadership. Th e ‘Patriotic Education Campaign’ was fi rst intro-
duced two years after Tiananmen, in August 1991. Guidelines issued three years 
later declared that the campaign was intended to ‘boost the nation’s spirit, 
enhance cohesion, foster national self-esteem and pride, consolidate and develop 
a patriotic united front to the broadest extent possible, and direct and rally the 
masses’ patriotic passions to the great cause of building socialism with Chinese 
characteristics’.5 In the words of Zheng Wang, who fi rst analysed the campaign, 
it ‘represents a major shift in Beijing’s identity politics’, primarily by presenting 
China as the perennial victim and the West as its perennial aggressor.6 Th e new 
curriculum played down the history of the Chinese civil war and the Communist 
Party’s twentieth-century confl ict with the Guomindang (thereby sending a 
new message of national unity across political divides) and, instead, emphasised 
other divisions by highlighting earlier confl icts between ‘China’ and the Western 
powers.

Th e directors of the Patriotic Education Campaign copied some of the 
techniques of the early nationalists to impart the new collective memory, and 
turbocharged them with the power of a one-party state. Th ey used newspapers, 
textbooks and public discourse to set the parameters of what could, and could 
not, be said about the past. Th ey also recruited television, fi lm and online 
media to the cause and used party discipline and the force of the law to ensure 
adherence. One example will stand for many. When, in 2006, the Communist 
Youth League’s weekly magazine Freezing Point published an article critical of 
the new turn in offi  cial history, it was closed down for two months. Th e article, 
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by Yuan Weishi, a retired philosophy professor, compared the new version of 
history being taught in the country’s schools to ‘drinking wolf ’s milk’. ‘If these 
innocent children swallow fake pills, then they will live with prejudices for 
their own lives and go down the wrong path,’ he argued. Th e party didn’t agree 
and only allowed the magazine to reopen if it printed a long article rebutting 
the professor’s position.

Under Xi Jinping, the party has doubled down on the narrative. On 29 
November 2012, shortly after being anointed party general-secretary, Xi deliv-
ered a speech at the National Museum of China in Tiananmen Square in which 
he unveiled his big idea, the ‘China Dream’ [Zhongguo Meng]. He declared, 
‘Achieving the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation [Zhonghua minzu] is the 
greatest dream of the Chinese nation in modern times.’ Many explanations have 
been off ered for what Xi means by ‘national rejuvenation’ but one of the most 
authoritative comes from Yan Xuetong, dean of the Institute of International 
Relations at Tsinghua University in Beijing, who says its goal is ‘resuming 
China’s historical international status’.7

As we have seen in this book, there are many loaded ideas packed into that 
fi ve-word phrase. What does Yan mean by ‘resuming’ or ‘China’ or ‘status’? 
Which period of history is his reference point? In the same interview, he glibly 
mentions the Han Dynasty of 2,000 years ago, the Tang Dynasty of 1,000 years 
ago and the early part of the Qing Dynasty, 300 years ago. It requires a nation-
alist imagination to regard these three utterly diff erent states as all representing 
an essential, timeless ‘China’. It demonstrates how every group that chooses to 
see itself as a nation constructs myths around itself and, if they are successful, 
reconstructs the state around those myths. Earlier East Asian states (‘dynasties’) 
did exactly this: they sought to present themselves as the legitimate successors 
to their discredited predecessors. Th e Communists, like the Nationalists before 
them, are no diff erent.

Where is all this invention taking China? China’s self-image as a wronged 
but virtuous civilisation, the natural centre of a hierarchical arrangement of 
Asian states, is already causing it to act in ways that are oppressive to its people, 
worrying to its neighbours and destabilising to regional peace and security. Th e 
People’s Republic is now an ethnocracy – a racially defi ned state – still in thrall 
to the nationalist myths constructed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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centuries. Under Xi Jinping, the Communist Party has worked to impose ever 
tighter boundaries around legitimate expressions of Chinese-ness.

Xi and his fellow leaders have put increasing emphasis on the ‘four identifi -
cations’, and added a fi fth. Th ey insist that all Chinese citizens must identify 
with the motherland, with the Chinese nation (Zhonghua minzu), with Chinese 
culture, the Chinese socialist road – and now with the Chinese Communist 
Party itself. It hardly needs saying that the party regards any suggestion that a 
Tibetan or a Uyghur might prefer to live under another government, that a 
Mongol might not be willing to embrace a homogenising view of the nation, 
that speakers of regional topolects might prefer not to speak Putonghua, or that 
any of them might reject the leading role of the Communist Party, as trea-
sonous. As we are seeing in Hong Kong (at the time of writing), Xi Jinping’s 
problem is that the more worried the Communist Party becomes about national 
fragmentation, the more it tries to impose national unity, and the more it gener-
ates a reaction in the opposite direction. In the end, its only answer appears to 
be coercion, physical force and mass surveillance, as the forced incarceration of 
over a million Uyghurs in ‘re-education centres’ during 2019 demonstrates.

Enforced monoculturalism has formed a major strand of the Chinese 
nationalist project from its emergence at the end of the nineteenth century. 
But the problem of how to defi ne the ‘Chinese Nation’ has dogged thinkers 
and politicians alike for decades. For long periods, under Soviet infl uence, the 
Communist Party was prepared to tolerate diff erence, delaying the creation of 
a single homogenous nation into the far future. However, in the wake of the 
breakups of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, some Chinese theoreticians 
argued vociferously for a new approach – a ‘melting pot’ in which diff erences 
would be eradicated in the interests of national unity. Xi Jinping seems to have 
listened to them.

After Tiananmen, as orthodox communist ideology retreated, Communist 
Party pronouncements increasingly featured the word ‘nation’ alongside the 
more traditional ‘people’. Whereas the ‘people’ only included socialists, the 
‘nation’ could include people of all class backgrounds, so long as they followed 
Beijing’s defi nitions of what the ‘nation’ believed. Since Xi came to power in 
late 2012, the party has doubled down on national uniformity. Th e more the 
People’s Republic of China stresses its own version of the past, the less room 
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there is for alternative versions. One consequence is that life becomes ever 
more diffi  cult for minorities or dissenters of any kind. Th ey are seen as both a 
threat to the narrative and an impediment to modernisation and treated 
accordingly.

What should we call this new political ideology, one that features a single 
‘core’ leader, insistent demands for national homogeneity, intolerance of diff er-
ence, rule by party not by law, corporatist economic policies, a focus on discip-
line and an ideology based on racial exceptionalism – all backed up by a massive 
surveillance state? China’s Communist Party has long talked of building 
‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. Xi Jinping now seems more interested 
in building ‘national-socialism with Chinese characteristics’.

Th e China that presents itself to us in the twenty-fi rst century is more like 
the West than it, or the West, generally acknowledge. Rather than being a 
standard-bearer of ‘Asian values’, it is in fact a state in a Western mould complete 
with missions of identity, sovereignty, nationalism and territorial aggrandise-
ment. Th is is not surprising when we look at how it emerged: it is, in essence, 
a foreign construction. Th ere were two crucial conduits. Th e fi rst phase was 
dominated by foreigners inside the Qing realm: missionaries, military men and 
diplomatic envoys. Th e second, and more important, phase was dominated by 
the exiles and huaqiao outside the Qing realm – whether in Japan, the United 
States or Southeast Asia. Th ey looked back on their homeland with sensibil ities 
acquired abroad. Th ey were the ones who translated foreign ideas about a place 
called ‘China’ into a place called Zhongguo. When we look at China today we 
see the concretisation of Western views of a country that were adopted and 
interpreted by a modernising elite and then presented by them to a newly 
defi ned people called ‘the Chinese’.

European states spent a blood-soaked century – 1848 to 1945 – working 
through the questions of nations and states and nation-states. Th eir attempts 
to make the state fi t the nation led to two world wars; their attempts to make 
the nation fi t the state frequently resulted in genocide. Eventually, European 
governments agreed to attenuate their nationalist urges and form cooperative 
supra-national structures in order to avoid future destruction. Th ey also decen-
tralised power and created federal systems to give more space for minorities. 
Th e result has been decades of peace, freedom and an upsurge in prosperity. 
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Th e People’s Republic of China does not seem ready to learn from that experi-
ence. Th e question the world faces is whether its leadership is heading in the 
opposite direction: down a darkly familiar path towards fascism.

Th e problems China’s neighbours face stem from the country’s two contra-
dictory views of the past. In the fi rst, China sees itself in imperial terms, as the 
natural centre of East Asia, where borders are immaterial to power. In the 
second, China sees itself in Westphalian terms, determined to incorporate 
every scrap of territory, every rock and reef, within the homeland’s ‘sacred’ 
national border. Th e neighbours would prefer things the other way around: a 
more Westphalian attitude to power – keep it within your own borders – and 
a less fundamentalist attitude towards territorial disputes – compromise in the 
interests of peace.

China’s economic and military power makes its neighbours nervous, but the 
anxiety is made worse by Beijing’s imperial attitudes to its periphery. In July 
2010, at a meeting of the ASEAN Regional Forum in Hanoi, the Chinese 
foreign minister, Yang Jiechi, looked directly at his Singaporean counterpart, 
George Yeo, and reminded him that ‘China is a big country and other countries 
are small countries, and that’s just a fact.’ Th ere are clearly plenty of people, at 
all levels of Chinese society, who believe their state is more than simply ‘fi rst 
among equals’, but use a particular vision of the past as justifi cation for a new 
imperial outlook. It is made worse by expressions of Han chauvinism towards 
foreigners and also by treating ‘overseas Chinese’ in these countries as ‘racial 
allies’ and as tools of state policy.

Understanding the origins of China’s territorial fundamentalism will be 
critical for regional peace. Th e aggressive pursuit of claims to tiny rocks and 
submerged reefs, the elevation of Taiwan’s status to a question of existence and 
the frequent provocations in the Himalayas can all be traced back to the deter-
mination of Liang and Sun to inherit the Qing realm’s frontiers. However, a 
careful sifting of the evidence reveals that these ‘sacred’ boundaries are largely 
twentieth-century innovations dreamed up by nationalist imaginations.

Th is is one of the ironies of China’s contemporary situation. While it rejects 
foreign interference in its aff airs, its obsession with sovereignty and its funda-
mentalist attitudes towards territory are distinctly foreign ideas. In the name 
of ‘national rejuvenation’, Xi Jinping’s China is adopting the attitudes and 
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behaviour of the imperial powers whose legacy he is supposed to be erasing. 
Th e country’s present-day interests are being sabotaged by its pursuit of objec-
tives derived from a skewed vision of history. China’s future development 
requires peaceful relations with its eastern and southern neighbours, but those 
neighbours will not trust a country that seems intent on changing the territo-
rial status quo. And while the leadership in Beijing insists that this territory has 
belonged to China ‘since ancient times’, readers who have made it this far will 
understand that this view of the frontier and the idea of absolute sovereignty is 
a distinctly modern invention.

In the early twentieth century, the country’s urban populations wrestled 
with the problem of what it meant to be Chinese. Th ey had never called them-
selves by such a name before and it was far from clear who was included in its 
defi nition. Th e imperial powers of Europe and Japan gave them an answer – by 
encroaching on territory that nationalist advocates claimed was the rightful 
home of their people. Th e narrative of loss implicitly demanded restitution: 
some future act that would restore the ‘amputated’ territory to the homeland 
and collectively redeem the nation. To be authentically Chinese, to belong to 
this nation, meant being outraged by this seizure of land and seeing it as an 
assault on the dignity of everyone in the group. Nationalist claims to territory 
became the marker of belonging. Evidence played a subordinate role to emotion. 
We are still living with the impact of those emotional claims.

How should the region and the world respond to these historical myths? 
Th ey need to be taken seriously as drivers of Chinese behaviour but not as 
statements of historical truth, still less as a guide to the correct order of society 
or regional relations. Too many people have already been taken in: there are 
plenty of foreign commentators happy to parrot lines about ‘5,000 years of 
superior civilisation’ or ‘the unity of the Han race’, without any understanding 
of where these concepts come from. As a result, they give Chinese nationalism 
a free pass. A country that believes it has a superior civilisation, that its popu-
lation evolved separately from the rest of humanity and that it has a special 
place at the top of an imperial order will always be seen as a threat by its neigh-
bours and the wider world. Chinese nationalism is subject to a critique just as 
much as any other form: German, Turkish or British, for example. I hope the 
stories in this book will help fortify readers with counter-arguments. Th ey 
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must, to quote Mao, seek truth from facts. It may well be that when PRC 
offi  cials talk about questions of territory, nation, race and history, the most 
eff ective response will be laughter and derision.

What does Xi Jinping’s ‘China Dream’ off er to the world? It increasingly 
feels like a dream from the 1930s: a recipe for destructive nostalgia. It is founded 
upon a view of the past forged a century ago in very particular circumstances 
and infl uenced by European concepts that Europe has now mostly dispensed 
with. Th e desire for homogeneity at home and respect abroad has resulted in 
suppression at home and threats abroad. Xi’s China is not a happy place. It is 
dogmatic and coercive, anxious and unsure, fearful that its unity may come 
unzipped at any moment. Th e myths will hold it together for a while, but the 
fracture lines within the Zhonghua minzu were there from the start.
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Bai Meichu (Pai Mei-ch’u), 1876–1940. One of the founders of the Zhongguo Dixue Hui 
(‘China Earth-Study Society’). Geography professor and originator of the ‘U-shaped line’ in 
the South China Sea.

Chiang Kai-shek (Pinyin: Jiang Jieshi), 1887–1975. Nationalist politician, revolutionary, mili-
tary commander, president of the Republic of China 1928–75.

Cixi, Dowager Empress, 1835–1908. Th e eff ective ‘power behind the throne’ from 1861 until 
1908. A Manchu, she became a concubine of the Xianfeng Emperor and mother of 
the Tongzhi Emperor and then adoptive mother and gaoler of her nephew, the Guangxu 
Emperor.

Guangxu Emperor (Kuang-hsü Emperor), 1871–1908. He instituted the ‘Hundred Days 
Reform’ in 1898 but was then pushed from power by his aunt, Empress Dowager Cixi. He 
died while under house arrest, possibly poisoned on Cixi’s orders.

Hu Hanmin, 1879–1936. Editor of the revolutionary journal Minbao. One of Sun Yat-sen’s 
ideological advisers.

Huang Zunxian (Huang Tsun-hsien), 1848–1905. Qing diplomat who served in Tokyo, San 
Francisco, London and Singapore. Coined the term huaqiao. Author of the book Treatises on 
Japan. Co-founder, along with Liang Qichao and Tan Sitong, of the reformist journal, 
Qiangxue Bao. Ethnic Hakka.

Kang Youwei (K’ang Yu-wei), 1856–1928. Radical scholar, reformist, mentor of Liang Qichao. 
Co-founder of the Baohuanghui (known in English as the Chinese Empire Reform 
Association), author of Datongshu (‘Book of the Great Harmony’).

Li Hongzhang (Li Hung-chang), 1823–1901. Statesman of the late Qing. Governor-general 
of Zhili (the province surrounding Beijing) and superintendent of the Northern Ports. 
Negotiated in foreign crises during the 1890s and signed the Treaty of Shimonoseki with 
Japan in 1895.

Li Zhun (Li Chun). As brigade-general in Guangdong province in 1907 he suppressed revolu-
tionary movements. Appointed admiral in 1908 and led naval expeditions to Pratas and the 
Paracel Islands in 1909. Switched sides to support revolutionaries in 1911.

Liang Qichao (Liang Ch’i-ch’ao), 1873–1929. Nationalist reformer, journalist and editor of 
several reformist publications. Co-founder of the Baohuanghui.

Liu Shipei, 1884–1919. In 1904, at the age of twenty, Liu published Rangshu – ‘Th e Book of 
Expulsion’, an anti-Manchu tract. He declared himself to be an anarchist but later became an 
offi  cial in the Qing bureaucracy.

Qianlong Emperor (Ch’ien-lung), 1711–1799. Fourth emperor of the Qing Dynasty. His reign 
is generally regarded as the apogee of the Qing Great-State.

Sun Yat-sen (Pinyin: Sun Zhongshan), 1866–1925. He co-founded the revolutionary group 
Xing Zhong Hui in 1894. In 1905 this merged with other groups to form the Zhongguo 
Tongmenghui – the ‘China Alliance Society’. In 1912 he was appointed the provisional presi-
dent of the Republic of China but was forced from offi  ce by Yuan Shikai after just ten weeks.
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Wang Jingwei (Wang Ching-wei), 1883–1944. Sent from Guangdong province as a nine-
teen-year-old to study at Hosei University in Japan in 1904. He joined the Tongmenghui and 
became Sun Yat-sen’s ideological adviser.

Wang Rongbao (Wang Jung-pao), 1878–1933. Language reformer from the eastern province of 
Jiangsu. He studied at the Tongwen Guan and then in Japan.

Wang Zhao (Wang Chao), 1859–1933. Language reformer from the northern province of Zhili. 
Originator of the ‘Northern Vernacular Syllabary’ published in 1901.

Xi Jinping (Hsi Chin-p’ing), 1953–. General-secretary of the Communist Party of China.
Yan Fu (Yen Fu), 1854–1921. Translator responsible for introducing the writings of Herbert 

Spencer and Th omas Huxley into urban China.
Yuan Shikai (Yüan Shih-k’ai), 1859–1916. Northern military commander and then president of 

the Republic of China 1912–16.
Zeng Guofan (Tseng Kuo-fan), 1811–1872. Senior Qing bureaucrat and military leader who 

took a leading role in defeating the Taiping rebels. Early believer in ‘self-strengthening’, 
mentor of Li Hongzhang.

Zhang Binglin (Chang Ping-lin), 1869–1936. He took the name Zhang Taiyan in 1901 to 
honour ‘Ming loyalists’ and demonstrate his opposition to Manchu rule. Author of the anti-
Manchu tract Qiushu, ‘Th e Book of Urgency’. In 1903 he insulted the emperor in a news-
paper article and was jailed for three years in Shanghai. On his release he became the primary 
voice for a more racialist approach to revolutionary politics. In 1906 he was appointed editor-
in-chief of Minbao, the newspaper of the revolutionary Tongmenghui.

Zhang Deyi (Chang Te-yi), 1847–1918. In 1862 he became one of the fi rst language students 
at the Tongwen Guan. During 1866–71 he was a participant in Qing delegations to Europe 
and the United States.

Zhang Qiyun (Chang Chi-yun), 1901–1985. A leading fi gure in the second generation of 
Chinese geographers. He became an informal geopolitical adviser to Chiang Kai-shek.

Zhu Kezhen (Chu Coching), 1890–1974. Th e ‘father of modern Chinese geography’. Studied 
in the United States 1910–19 and taught the second generation of Chinese geography profes-
sors during the 1920s and 1930s.

Zou Rong (Tsou Jung), 1885–1905. Anti-Manchu revolutionary, author of a violently nation-
alistic essay Geming Jun – ‘Th e Revolutionary Army’ – while an eighteen-year-old student in 
Japan.
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