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Introduction 

 

The purpose of this thesis is the study of Chinese nationalism and its impact on regime 

support. While other research focuses on the international orientations of Chinese nationalism, 

in the present study we are trying to find its limits within domestic politics. The rationale 

behind this undertaking is the scrutiny of the tide of Chinese nationalism that appears to sweep 

the country. For the purpose of this analysis we used the 1993 Survey on Social Mobility and 

Social Change in China (1993 SSMSC). 

Originally, we study the origins and cognates of Chinese nationalism, its 

transformation throughout the period from the advent of nationalism in China until the 1990s, 

when this phenomenon re-emerged after the 1989 Tiananmen protests. Moreover, we proceed 

with the multifaceted nature of nationalism as it is expressed in China, whereas in the next stage 

we analyze social strata and their association with different aspects of nationalism. We continue, 

then, with the statistical analysis of the 1993 survey. Out of this survey in this thesis we try to 

elicit information on the social traits of the people expressing nationalist sentiments and the 

extent of their support for the regime.  

The presupposition is that Chinese government tried to revitalize nationalism in order 

to compensate for the decay of Marxist-Maoist ideology, which was the ideological pillar of the 

regime. The calculation was that the rise of nationalist ideology would prop up the support for 

the regime, while on the other hand it would defuse any pressure against it because of the 

country’s opening up to the rest of the world. The possibility of nationalism turning against the 

regime and threaten its survival appears that was not considered. This is the goal of this thesis: 

to illustrate whether the strategy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) can backfire and 

whether nationalism is really a double-edged sword whose use opened the Pandora’s Box. 
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Chapter 1—Sources and Resources of Nationalisms 

 

Nationalism is an idea that was developed in Europe in the late 18th-early 19th century, 

after the French Revolution left its imprints in the continent. Thereafter, nationalism spread in 

the European soil of the Ottoman Empire and, subsequently, the unification of Germany and 

Italy changed the map of Europe. The concept of nationalism is synonymous to modernity for 

technological development made the coordination of the masses possible through 

communications and transportation. 

Gellner (1983, 1) begins his discussion of nationalism by the definition, “Nationalism is 

primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be 

congruent”. According to this principle, a nation constitutes a political unit delimited by 

boundaries that separate them. The quest for congruence requires that state boundaries 

coincide with a nation’s boundaries so that every nation has its own political entity. If this 

principle is not held, it is easy for nationalism to resurrect and split up countries. The most 

prominent recent examples were the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, both victims of 

nationalisms.  

According to Gellner multiethnic states cannot stand as long as a nation does not have 

its own state or that rulers belong to a different community than the ruled. Let us take the cases 

of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and Yugoslavia. The former was governed by 

the Russians and the latter by the Serbs. While these countries tried to impose a socialist 

identity on their citizens, they failed to do so. Other ethnic groups within these countries tried 

and succeeded to sustain their identities, such as Ukrainians, Georgians, Lithuanians, 

Slovenians, Croats and so on. On the other hand, multiethnic countries, such as the United 

States, Canada, and Australia have succeeded to maintain their coherence following different 

policies. This is to argue that multiethnic states can survive or decay in the age of nationalism. 

The ability of the state to impose its will in the given territories on its given citizens keeping the 
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legitimate monopoly of violence seems not to be a prerequisite for an entity to be called state.1  

The question that permeates the study of nationalism is how some groups established 

their status of nations while others failed miserably. Why did some nations take the step earlier 

than others and succeeded? There is the liberal economic point of view, which propounds that 

the “threshold principle” determined which nationality would comprise, eventually, a nation-

state (Hobsbawm 1992). However, the threshold principle can be applied after a nation-state 

was formed rather than before—it is a post facto principle. The economic dimension of a 

nation became prominent after the development of the British Isles, France, and Germany, 

although someone should explain the survival of Luxemburg and Lichtenstein in the 21st 

century that does not fall into the threshold principle. The advantages of a large state could be 

economies of scale, according to micro-economic theory. The disadvantage of a state-at-large 

would be externalities, according to a liberal economist. Illustrations of these two conditions are 

the large markets of a large state that assist a national industry develop and the limitations 

imposed on international trade should the state confine the volume of imports in order to 

protect its nascent industries. In this regard, an inclusive state is formed so that it is composed 

of many nationalities, which will build a nation within a state, at last.  

Liberalism has had a nationalist component, no matter how much conflicting it seems 

to 21st century readers of nationalism. The creation of a national economy is, actually, the 

breaking of local barriers and the concentration of resources that would be useful in 

remunerative business. Breuilly (1994) related liberalism as one form of nationalism to the 

point of the bourgeois interests served by movements expressing it. This is not to equate 

nationalism with liberalism as the author argues that economic interests were but one aspect of 

                                                            
1 The most contemporary notorious multiethnic state that fits the case of a state that cannot claim the 
monopoly of legitimate violence is Lebanon. Lebanon’s statehood is not disputed by the international 
community, even by the neighboring countries that want to influence its domestic politics. Even the 
country’s internal divisions along ethnic and religious lines and its inability to assume its role effectively 
in the south does not preclude it from the family of states. 
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the phenomenon. 2  The locomotives of that development were businesspeople, which 

constituted the backbone of the middle class. They relied not only on their geniuses, but also on 

state policies that favored the development of national industries and the enlargement of 

domestic markets able to compete in the international trade. Aside liberal precepts, the creation 

of nation-states were followed by protectionism. These were the cases of Germany, Japan, and 

the United States. Especially the influence of Friedrich List was not limited in Germany, but it 

expanded to Japan (Cumings 1999). Therefore, it is legitimate to adopt the notion of “the 

nation as novelty” (Hobsbawm 1992). Social classes did not behave in a uniform way toward 

the nationalist project, as Breuilly (1994, 25-51) has shown. For instance, the middle class was 

more well-disposed toward nationalist projects across Europe. However, not all the members of 

the middle class endorsed nationalism as long as it contradicted their economic interests. Larger 

markets, that is, larger states, meant, by and large, fiercer competition, which caused problems 

to merchants and businesspeople not able to compete. 

On the other hand, the aristocracy’s position depended on its location in the power 

structures of the state. The transition from a traditional to a modern state could proceed 

unhindered given that the noble class could retain its position under the guise of bureaucratic 

or military positions. In the countries maintaining a large part of their traditional social 

organization, 

Nationalism, therefore, legitimized institutional changes and the use 
of force, helped incorporate some reformist opponents, and maintained very 
substantial powers in the hands of an hereditary emperor and those 
traditionally privileged groups which surrounded him and staffed the higher 
ranks of the state service (Breuilly 1994, 28). 

Therefore, the vehicle of nationalism included the privileged as well as the middle 

classes. This is not surprising, given that historically this has occurred in Great Britain, where 
                                                            
2 In his book, Breuilly subscribes to the argument of nationalism of ethnic groups against a state 
(separatist nationalism), such as Austria, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire. Among the bases of 
nationalism, he considers social, economic, political, and cultural ones. Despite the fact that his main 
question is separation, his approach definitely discusses nation-building as are the cases of France and, 
most prominently, Germany and Italy in the second half of the 19th century. 
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the nobility managed to adapt to the coming transformations siding with the state (Polanyi 

2001). Additionally, the working class, conditionally, supported the nationalist project of their 

homeland (Breuilly 1994). When their county confronted a foreign enemy, their government 

asked for their support by, often, giving their own lives. But there are instances where workers 

turned against their state. The first example is Britain and its colonial wars during the 18th and 

19th centuries. Also France and Prussian Germany compose extraordinary examples of states 

creating and using national armies. However, the working class was a potential rival of the state 

if a large portion thereof belonged to an ethnic group other than the one dominating the state. 

This case of separatist nationalism was illustrated in Czechoslovakia of the mid-war period, 

when the German minority in Sudetenland wanted to separate from their state of residence and 

join Germany, since they considered that country the one fulfilling their national destiny. The 

rivalry was not only among ethnic groups (Germans, Bohemians, Moravians, and Silesians) but 

also among working classes ethnically distinct. The bitter experience of the World War I 

demonstrates that working classes within their respective borders did not overcome their 

differences stemming from the lines dividing them as the socialists hoped. The hopes and 

failures of socialism are proclaimed in Anderson (1991). There, the author, nostalgic of the 

Marxist promises and disappointed by the same illusions, concludes that nationalism falls short 

from being considered dead. It is really ironic the fact that its ideological rival, liberalism, 

claimed the end of history, the triumph of democracy, and the end of nationalism in the wake 

of the fall of communism to find out its own illusions in the former Soviet Union and the 

former Yugoslavia. Breuilly (1994, 38) tries to explain why were the working classes 

incorporated into the nation-state instead of rising against the bourgeoisie. He says that  

Rising levels of consumption and changing patterns of strike action 
and collective bargaining are cited as evidence of the ‘acceptance’ of capitalism , 
Welfare provision, franchise reform, political influence, and legal security for 
working-class organisations all contribute to the acceptance of the political 
status quo. Finally at a cultural level the growth of mass media, often 
projecting national values, as well as compulsory, state-controlled elementary 
education, could contribute to making working-class people feel a part of the 
nation. 
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The stance of peasants toward nationalist projects was ambivalent. In Europe few 

instances testify for the peasants’ involvement in nationalist movements with the exception of 

Ireland. Catholicism played an important role mobilizing the Irish; therefore, to say that their 

peasantry status alone instigated their mobilization is but one aspect of reality. The same 

combinatorial factor—Catholicism and peasantry—can be said to urge Poles against Tsarist 

Russia. African peasants in the post-World War II period made nationalism a cause to pursue. 

Their antagonism with European farmers in the world market and their colonial experiences 

led to the surge of movements seeking for independence in sub-Saharan Africa. Breuilly (1994, 

45-6) includes Asia in the wave on nationalist peasants seeking nationalism as a vehicle toward 

liberation, notwithstanding he only refers to the Chinese peasants, who joined the Communist 

cause against the Japanese and the Kuomintang (KMT). With the exception of China, 

nevertheless, peasant participation in nationalism was seeking separation from the 

administrative center to form a new political entity closer the group’s cultural, political, and 

economic traits. 

In all, what Breuilly considers the factors lying behind the dominance of nationalism 

over socialism and communism are economic, political, and cultural. Economic development, 

expansion of suffrage, nationwide education, and mass communications has been the fabric of 

nations and states. There are other authors, who claim that there are dichotomies and 

typologies that were used to analyze nationalism as a social phenomenon, but they say that now 

nationalism can rather be studied on a case-by-case basis (Baycroft and Hewitson 2006, 2-4). 

In the narration of the nation by post-modernists, nations have been nothing more 

than mere inventions; they are “a communion of imagery” (Smith 1995, 9). Between the 

extremes of those who consider the nation as a modern and constantly changing construction 

ex nihilo and those who perceive it see it as an immemorial, unchanging communal essence—

the gastronomical and geological metaphor of the state—Smith is trying to find a middle 

ground blending those approaches into “the nation as a historic deposit” (Smith 1995, 10). 

According to this discourse, historical legacies and myths are used by nations to (re)construct 
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their identity. Thus, nationalists go about social and political archeology to find elements fitting 

and glorifying their identity. The discovery of the historic deposit of a nation is composed by 

three layers: rediscovery, reinterpretation, and regeneration (Smith 1995, 16). Rediscovering 

people delve into their past and gather their collective memories. Reinterpretation follows 

giving a new meaning of those memories connecting the new people to the old traditions. 

Regeneration is the success of the former two stages by which the mass is mobilized in the name 

of the nation. From simplicity to complexity and activism; these stages of nationalism give a 

group the halo of nation.  

But what makes nation geology of unchanging nature? To address this question one 

should understand how the national identity is constructed. The role of historians is critical for 

they tackle the task of reinterpretations of the collective memories of the nation. A historical 

figure that has not been favorably received by the national memory may gain in reputation if 

historical research goes to that direction. In this respect, predispositions may change and the 

attitude of a nation toward historical events may change as well.3 Elsewhere is explicitly stated 

(Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm 1992) that the nation is a recent development, result of the junction 

of technological and economic development. The roots of contradictions originate in the 

Eurocentric study of nationalism. The main body of nationalism literature is oriented in 

Western Europe and, more specifically, Germany, France, the United Kingdom, and Italy 

(culturally part of Western Europe, but geographically part of Southern Europe). The 

fragmentation of the region after the collapse of the Holy Roman Empire led to the 

construction of a multitude of regional identities that started to converge after the Reform and 

the Enlightenment.  

A different interpretation of the nation probes the route of a nation in the long run 

(long durée) and for some nations it is accepted that if not primordial, they are perennial, such 

                                                            
3 The attempt to construct a distinct Taiwanese identity illustrates this point. The rewriting of school 
textbooks and the promotion of Taiwanese on an equal footing vis-à-vis Mandarin is a case in point of a 
nation in the making. See Lee (2005). 
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as Jews, Armenians, and Greeks (Armstrong 2004). The question of perennialism of a nation or 

ethnie (a substitute term for proto-nation) is tantamount to the legitimation of a country’s 

rights on land.4 Lengthy presence of a nation justifies its presence in modern ages in a specific 

location. 

A debate on the contribution of economic nationalism stands next to the cultural and 

political factors of the birth of nations. Although the weight has been put on non-economic 

factors, the discourse has shifted to non-Marxist economic underlays of nationalism (Bond et al. 

2003). The authors in their endeavor to explore the Scottish and Welsh identity involve past 

economic histories of the respective regions in order to study the reconstruction of 

(sub)national identities. Historical experiences seen from economic perspective are not 

perceived always positively. But even so, they are reinterpreted in the contemporary context. 

Consequently, traumatic experiences or economic backwardness or advantages are reiterated, 

recaptured, reinterpreted, and repudiated to mobilize the population for economic purposes. 

Anderson’s famous aphorism about the concept of the nation will be used here to 

conclude this chapter. 

In an anthropological spirit, then, I propose the following definition 
of the nation: it is an imagined political community—and imagined as both 
inherently limited and sovereign. 

It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will 
never know most of their fellow-members, meet them or even hear of them, 
yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion… 

The nation is imagined as limited because even the largest of them, 
encompassing perhaps a billion living human beings, has finite, if elastic, 
boundaries, beyond which lie other nations… 

It is imagined as sovereign because the concept was born in an age in 
which Enlightenment and Revolution were destroying the legitimacy of the 
divinely—ordained, hierarchically dynastic realm… 

                                                            
4 The current Israeli-Palestinian conflict demonstrates the claim on ancient lands and the historical 
discussion ensued. In that conflict not only Arab nationalism and Zionism are at odds, but also 
perennialism. Unfortunately, both sides have claims on the same land that can take different names, 
Judaea for the Israelis and Palestine for the Palestinians.  
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Finally, it is imagined as community, because, regardless of the actual 
inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always 
conceived as deep, horizontal comradeship (Anderson 1991, 5-7). 




