
Page | 10  

 

Chapter 2—Chinese Nationalisms 

 

The origins of Chinese nationalism 

 

In this section we do not aspire to comprehensively discuss the concept of nationalism 

but rather to gain insight into the factors that molded Chinese nationalism in the past and the 

present.5 Chinese nationalism was introduced from Europe and Meiji Japan in the late 

nineteenth century to rejuvenate the country, which had suffered humiliations at the hands of 

Western powers and Japan (Zhao 2004). Until the mid-nineteenth century, China was more or 

less isolated from the rest of the world and the Western powers. What is more, China did not 

constitute a state in the forms that it emerged in Europe in the context of the Westphalian 

system. China’s nation building went under two opposite processes: on the one hand, the newly 

founded Republic of China was trying to retain the territories incorporated during the Qing 

dynasty in the 18th century, and on the other hand, the proliferation of more ethnic, 

homogeneous states in Europe in the 1990s became a test for the PRC. The “last empire” thesis 

forebodes the disintegration of the country to its constituent ethnic groups following suit of the 

British, Ottoman, and Russian empire (He and Guo 2000, 11). The Chinese nation is more the 

descendant of Chinese culture rather than that of the Chinese state. It should be also noted 

that the resurgence of Chinese nationalism is not only the result of external pressure but also 

the response to the decline of central power caused by modernization (Zheng 1999, 21) 

 

                                                            
5 For instance, Hughes (2006, 2) mentions an array of subthemes to illustrate to complexity of the 
concept. 
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The Chinese nation 

 

In most part of Chinese history, Chineseness relied on someone’s ability, will, and 

desire to be part of the Chinese culture. As said elsewhere (Zhao 2004, 16), “Chinese culture 

was the focus of people’s loyalty”. The idea of a Chinese nation in today’s form began with the 

defeat in the Opium Wars by the British (1839-42 and 1856-60). Before that period, the 

concept of the Chinese nation differed to that used in Europe. The course for the creation of 

the Chinese nation is described by Townsend (1992; 1996) as the “culturalism-to-nationalism 

thesis”. In it, Townsend suggested that the main Chinese identity revolved around culture, not 

any political entity. Cultural tradition was so strong and deep-rooted that any attempt to 

strengthen—that is to say, modernize—the state failed. Cultural identity secured the 

continuation of the nation no matter who ruled. The elements of culturalism were: a) China 

was the only true civilization, its cultural superiority unchallenged; and b) rulers had to be 

educated according to Confucian principles, of universal value (Townsend 1996, 2-3). In line 

with the above principles, the origin of the rulers had borne no importance on their ruling as 

long as they abode by Chinese culture principles. Rulers’ acculturation was fundamental as they 

would govern according to Confucian principles recognizing China’s superior, unchallenged 

civilization. The use of culture was perceived as preserving Chinese identity even when the 

rulers were not Chinese—such as the Mongolians and the Manchu. The admissibility of 

foreigners into the Chinese political community required that they become involved in the 

Chinese culture separates culturalism from ethnicity (Duara 1996, 36), a notion virtually 

unknown to imperial China. 

The sense of cultural superiority was battered when Westerners arrived in China. The 

power of the gun turned out to be far greater than that of culture. The Opium Wars 

disillusioned the Chinese about the value of their culture and the strength accorded to their 

country. Thereafter, they abandoned Confucian principles in favor of nationalism in the 
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pursuit of sustaining their nation. This led to the rise of the need for the construction of the 

Chinese state. This concurs with Townsend’s position that “a nation is a cultural community 

that is or seeks to become a political community” (Townsend 1996, 7). In that sense, the 

culturalism-to-nationalism thesis signified the transition from culturalism to nationalism. It 

should not escape our mind that Chinese nationalism was the response to Western 

encroachments into China. Therefore, it is not unseemly to profess that Chinese nationalism is 

mainly anti-foreign and anti-Western. The idea of universalism—the universal dominance of 

Confucian values—gave way to the Western concept of nationalism only after Chinese culture 

was defeated by Western nationalist culture in the nineteenth century (Zhao 2004, 43). 

The concept of the nation in the West appears with the emergence of the nation-states 

in Europe. According to Gellner (1983, 1),  

Nationalism is primarily a political principle, which holds that the 
political and the national unit should be congruent. 

Nationalism as a sentiment, or as a movement, can best be defined in 
terms of this principle. Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger aroused by 
the violation of the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its 
fulfillment. A nationalist movement is one actuated by a sentiment of this 
kind. 

We point out two facts: a) nationalism is a political principle, and b) the political and 

the national unit should be congruent. In other words, a nation should correspond to a state so 

that the term nation becomes meaningful in the way Gellner puts it. According to this 

definition of a nation, with which Hobsbawm (1992, 9) also coincides, the political unit is 

essential to bring a nation to life. It is for this reason that Western powers did not consider 

China as a state of an equal standing worthy of respecting its sovereignty. There is also an 

additional condition distinguishing modern nationalism from other and less demanding forms 

of national or group identification (Hobsbawm 1992, 9) according to which when a nation is in 

danger all the other obligations held by the citizens are set aside and the whole population is 

mobilized to defend the nation. Furthermore, for Hobsbawm (1992, 9), the nation “is a social 

entity only insofar as it relates to a certain kind of modern territorial state”. It is very crucial to 
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point out that it is nationalism that engenders nations and not the other way round (Gellner 

1983; Hobsbawm 1992). Thus, Western imperialism generated Chinese nationalism, which in 

turn led to the birth of the Chinese nation and, finally, to the birth of the Chinese state. 

We can safely assert that a series of military defeats (Opium Wars, Sino-Japanese War) 

and their concomitants woke up Chinese nationalism culminating in the May 4, 1919 

Movement. In order to understand the effects Chinese nationalism on the past and present we 

have to dig into China’s history. The humiliation that China suffered from the West led to the 

transformation of culturalism to nationalism, to a culture protected by the state—politicization 

of the culture (Duara 1996, 32). 

The argument against the existence of the Chinese as a nation goes hand in hand with 

the Western aspect of the term nation, as abovementioned. According to theorists of 

nationalism, the political principle is what separates nations from other ethnic groups. As 

mentioned, nationalism precedes the nation. The counter-argument reads that the Chinese 

nation constituted a community wherein participation demanded the acquiescence to a 

ritualistic order whose allegiance centered around the Chinese Emperor (Duara 1996). 

According to this theory, the political authority comprised the core of the nation, and those 

willing to paying their allegiance to its core were becoming part of it. In this aspect, the 

perception of the Chinese nation transcended the sine qua non of nationalism whereby ethnic 

boundaries should not cut across political ones (Gellner 1983, 1). Another author offers three 

criteria by which a group of people is allowed the label of a nation: The first was its historic 

association with a current state or one with a fairly lengthy and recent past. The second 

criterion was the existence of long-established cultural elite, possessing a written national 

literary and administrative vernacular. The third criterion, it must unfortunately be said, was a 

proven capacity for conquest (Hobsbawm 1992, 37-8). Although the first criterion is 

ambiguously met by the Chinese nation, the other two are without doubt the case in point of 

China. 

If we adopt the first approach, it is only after the contact with the West that China 
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became a nation, whereas supporting the latter we accept that the Chinese nation has had a very 

long history before the presence of European in the country; a history going back to the 

foundation of the Middle Kingdom. Bracing the idea of the nationalism the Chinese would not 

at last be anymore “man without shadow” (Gellner 1983, 6), namely, a state. 

 

Perspectives of Chinese nationalism 

 

China’s nation building started in the mid-nineteenth century and continues until 

today. The turning point of changing China’s concept lies in Qing period, when the rulers 

transformed imperial China from a Han-based empire to a unified multiethnic state (Zhao 

2006a).6 With the Qing dynasty, the term China became inclusive taking under its wing people 

other than Han (China Proper), such as inhabitants of Manchuria, Mongolia, Xinjiang, and 

Tibet. Beyond this argument, the use of term China was essential to secure Han peoples’ loyalty 

to the Qing dynasty. As mentioned in the preceding section of this chapter, abiding by 

Confucian principles was indispensable for the ruling of China. Qing emperors continued 

Confucian traditions, nevertheless, they modified them in order to adapt them to the new 

territories under their control (Zhao 2006a). 

Before proceeding with the features of Chinese nationalisms, it is very useful to return 

to Gellner (1983, chapter 7) in order to discuss the typology of nationalisms, as they emerged in 

the pre- and industrial society. There, Gellner suggests that the axes around which nationalisms 

can be built are power, education, and culture. Table 1 shows the permutations of nationalisms 

centering on the abovementioned axes. Of the permutations that power, education, and culture 

generate, the author produces three cases that describe a typology of nationalisms. 

More specifically, the cases are:  

                                                            
6 The new Chinese historiography moves beyond and against Marxist historiography and its revision is 
trying to elaborate the inclusion of non-Han ethnic groups in the Chinese nation (Guo and He 1999; 
He and Guo 2000, chapter 4). 
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• Classical Habsburg form of nationalism; the power holders have had privileged access 

to the central high culture—their own culture—and the powerless possess folk culture, 

which had being replaced by the high culture through education whose function was 

controlled by the power holders. By this system a new political unit is built to 

incorporate the populations of the folk culture who have adopted the power holders’ 

high culture. 

• Classical liberal Western liberalism; some have power and some do not. The difference 

correlates with differences of culture. But when it comes to access to education, there is 

no significant difference between the relevant populations. 

• Diaspora nationalism; in pre-modern societies some communities grouped along ethnic, 

religious, or other criteria enjoyed protection and privileges, such as the Jews in the 

Iberian peninsula and the Greeks in the Balkans (in territories other than Greece 

proper), while constituting minorities in the areas they lived. They could not be part of 

the political machinery because of their minority status (although Greeks in the vassal 

state in Moldavia and Wallachia (roughly today Romania) held prominent political and 

economic positions) that rendered them suspicious of disloyalty. In the modern era 

they had to retreat before the nationalisms expressed by the majority and resort to their 

communities trying to preserve their own life-style. 

With the exception of the diaspora nationalism that touches the overseas Chinese, 

classical Habsburg form of nationalism and classical liberal Western nationalism are those that 

lay the foundations of modern Chinese nationalism. The classical Habsburg form of 

nationalism constitutes the bedrock of Chinese nationalism because the different social classes 

bear different political and economic power and the upper class could dominate through the 

preponderance of their (high) culture. The imperial court and the mandarins were considered 

to incarnate the Confucian principles by which the world was ruled. For half a century, 

Confucianism went hand in hand with the emerging Chinese nationalism before the realization 

that the former impeded China’s advancement. Classical liberal Western nationalism seems to 
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gain ground in China, but it is not the mainstream of the discourse. While the level of 

education is on average the same with much more Chinese attaining higher education status, 

there are different sentiments that render Chinese nationalism neither liberal nor Western. 

China’s victimization has been the resource of nationalism in this country and it is this image 

that fuels this phenomenon throughout the country’s history since the mid-nineteenth century. 

The main argument of this section draws mostly on Zhao’s (1998; 2000a; 2000b; 2004; 

2006b) work on Chinese nationalism. It begins with the distinction among nativist, anti-

traditionalist, and pragmatist nationalism.7 Although he focuses on Chinese nationalism’s 

international orientation and not on Chinese domestic politics, his differentiation is very useful 

in associating different variants of Chinese nationalism with diverse social classes. 

The main topics of research on Chinese nationalism illustrated in Table 2 are: a) the 

people affiliated with each version thereof (effect); b) its goals; c) the roots of weaknesses; d) the 

responses employed by each variant; and e) the period that each one reached its peak. Although 

in all three forms it appears as if only elites were supporting the one or the other expression of 

Chinese nationalism, the support of the masses for nativism is warranted for reinvigoration of 

traditional, i.e. Confucian, values and principles, involves grassroots because they had being 

borne the values and principles of Confucianism and what represents Chinese popular culture. 

Their reactions against foreign influences go as far as to isolate China and defend it against 

foreign invasion, of people and ideas. This trend became very apparent during the Cultural 

Revolution, where contacts with the outside world stopped and all ambassadors abroad were 

recalled home.  

Another categorization that Suisheng Zhao (2006b) has come up with on nationalism 

is the one into ethnic, liberal, and pragmatic considering the position of therein CCP and its 

responses to them vital. According to the author, ethnic nationalism began as an attempt by 

                                                            
7 Zhao in his 2000 article names the variants of nationalism as nativist, anti-traditionalist, and 
pragmatist, whereas in his 2004 book he elaborates their content using, thus, pragmatic tiyongism, 
violent, anti-foreign nativism, and liberal/socialist anti-traditionalism. 
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old-state seekers to revive the Chinese state in modern terms and ended with the CCP 

assuming the role of state retainers (Zhao 2004, 1-2). Liberal nationalism is bewildering because 

there are conflicting stances toward this perspective. Whilst Zhao sees no incongruity between 

liberalism and nationalism in that “it defines the nation as a group of citizens who have a duty 

to support and defend the rights of their state in the world of nation-states, but also to pursue 

individual freedoms” (Zhao 2006b, 133). By contrast, elsewhere (Guo 2004) there is a 

contradiction between liberalism and nationalism. It should not escape one’s mind though that 

Guo is trying to relate liberalism with the democratization process in China and, consequently, 

his aim is to illustrate the qualities that render liberalism—the classical instead of the modern, 

as he underlines—the backbone of democracy in China. Furthermore, Guo corroborates that 

the confrontation between nationalism and liberalism enfeebles the course toward democracy. 

The major contrast between liberalism and the various forms of nationalism is the position of 

the individual in the society and the rights it bears. On the one hand, Chinese liberals want to 

elevate the individual above the collectivity of the group and support its dignity. On the other 

hand, nationalist of every strand want to protect the interests of the state through which, they 

believe, the individual can accomplish its goals and attain self-fulfillment. 

Beside the congruity between liberalism and nationalism, Zhao also finds out that 

liberal nationalism expresses the meeting point of anti-traditionalism and nativism (Zhao 

2006b, 137) because of the suspicions that the appeal to human rights and democracy are a 

smoke curtain behind which the United States is trying to hamper China’s rise and assumption 

of a better position in the world of nations. 

After the signing of the unequal treaties and the opening of China to the outside world 

a new class of merchants and intellectuals rose combining Western efficiency with Chinese 

values and talent, the most impressive illustration being Shanghai (Pye 1996). As Pye claims, 

nationalism and modernization were antagonistic forces in the twentieth century China while 

in the post-WWII colonies modernizers were the nationalist political leaders. He locates the 

problem of incongruence between nationalism and modernization of the country in the 
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division among littoral and interior China. The interior was left behind the development of the 

coast because Western powers were interested in trading with China, not developing it. Hence, 

foreign enclaves in treaty ports were the most modern parts of China, where Chinese could 

prosper and enjoy the fruits of their work and contact with the West. Pye, very pointedly, 

compares India’s colonial experience with that of China’s. There he suggests that for the 

Chinese of the interior colonialism was an abstract experience in which they could only 

conceive of their humiliation without having the opportunity of reaping the fruits of 

modernization helped by the arrival of foreigners. The misfortunes of the Chinese nation were 

attributed to traditions that kept a backward society from developing. The people who were in 

constant relation with Western ideas were persuaded that China’s restoration would come only 

with the boundless adoption of Western culture. Anti-traditionalism was the essence of the 

May Fourth Movement, of the Cultural Revolution, and of the post-reform era. 

Economic backwardness, which was to blame for China’s weakness, was attributed to 

the adherence to Chinese traditions. Anti-traditionalist attitude culminated in the destruction 

of whatever reminiscent of China’s past, be it artifacts, temples, mosques, and books among 

others. In the post-reform period, it was less dangerous to criticize traditions than the party in 

order to find the scapegoat for the country’s backwardness. 

In two other works (Zhao 2004, 2006b), Zhao distinguishes among liberal, ethnic, and 

pragmatic/state 8  nationalisms. Two antithetical pairs can be surmised: liberal vs. 

pragmatic/state and ethnic vs. pragmatic/state nationalisms. The first pair expresses the 

antithesis between individual and collective rights and their equivalent priority over the other, 

whereas the second pair suggest the contrast between an ethnically, religiously, culturally 

homogeneous state and a multiethnic polity. 

These are the main categories around which the discourse on Chinese nationalisms will 

revolve, although there are many more that express subtle difference as to the bearers, the 

                                                            
8 This interchangeable use of the terms pragmatic and state nationalism will be explained below, because 
it is of major importance for the understanding of one of the most vital strands of Chinese nationalisms. 
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orientations, and the time frame and so on. Other authors (He and Guo 2000; Whiting 1995; 

Oksenberg 1987) have suggested more forms of nationalisms whose topics involve the contacts 

with the outside world, the ascription of Chinese weakness, and the manner whereby China 

will assume its former glory in modern world. Tables 3 to 7 are telling of the differences and 

similarities of nationalisms in China. The common themes thereof are the bearers, the 

discourse, the identification of China’s weaknesses, and the actions that should be taken to 

address the country’s weaknesses. In other words, the distinction among the actors, as far as the 

bearers are concerned, is the one of the state (and its functionaries, namely officials), the people, 

and the intellectuals. There is a stratified arrangement of the actors, which facilitates 

analytically the research but it is perilous to invest in it, because this arrangement is very useful, 

nevertheless it is still amorphous, which need much more elaboration and scrutiny. As it is 

presented herein, scholars cannot make much use of these categories in order to extrapolate 

valuable findings. In the coming chapters, the explanation of these grouping to offer a tangible 

piece of information and facilitate the analysis will follow. 

The motif of discourse revolves around the uncertainties of Chinese concerning their 

culture and the contingency of losing it to the intrusion of foreign culture, be it ideas, practices, 

virtues, and concepts. This is a fear shared by a multitude of nationalist strands because of 

historical experience, victimization, and humiliation. Improving the economy and restoring the 

nation’s grandeur is an ambition to compensate for the country’s centennial foreign dominance. 

There is also an extensive discussion on the causes of China’s weaknesses, which are ascribed to 

culture and technological and economic backwardness. 

The actions to be taken have a common denominator; they aspire to the restoration of 

China’s glory. Other than the attainment of the goal that remains the same, the recipe of 

success changes. The approaches include seclusion from the rest of the world and self-reliance, 

the opening to the world and the invitation of foreign investments to gain managerial and 

financial skills in order to surmount backwardness. 

The grouping of Chinese nationalism can concentrate on the stance toward Chinese 
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culture, the attitude toward external environment and the holders of specific versions of 

nationalism. They are important in that they define the relationship of Chinese with their past 

and with the international environment. With the former, invocation of cultural past can incite 

nationalist sentiments turning against or for modernization helping or hampering, respectively, 

the country’s drive to economic development and assumption of grandeur. With the former, 

appeals toward favorable relations with the international community or toward poor relations 

with foreign countries determine the position of the country in the international system. 

Finally, the attitudes of different social strata to different versions of nationalism render that 

strain more important or resilient of another. For instance, pragmatic nationalism is more 

important in China because it is endorsed by the state. Comparing to nativist nationalism, that 

is appealing to the public, pragmatic nationalism and its orientations determine Chinese 

politics, domestically and internationally, more forcefully, because decision-makers sponsor 

pragmatic nationalism and because the public does not hold real political power in the PRC 

today. Table 8 illustrates the setup of nationalisms according to the criteria of China’s relations 

with the past, relations with China’s environment and with the people or institutions 

endorsing one or another form of nationalism, the use of nationalism—instrumental or 

primordial (or eternalist), if they are used by the ruling elite for its purpose or not 

respectively(Zhao 2004, 4-5, 13)—and the direction of nationalist sentiments—inward- or 

outward-oriented sentiments (Zhao 2004, 5-6). Relations to China’s past can help to 

understand whether adherents or opponents want to return to Confucian values, practices, and 

ideas. Relations with China’s international environment examine attitudes to foreign ideas and 

countries. This variable is important in that Chinese are susceptible to—mainly Western—

modernization efforts and continuation of contacts with the outside world. Conveyors of 

Chinese nationalism refer to the social class that, predominantly, bears a certain idea of 

nationalism. This classification is crucial because their position in the power structure in 

contemporary China can tell which version is about to delimit China’s domestic and 

international politics to the extend it does. The use of nationalism is splint into primordial and 
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instrumentalism in order to ascertain whether there are political calculations made by the ruling 

party to prop up its legitimacy or that that certain strain of nationalism is created by an 

unchanging national identity, where people born in it pledge their loyalty and allegiance. The 

direction of sentiments is pivotal for the country’s international behavior. Inward sentiments 

constitute no threat to another state; they are only used to hold a nation together in a delimited 

territory with its own laws. Outward sentiments, to the contrary, heap hostility to other and if 

outward sentiments prevail in a country, then that country is more likely to pursue adventures 

abroad with whatever consequences this may have to that country, its neighbors, and their 

region in general. As can be seen in Table 8, the majority of nationalisms in China are favorable 

to the country’s past and negative toward China’s international environment. These attitudes 

are shared by party officials, intellectuals, and the public. However, one should not err in his or 

her judgment and conclude that they occur simultaneously throughout the history of the PRC. 

This means, nevertheless, that even if party official (more often), intellectuals, or the public 

(more improbable) take the upper hand in the expression of nationalism, the same attitudes are 

possible to develop and become part of China’s behavior, domestically and internationally. This 

appears to present dangers as much for China as for foreign countries for hostile behavior 

appear twice in this combination of positive attitude toward the country’s past and negative 

attitude toward its international environment. It is comforting, however, that when party 

officials are involved in the expression of that kind of behavior they do not express official 

policies, but themselves or a group in the Party. 

Where attitudes are negative toward China’s past and positive toward international 

environment, the case of modernization is most likely to be served. If ambivalent or unspecified 

attitudes toward the country’s past are included, where positive stances toward international 

environment are observed, then the quest of modernization is expressed by intellectuals or the 

most dynamic sectors of a society along with party officials. It should be noted, nonetheless, 

that these historical instances pertain to different historical experiences, starting with the port-

treaties up to the 1990s, when party officials—with Deng Xiaoping excelling prominently—
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heralded the opening to the West to modernize and achieve economic growth for the benefit of 

the nation. A stimulating subcategory is that of minorities, which bear negative stance toward 

China’s past and positive posture toward international environment hoping that they will 

acquire more rights home illustrating their position abroad, as it is the case with Tibetans and 

Uyghurs.9 

There are two cases where people have negative attitudes toward both the past and 

international environment. Surprisingly, these are intellectuals and xenophobic public. 

However, intellectuals’ position changed dramatically, as far as their position toward 

international environment is concerned, after the Tiananmen Incident. 

 

Conclusions 

 

In all, there are three major combinations of attitudes toward China’s past and the 

international environment, which are expressed by different social actors. Most of their 

expressions are trying to hold the nation together, while a few are trying to exploit Chinese 

nationalism in order to buttress the CCP’s legitimacy. However, most of the combinations are 

inwardly oriented constituting, hence, no threat to foreign countries. There is only one case in 

which party officials take a stance that is outward oriented—assertive nationalism—which is 

the one that is mostly troublesome to peace. 

The prevalent mode of nationalism is the one of positive attitudes toward China’s past 

and negative attitudes toward the international environment. This is not conclude that any 

hostility is about to erupt, but rather to underline a resurgence of affection for the coutry’s past 

and the need to preserve its cultural heritage and, in the meantime, bounce back foreign 

influences that threat that very cultural heritage. 
                                                            
9 The case of minority citizens will not be discussed in the present thesis for reasons mentioned in the 
chapter deliberating the methodology employed herein. 
The one case of positive attitudes to both China’s past and international environment comported by 
minorities will not be discussed any further for the abovementioned reason. 
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Second, the quest for modernization is the one that plays the most important role in 

today’s China, because it is expressed by party officials and more specifically the leadership of 

the CCP, and the middle and upper class that has borne the fruits of their active involvement 

with economic development and the opening of the country to the outside world. It is the 

mode of nationalism that will lead the country in the foreseeable future as long as the current 

power structure remains unchallenged; in other words, a state-led nationalism (Zhao 1998). 

Finally, there is the mode of negative attitude toward China’s past and positive attitude 

toward international environment that expresses the behavior and thinking of the people 

someone could tag as modernizers. This mode is in decline since the 1990s, when Chinese 

discovered their past and started pursuing it without the fear of prosecution by the authorities. 

 




