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law and state law are resolved. She is the author of Creating the Zhuang: Ethnic 
Politics in China, several articles and chapters on ethnic minorities, and editor 
and contributor to the textbook Understanding Contemporary Asia. Kaup has 
served as special adviser for Minority Nationalities Affairs at the Congressional-
Executive Commission on China, Public Intellectuals Fellow with the National 
Committee on United States–China Relations, Distinguished Visiting Scholar at 
Yunnan Minzu University, and PI/Project Director on several federally funded 
Chinese language grants and Furman’s Luce Initiative on Asian Studies and the 
Environment.



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CONTEMPORARY CHINA, 2V xxvi

John James Kennedy is Associate Professor in the department of Political Science 
at the University of Kansas (KU), and he received his PhD at the University of 
California, Davis in 2002. His research is on local governance and topics include 
local elections, tax and fee reform, rural education, health care, family planning 
and the cadre management system. He has published over a half dozen book chap-
ters and over a dozen research articles in journals such as The China Quarterly, 
Journal of Contemporary China, Asian Survey, Political Studies, the Journal of 
Peasant Studies, the Journal of Chinese Political Science, China Information, 
Asian Politics and Policy and Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations.

Arthur Kroeber has studied the Chinese economy since 1991 as a financial 
journalist and researcher and has spent more than 20 years living in Beijing, 
Guangzhou and Taipei. He is founder and head of research at Gavekal 
Dragonomics, an economic consultancy in Beijing; senior non-resident fellow of 
the Brookings-Tsinghua Center; and adjunct professor at the Columbia University 
School of International and Public Affairs. His latest book is China’s Economy: 
What Everyone Needs to Know (Oxford, 2016).

André Laliberté is Professor of Comparative Politics at the School of Political 
Studies at the University of Ottawa, Canada, as well as associate researcher at 
the Groupe Sociétés, Religions et Laïcités in Paris and research fellow at the 
Center on Religions and Chinese Societies, at Purdue University. He is the 
author of more than 50 articles and book chapters, about religion in China and 
Taiwan, in relation to state regulation, philanthropy, development, political 
change, and cross-strait relations. He has co-edited The Moral Economies of 
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Introduction
Weiping Wu and Mark W. Fraz ier

Today’s China presents a fascinating yet challenging area of scholarly inquiry. 
The dynamism and complexities of contemporary China, and the dramatic 
changes that have taken place in the Chinese economy, society, and environment 
in recent decades, pose numerous challenges for scholars of China who populate 
the broad field known as China Studies. Where does the field of China Studies 
stand? Given China’s prominence in global affairs, is the China Studies field 
connecting itself sufficiently with transnational and global modes of inquiry? 
How should the China Studies field analyze China’s broader socioeconomic 
dynamics, systems and levels of governance, and key institutions?

These are the motivating questions for this handbook. China Studies, like 
other area studies, draws from the research traditions of multiple disciplines. The 
diverse methodological approaches that characterize the contemporary China 
Studies field have led to a vibrant and eclectic tradition of academic training and 
research production. In this handbook, specifically, we have collectively aimed 
for four broad directions of inquiry, the achievement of which we hope will help 
increase the visibility of China Studies:

 • Investigate how we can best study China;
 • Explore the transformations of contemporary China that inform how we study China;
 • Present the breadth and depth of the China Studies field; and
 • Identify future directions for China Studies.

This handbook is anchored in one of the largest and most productive subfields 
of China Studies, the social sciences. Our intention is to provide an in-depth 
understanding of China’s contemporary development that is grounded in history 
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and context. China’s recent history of social and cultural transformation, as well 
as its rapid economic development, have produced a wide range of scholarship 
in such social science fields as politics, economy, geography, law, anthropology, 
sociology, urban studies and planning, as well as in history and the humanities.

It comes as no surprise that a handbook like this draws on the work of many 
scholars in and outside of China, to showcase the best work representative of the 
field. As editors, we have invited both established and rising scholars to contrib-
ute. They come from every major region where China Studies prospers: North 
America, Europe, Oceania, East Asia (including China), and Southeast Asia. In 
addition to presenting the analytical richness for a broad range of important sub-
jects, some contributors use case studies to ground the discussion and highlight 
important and timely issues pertinent to the field. 

CONTEMPORARY CHINA STUDIES AS A FIELD

To what extent is contemporary China Studies a coherent field of inquiry, and 
what are its boundaries? How has disciplinary training and specialization, par-
ticularly in research methods, influenced the way that scholars of contemporary 
China speak to what are at times competing audiences of China scholars more 
broadly, versus disciplinary colleagues? How well has the field of contemporary 
China Studies connected with more recent trends to cover ‘global Asia’ and other 
transnational connections? Each of these questions is of great importance to the 
future of contemporary China Studies as a field.

Contemporary China Studies can be defined as a broad area of inquiry into the 
social, economic, cultural, and political forces underlying the rapid changes in 
China and Chinese society since approximately the late 1970s (and understanding 
the connections across this period marking the onset of reform and opening). The 
field is also defined by China’s re-emergence as a global power and the extent of 
its influence in regional and global affairs. The rapid social and economic changes 
within China, and China’s rise internationally, have attracted a great many more 
commentators and analysts publishing in disciplinary journals, academic presses, 
and general audience outlets than has been the case in other fields defined by a 
region or a country (e.g., Latin American studies, India studies). On the ‘con-
sumption’ side, the audience for the field of contemporary China Studies is vast: 
professionals and practitioners in various domains of expertise who have some 
stake in understanding developments in China for their line of work, diplomats 
and other policy makers, and a general public around the world whose encounters 
with China and Chinese citizens are multifaceted and rapidly growing.

Yet as is often the case in any academic enterprise, the questions and answers 
are increasingly complex, and the producers and consumers of the research 
tend to fragment into their own networks and communities. Even a seemingly 
simple question of, ‘what accounts for China’s record of successful economic 
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performance and poverty reduction?’ is of intrinsic interest to many and may 
offer clues for those seeking to reduce poverty elsewhere in the world. To answer 
it requires far more than the perspective of one discipline or subfield (e.g., devel-
opment economics). The question is also illustrative of the tensions that arise 
for those trained in the China Studies field along with their respective disciplin-
ary and methodological specializations. For example, how important is deep 
knowledge of China’s modern or even pre-modern history relevant to the sources 
of post-1980 economic growth? Some would say historical roots of economic 
growth are essential to understand, and therefore require at least reading knowl-
edge of Chinese language primary sources, including possibly classical Chinese, 
if the point is to look at county gazetteers for information about commerce and 
production from the Qing dynasty or before. Others would say that sophisticated 
data collection and modeling is of far greater import than historical sources, that 
training in advanced econometrics and statistics must be deployed to identify the 
interaction of variables that account for specific economic outcomes. Another of 
many possible approaches would be those that seek to understand the meanings 
and significance that the participants, such as entrepreneurs or factory workers, 
attach to the phenomenon of China’s growth.

From these contending approaches to address the same or similar questions, 
two consequences have emerged. First, since each approach comes with its own 
technical language and idioms of expression shared with like-minded practitio-
ners, the findings can be put out of reach of China Studies colleagues in other dis-
ciplines, not to mention the interested and informed public. Research published 
in sub-disciplinary journals is not usually read across the China Studies field as 
a whole. Second, highly specialized methodological approaches have tended to 
generate relatively narrow questions that may be more about refining measure-
ment techniques rather than engaging with colleagues from other disciplines who 
also study contemporary China and even ask similar questions using different 
methods. This is in many respects a natural tendency in scholarship, but the pro-
cess of integrating findings from different disciplines tends to fall to the wayside.

The question of comparability is also of great importance, as is the related prob-
lem of concept formation and application. A number of China scholars (as Frazier 
notes in Chapter 58) have begun to follow earlier examples of those who examined 
China–Japan or China–Russia comparisons and interactions by taking up the study, 
even languages in some cases, of countries viewed as analytically comparable with 
China. The issue of concepts applied or misapplied to China has been addressed 
in several state-of-the-field essays by China Studies scholars. Such essays consis-
tently raise concern over the tendency of those in the contemporary China Studies 
field, in political science in particular, to import concepts from the study of other 
regions or countries. By contrast, few concepts are generated from within China 
to be ‘exported’ for application elsewhere (Harding 1984; Perry 1994; Tsai 2013). 
In this respect, the expectation for China Studies scholars to produce concepts 
that can be applicable outside of China is a standard entirely lacking in the study 
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of American politics or in the field of American Studies.  ‘Americanists’ are not 
expected to generate concepts whose value is assessed on their applicability outside 
of the US case. As the state-of-the-field essays on China Studies also note, fashion-
able research methods and theories (in addition to concepts) are also frequently 
brought to the study of China. Yet scholars such as Kevin O’Brien (2011) have 
rightly asked whether theories aspiring to universal application and the research 
tools used to test them actually advance broader understandings of China. As he 
notes, ‘social science theories come and go but China will last’ (2011: 541).

Finally, there is the question of what role China Studies plays in a 21st century 
context in which world regions and transnational connections are spawning centers 
and institutes with titles such as ‘Global Asia’ or ‘Inter-Asia Connections.’ Here 
the emphasis is on an Asia-centric, historically and culturally rooted understand-
ing of connections and cultural contacts that were understudied in state-centered 
or ‘impact of the West’ narratives that marked much of the study of Asia in aca-
demia during the Cold War. As discussed below, China’s vastly expanded presence 
in the world, and the multifaceted forms of connections in Asia and its various sub-
regions, have greatly informed the study of the emerging field of inter-Asian stud-
ies, or to use a term once popular among intellectuals a century ago, ‘Pan-Asian’ 
perspectives. This transnational turn carries significant implications for the field 
of contemporary China Studies. It suggests, among other things, that social scien-
tists interested in China’s expanding influence should obtain deeper training and 
engagement in the cultural and historical precedents of Chinese interactions in Asia.

MAPPING OUT CONTEMPORARY CHINA: CRITICAL ISSUES

Here, we address some of the central themes found in current thinking about 
China across a range of disciplines.

China in the World and the World in China

China’s return to global prominence over the past three to four decades has dis-
rupted conventional approaches to studying ‘China in the World’. A book by that 
title a few decades ago would understandably most likely limit its focus to dip-
lomatic and security relations between Beijing and foreign counterparts. Or it 
would ask about China’s nascent steps to joining international organizations, and 
perhaps include some chapters on the influence of the overseas Chinese (even 
then, attention would likely be on their influence in China proper, in the form of 
foreign direct investment and commercial networks). Today, such a title would 
have to include a full range of non-state flows, including financial entities, tour-
ists, Chinese state-owned and private corporations, and even the hundreds of 
thousands of Chinese students at institutions of higher education around the 
world. Moreover, the crucial issues of cybersecurity and climate change, among 
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others once regarded as ‘non-traditional security’ problems, now need to take 
center stage in any survey of China in the world.

The multiple and overlapping connections that have emerged in some of these 
areas also suggest that ‘the world’ is also in China – notwithstanding efforts by 
the Chinese government to limit or block some of these flows. Many global cor-
porations such as General Motors, Samsung, Toyota, and Apple have derived a 
large share of their operating profits from sales of their units based in China. They 
also face the prospect that losing market share in China can diminish overall rev-
enues and share prices. But beyond the corporate sector, ‘the world in China’ also 
means that cultural and educational institutions, from Hollywood studios to art 
galleries, from Ivy League campuses to public universities, have established or 
seek to make a presence in China. All of these connections and the contestations 
that frequently arise over issues of censorship, restrictions, intellectual property 
transfers, and much else, are worthy of continued scholarly investigation.

The dimensions of these flows, in both directions, but especially the impact of 
these connections and influences on the rest of the world, reveal the gross over-
simplifications in the ‘go-to’ question that comes up in any conference or publi-
cation addressing China’s role in the world: ‘What will China do with its power?’ 
The question is important, but inquiring into the intentions and effects of Chinese 
power in this way is to presume a single actor that makes strategic choices about 
where and how to deploy its power internationally. No clearer example is the high 
level of attention and anxiety surrounding the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). As 
an infrastructure and aid project, the BRI has attracted vast levels of attention for 
its presumed master strategic plan to first build railways, dams, bridges, and ports 
in the Central, Southeast, and South Asian regions, then to dominate the govern-
ments and markets within these regions. But given the wide-ranging intentions 
and capabilities of the multiplicity of actors involved in the BRI, it is fruitless 
to attach a coherent plan to what will predictably be a mix of infrastructure suc-
cesses and failures. The unintended consequences of BRI projects are, by defini-
tion, highly unpredictable. Beyond the BRI, studies of China in the world also 
have to grapple with the question of how to distinguish state-sponsored strategic 
intentions from autonomous decisions by households, corporations, tourists, and 
professional associations, among others, to go abroad for various motivations. 
Given this multiplicity of flows, how can the China Studies field examine China 
in the world in ways beyond an exclusively state-centric framework? While it’s 
still worth asking how the Chinese government deploys its capabilities abroad 
and in various regions and international forums, the impact of China and Chinese 
in the world is a promising area of future inquiry for the China Studies field.

Progress and Impact of Economic Reform

China since around 1979 presents a truly unique chronology of development. 
Nowhere have market economy conditions been applied with state control at 
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such a large scale. Most scholars agree that reform policies have had overwhelm-
ingly positive consequences for the Chinese people. One indicator points to the 
largest advance in poverty alleviation in the history of humanity: 500 million 
people in China have been lifted from lives of subsistence agricultural produc-
tion (World Bank 2014). Though there are continuing debates on whether eco-
nomic transition will engender political liberalization, the majority of scholarship 
has focused on the former, its progress and impact in particular.

The transition from a planned to a market economy has gone through a series of 
phased reforms. In general, these were not the results of a grand strategy, but imme-
diate responses to pressing problems. Throughout, two key features stand out. The 
first is pragmatism: criteria for success are determined by experiment rather than 
by ideology. The second is incrementalism: an idea is implemented locally or in a 
specific sector and, if successful, is gradually adopted throughout the country. As a 
result, fundamental structural changes have been introduced to the economic sys-
tem, with genuine competition and gradual reduction of state interference.

How complete is China’s economic transition? What are the prospects? Both 
are fair questions to ponder after close to four decades. While there is consensus 
on the multifaceted nature – from plan to market, from agrarian to industrial 
economy, from autarky to open door, and lately from export-led to consumption-
based growth model, at least two schools of thought have persisted in its assess-
ment. The more optimistic sees China as having reached a point of no return on a 
path generally upwards, while the more pessimistic cautions about crossroads on 
many fronts and a tipping point towards instability. The many shades of gray in 
between nonetheless present a range of challenges: capital account convertibility, 
state sector reform, sub-national debt, among others.

Furthermore, certain characteristics of economic transition – for example, 
outdated institutions and regulatory ambiguity – have produced conditions 
many consider to be contradictory to progress. Chief among these are increas-
ing inequality and social stratification. When market reforms first began, poverty 
levels were so high that inequality was not a major concern. Around 1983–84, 
China was probably the most equal (especially in urban areas) that it had ever 
been. But since then the relationship between inequality and growth has become 
a top political and social issue. In addition to a persistent level of rural poverty, 
there are now three major groups of the emerging urban poor: unemployed and 
furloughed workers, migrants, and chronic poor (including people with no ability 
to work, no savings, and no relatives to rely on).

A major aspect of inequality relates to the millions of migrants. Migrant work-
ers and entrepreneurs have provided substantial human impetus for the rapid 
modernization of cities. As a result of a matter of institutional legacy (the house-
hold registration system), except in small cities and towns, migrants have limited 
access to local public schools, welfare programs, state sector jobs, and the main-
stream housing distribution system (Wu and Gaubatz 2012). (Proposed reform 
of the household registration system in the 2014 urbanization plan remains 
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confined to small and medium-sized cities and towns.) As the second generation 
of migrants grows up in cities with limited access to the urban education system, 
their future as an urban underclass is a serious challenge for the Chinese state. The 
volatility of export manufacturing, on the other hand, complicates the economic 
prospects of migrants. The quantity of migrants is often tied to the production 
level of export processing firms, which in turn is driven by the global demand for 
Chinese goods. Therefore, the volatility of the global economy directly affects 
the livelihood of migrants. 

Despite massive changes to the structure of China’s political economy, the coun-
try’s legacy of state socialism has engendered an enduring sense of civil commit-
ment within party cadres. The agenda of the central government has been largely 
characterized by the need to balance the growth of the national economy with 
the state’s obligation to enable public wellbeing: security, inclusion, health, etc. 
Although the government’s desire for growth and its civil responsibilities are not 
by definition at odds, unbridled economic growth often obstructs the public pursuit 
of wellbeing, especially for the poor, elderly, and other disadvantaged groups.

State and Society

The transformation of the Chinese state and Chinese society over the past four 
decades has deeply impacted contemporary China Studies. The image of an 
omnipotent and omnipresent state and a fragmented or subordinated society 
never held much sway under close scrutiny, even during the Maoist era. Yet 
social forces at no time in post-1949 China (or before, many would claim) pos-
sessed the vibrant, nationally networked array of interest groups or civil society 
formations that some would term as the mark of a genuinely pluralist polity to 
counter state power. Studies of state and society in China have generally shown, 
especially in the reform era, a complex interaction in which close attention must 
be paid to the venues, claims, scales, and strategies taken among a range of 
actors and organizations. Calls to ‘disaggregate the state’ (O’Brien 2011) have 
generally paid off by illustrating that a complex interaction of governance prac-
tices, coercion, responsiveness, and even representation appear in certain venues 
and institutions in the state and the party agencies that oversee them.

In addition, the plausible scenario in the 1990s, that insurmountable pres-
sures on the Chinese state would bring about its erosion if not collapse, seems 
far less likely today, if not highly improbable. At that time, the most commonly 
noted pressures included inadequate fiscal capacity, elite polarization (including 
an erosion of civil–military relations), endemic corruption, rural unrest and anti-
state mobilization, threats of inflation, risks of massive bank failures, recalcitrant 
provincial heads, environmental calamities, and foreign policy crises leading to 
armed conflict, among others. Even if one or more of these scenarios or threats 
does come to fruition in the 2020s or beyond and brings about some form of state 
failure or political collapse, the longevity and adaptability of the Chinese state and 
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Communist party to have navigated such massive social transformations over a 
forty-year stretch beginning in the late 1970s would be a remarkable achievement.

If anything, the accumulated scholarship on state–society relations in contem-
porary China Studies reveals the very hazards of making too much of this dichot-
omy. While it can be obvious in some cases who is the state and who is society, the 
boundary between these two and the respective sources of power dynamics are not 
as straightforward as one might think, and therefore theoretically compelling. Do 
political campaigns enhance state power or channel it in directions that strengthen it 
in some areas and weaken it in others? Do popular protests and other forms of social 
mobilization empower social forces, or can they also provide power to parts of the 
state while they challenge other parts of the state? An extensive literature on popular 
protest and official responses to it has shown the complex interactions, suggesting 
that the leaders even at the very top can be responsive at times. They may suspend 
policy or make adjustments to policies, largely out of the fear of social instability.

Finally, the question arises of how to characterize both change and continuity in 
state–society relations between the Maoist and reform period. Clearly the state no 
longer attempts to manage Chinese society through what Vivienne Shue called the 
‘cellular polity’ (1988: 146). During the Maoist era, mobilizing the population for 
participation in politics was the norm. A heterogenous array of employment and 
housing forms have supplanted the work unit, and with urban transformation has 
come more nuanced forms of governance and regulation. Carefully managed cam-
paigns arise on occasion but nothing on the scale of the Maoist period. Citizens with 
grievances can find ways to make those grievances heard by state officials, through 
petitioning or courts. Social media can take a political turn at times, but open forms 
of collective action remain extremely constrained. But then as now, the most nuanced 
pictures of state–society relations that emerge in scholarly accounts are those that 
highlight the different scales in which state power operates (central, local, etc.) and 
the ways that societal actors engage with a highly differentiated Chinese state. 

Questions of Sustainability

To many China scholars and observers, especially those concerned with sustained 
growth, the unraveling of the country’s progress will likely stem from its already 
fragile human–environment relationship. Externalities of industrial expansion, 
acceleration of urban development, exhaustion of water resources (in large 
swaths of China), and destruction of ecological systems have become all too 
common. If we were to resort to the wisdom of the environmental Kuznets curve 
(in which such externalities reach a peak and then decline as income rises), these 
would be considered the inevitable byproducts of China’s economic climb. But 
given its explosive scope and pace, scholars have sounded alarms on the irrevers-
ible impact of growth on the environment, resources, and the global climate.

Market reform has fundamentally changed the role of urban land. Commodi-
fication of land and housing has fueled rural land conversion and urban expansion. 
The expansionary processes have precipitated excessive sprawl, and unsustainable 
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forms of habitation and transportation in cities. In fact, in many cities, the growth 
in urban land area has significantly exceeded that of urban population (World Bank 
and Australian Aid 2015), captured in public imagination by the so-called ghost cit-
ies. Urban expansion also has intensified the depletion of water and other resources, 
stemming from both growing demand and rapidly increasing levels of pollution. 
Scholars agree that the ecological footprint of the urban population enlarges with 
modernization, motorization, and heightened consumption. In addition, uncoordi-
nated growth reduces agglomeration effects of planned urban space, which leads to 
increased transportation costs and diminished productivity.

Although considerably smaller and less modern, the Chinese city during state 
socialism was in many ways more socially and environmentally sustainable than 
today. Cities were intentionally restricted in size and conceived as centers of pro-
duction. Thus, the socialist city was relatively austere, compact, and functional; 
construction of facilities deemed ancillary to the goals of the socialist city was 
controlled. By comparison, the residential and transportation choices of reform-
era urban residents are vastly more energy intensive. Aside from the effect of 
rising income and increasing mobility, the urban landscape is moving away from 
the compact and pedestrian oriented cities of Mao’s era. This retreat from sus-
tainable forms of urbanism presents a paradoxically regressive circumstance of 
urbanization. Compared to rates of automobile ownership in Europe and North 
America, for instance, the motorization of China is considerably more acceler-
ated and concentrated in urban areas (World Bank 2014).

Depletion of land resources has geopolitical and social ramifications as well. 
The first is on food security, a subject of growing concern. While it may be subject 
to debate whether China can achieve food security given the large population cou-
pled with limited arable land, China’s central government has pursued this goal as 
a matter of national security. The conversion of farmland to non-agricultural use 
during the last two decades in China has been arguably the most widespread in 
the country’s history, and in coastal China the process has been more intense than 
any other regions (Long and others 2009). Such encroachment also infringes upon 
farmers’ interests and their collective stakes in farmland. Protests against land 
grabs have ensued across the country, posing a significant challenge for social 
accord and regime stability.

China’s growth model has also made its mark on the global environment. The 
most direct evidence is pollution of coastal water by industries and untreated 
wastewater, cross-border and intercontinental air pollution, and emissions of 
greenhouse gas (Kamal-Chaoui and others 2009). China is now the largest con-
tributor to global warming. A fundamental problem is the enormous dependence 
on coal for energy. Industries such as steel, cement, and chemicals are by far the 
largest users. But much of the country’s environmental protection effort relies on 
initiatives by local officials, leading to a patchwork of mitigation and adaptation. 
Theorizing and interpreting the impact of China’s economic transition on the 
planet remains a top priority. It also makes us wonder: To what do we compare 
China? Is China like any other country?
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ORGANIZATION OF THE HANDBOOK

The handbook consists of two volumes, with ten parts containing a total of  
58 chapters. Part One situates the field of China Studies in history and context. 
Each chapter in Part One provides an overview and historiography of how schol-
ars have conceptualized respectively the Chinese state, nation, economy, and 
environment, and analyzes trends in terms of different research approaches, 
types of sources, and trends in the study of these broad concepts.

The next eight parts cover substantive themes in contemporary China Studies. 
The primary aim of chapters in these parts is to reflect the wealth of research 
undertaken in the past three decades or so. The eight parts include economic 
transformations, politics and government, China on the global stage, China’s for-
eign policy, national and nested identities, urbanization and spatial development, 
poverty and inequality, and social change. Three common questions motivate all 
the contributions, providing a consistent format:

 • How should we study China in a particular topical area? This requires situating the discussion in 
both the larger theoretical background and China’s historical context.

 • What are the core issues and how have scholars conceptualized them?
 • Upon an assessement of the current ‘state of art’ in a particular topical area, what is the direc-

tion of possible future scholarly development?

As a conclusion to the handbook, Part Ten draws together three forward-looking 
contributions with the aim of charting the future of the China Studies field. These 
provide discussion on the future of China Studies, trends in historical studies of 
China, and recent efforts to place China in comparative context.

To ensure a high standard of editorial oversight, we established an editorial 
board of six Associate Editors representing major disciplinary and interdisciplin-
ary approaches found in China Studies. Their roles were critical, ranging from 
recommendation of contributors and subsequent interactions, to more impor-
tantly reviewing and critiquing drafts and revised chapters. The final product 
clearly has benefitted from their collective wisdom, in terms of the overall quality 
and individual contributions. The Associated Editors, in alphabetical order, are:

 • Yanjie Bian, Sociology, University of Minnesota and Xi’an Jiaotong University, USA and China
 • Kerry Brown, Political Science, King’s College, UK
 • Albert Hu, Economics, National University of Singapore, Singapore
 • Pál Nyíri, History, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands
 • Kristin Stapleton, History, University at Buffalo, SUNY, USA
 • Elizabeth Wishnick, Political Science and Law, Montclair State University, USA

We invited contributors on the basis of their research profiles, but also to 
achieve an appropriate multidisciplinary and international mix as well as a 
range of different perspectives, theoretical positions, and methodological 
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approaches. Starting from a brief outline for each chapter, we worked with con-
tributors to find a balance between their expertise and our general vision for the 
handbook. Some contributors brought on collaborators. Each chapter draft was 
reviewed by one Editor or Associate Editor, who provided substantive comments 
as well as feedback in regards to the writing and format features important for a 
handbook.

Showcasing the best work in contemporary China Studies, this handbook 
is designed as a resource to China scholars across social sciences and possibly 
beyond. We have aimed to provide original discussions of core issues. Even within 
the ambitious scope of the handbook, however, it was not possible to cover every 
important topic. For example, the absence of an issue such as China’s increasing 
influence in specific world regions is by design, given the recency of the phe-
nomenon as well as the limited (though growing) number of scholarly investi-
gations. Given the multi-year span of the entire process, in some topical areas 
the situation may have moved on somewhat since the commencement of original 
writing around 2015–2016. Readers will, we hope, appreciate the myriad reflec-
tions on and assessments of the wealth of research undertaken in the past three to 
four decades on a rapidly changing China. For this vision, we owe a tremendous 
amount of gratitude to SAGE’s Senior Publisher, Robert Rojek.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern state system emerged in the Peace of Westphalia, which marked the 
conclusion of the brutal Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) in Europe. Central to this 
new type of world order known as the Westphalian system are the principles of 
state sovereignty and equality (Kissinger 2014).

While the concept of the state is subject to definitions from different perspec-
tives, Max Weber offers us the most popular definition of the state as a political 
organization: ‘The modern state is a compulsory association which organizes 
domination. It has been successful in seeking to monopolize the legitimate use 
of physical force as a means of domination within a territory’ (Weber [Gerth and 
Mills] 1947).

As one goes beyond Weber and looks at the making and operations of the 
modern state, however, the task becomes far messier (Abrams 1988; Silberman 
1993; Tilly 1992). In a recent attempt at a synthesis, Bob Jessop (2016) proposed 
that ‘just as there can be no general theory of the state, there can be no gen-
eral theory of its decline, crisis, or failure.’ To gain traction on studying actually 
existing state systems, Jessop (2016) offers a four-element definition of the state, 
although he immediately lists six qualifications after this definition:

The core of the state apparatus comprises a relatively unified ensemble of socially embedded, 
socially regularized, and strategically selective institutions and organizations [Staatsgewalt] 
whose socially accepted function is to define and enforce collectively binding decisions on 
the members of a society [Staatsvolk] in a given territorial area [Staatsgebiet] in the name of 
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the common interest or general will of an imagined political community identified with that 
territory [Staatsidee]. (Jessop 2016: 49)

Weber’s classic definition of the state, with its focus on domination through the 
legitimate use of physical violence, reflected well on the violent origins of 
European state-making (Tilly 1992). In contrast, Jessop’s definition a century 
later takes a strategic-relational approach to state power and pays more attention 
to claims of common interest or general will. While neither definition is perfect 
for the job of describing and analyzing the origins and evolution of the modern 
Chinese state, between them they offer valuable vantage points for our endeavor.

As one of humanity’s most enduring civilizations, China had well-established 
patterns and a culture of autocratic rule when it had to confront with modern west-
ern states in earnest during the Qing Dynasty under Manchu rule. During this 
extended and humiliating confrontation, the old order collapsed with the fall of the 
Qing Dynasty in 1911, but this has been followed by more decades of struggles, 
mostly among Chinese, through which the Chinese state has been reconstituted. 
To anticipate the rest of this chapter, the late Qing proved to be inadequate to the 
task of confronting powerful imperialist powers and domestic rebellions. It suf-
fered from declining legitimacy, was unable to reconstitute itself into a modern 
state, and saw the end of the dynasty. Republican China after Yuan Shikai muddled 
through as a weak state during the warlord era but enjoyed growing legitimacy and 
fitful progress in state-building during the Nationalist era. Yet this proved inad-
equate against the Japanese onslaught and the rise of the CCP. With its massive 
victory in civil war, the CCP under Mao had a huge reservoir of legitimacy as well 
as coercive power. While Mao expended much of that legitimacy on one political 
campaign after another, post-Mao leaders have been able to regain public trust on 
the premises of development and national rejuvenation and to constitute the Party-
state. Today the Chinese state, led by the Communist Party of China, boasts the 
world’s second largest economy. A study of the modern Chinese state is by neces-
sity a review of the remaking of the Chinese state, still in progress today.

LATE IMPERIAL CHINA AND THE CHALLENGES OF MODERNITY

Despite much basic agreement on the contours of Chinese history following the 
Qin unification in 221bc, there exists interesting and important disagreement 
over what ‘China’ means or what ‘Chinese civilization’ is about (Ge 2011). It is 
useful to note that Chinese dynasties aspired to the tianxia or ‘all-under-heaven’ 
model and considered China as the center of the universe. In the Qin, Han, and 
Tang dynasties, the rulers of China achieved political, military, and cultural 
dominance but nonetheless the borders of the empire were not clearly fixed, as 
befitting the theory of tianxia or ‘all-under-heaven’ (Xu 2015). Among other 
things, the lack of a clear boundary is one element that clearly distinguished the 
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earlier Chinese empires from the modern state. Thus, in his popular On China, 
the eminent historian Xu Zhuoyun (Cho-yun Hsu) concludes that China has been 
‘an ever-changing and complex community’ (Xu 2015).

With the Song Dynasty (interrupted by the Yuan, which was part of the Mongol 
empire), clear boundaries became the norm a necessity, because the Song had to 
coexist with the Liao and the Jin. The most famous of such boundaries is what 
is today known as the Great Wall. Most of the wall that exists today was built 
during the Ming Dynasty (Waldron 1990). A Han Chinese identity also began 
to emerge in the Song and became further enhanced by the brutality of Mongol 
rule. In seeking to overturn Mongol rule, Zhu Yuanzhang, the founding emperor 
of the Ming, marched to the north with the charge that the Mongols had misruled. 
Xu (2015) argues that by distinguishing between Mongol and Han Chinese rule, 
Zhu essentially ‘proclaimed the end of the Tianxia system in Chinese history and 
affirmed the Han’s ethnic affinity for the Huaxia culture.’

Historians generally consider the later Ming and Qing as belonging to the late 
imperial or early modern period (Rowe 2009). Our consideration of the mod-
ern Chinese state thus begins with this period. Interestingly, the Thirty Year’s 
War in Europe coincided with the last decades of the Ming Dynasty. Both were 
affected by what is today known as the Little Ice Age. The historian Timothy 
Brook (2010) writes, ‘No emperor of the Yuan or Ming faced climatic condi-
tions as abnormal and severe as Chongzhen (the last emperor of the Ming, r. 
1627–44) had the misfortune of doing.’ By the 1630s, the Ming, buffeted by per-
sistent severe weather, suffered from repeated famines and epidemics. To keep 
the machinery of state running, the Ming levied heavier and heavier taxes, caus-
ing resentment among its subjects and providing fertile ground for rebels such 
as Li Zicheng, who stormed into Beijing to pronounce the founding of the Shun 
Dynasty. Emperor Chongzhen hanged himself, but the Shun Dynasty quickly fell 
to the Manchus, a hereditary professional caste which had only been assembled 
during Ming times but was far more ready to rule than Li Zicheng. The Qing 
Dynasty (1644–1911) was born.

It is now well established that the Qing Empire was a multinational polity that 
practiced Confucian rule primarily in the former territory of the Ming, where the 
Qing ruler was the Chinese emperor. Elsewhere, however, he was also the khan 
of khans, and Buddha reincarnate (Rawski 1998). The Qing Empire achieved 
its zenith in the eighteenth century, particularly during the 60-year reign of the 
Qianlong Emperor (r. 1735–96). As its territory and population expanded steadily 
and vastly, the Qing economy was indisputably the largest in the world and in 
fact was still the largest when the Qing was humiliated by the British in the 
First Opium War (1839–42) and had to sign the first of many ‘unequal’ treaties 
(Maddison 2006).

A stylized outline of Confucian governance would go as follows. The emperor, 
endowed with the mythical ‘mandate of heaven,’ exercised absolute rule that 
should also aim to be benevolent in accordance with Confucian teachings and 
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ritual (Faure 2007). The emperor governed with the support of a meritocratic elite 
of Confucian scholar-officials selected through a rigorous system of civil service 
examinations that was open to (male) talent from throughout the empire. This 
elite was in turn rooted in the landed class. As a result, the Confucian civil service 
examination system not only became the major conduit for the governing elite 
but also served to integrate the empire politically, economically, and culturally, 
though Confucian orthodoxy dominated at the expense of the spirit of innovation 
(Elman 2000 and 1991; Lin 1995).

Whereas in the Confucian world the political attained primacy over other 
spheres of life, the scholar-officials, with their moral training, would in the ideal 
world of Confucian rule counterbalance the emperor’s despotism. In practice, 
the authority of the emperor had already become dominant by the Eastern Han 
dynasty. While few would dispute the historical importance of Confucianism, 
modern-day scholars including Kung-chuan Hsiao (1976) and Ying-shih Yu 
(2014) have underscored the importance of ‘legalism’ in imperial Chinese gov-
ernance (Zhao 2015). Confucian ideals were often honored in their breach and 
all too often the practice of ‘revering the emperor and belittling the ministers  
(君尊臣卑)’ prevailed. The character of dynastic rule in late imperial China, 
dominated by alien rule by the Mongols and the Manchus (and the Ming inher-
ited much of the brutality of Mongol rule), was especially autocratic, tempered 
as it was by the veneer of Confucian rule.

From today’s perspective, the early modern dynastic states of China were 
modest in size and, in the words of William Rowe (2010), it was governance on 
the cheap, with significant continuities as well as adaptations in the organiza-
tions of imperial governments. In the ‘expansionist, multinational, early modern 
empire’ that was the Qing (Rowe 2010), the Manchu emperor governed with the 
assistance of the Grand Secretariat (Grand Secretaries) along with Six Boards 
(Revenue, Civil Office, Criminal Justice, Public Works, Rites, and War). There 
was also a Censorate, a system of surveillance over all governmental operations, 
that had become especially prominent in the Ming (Hucker 1966). Outside of the 
capital, the emperor appointed local officials, including governors-general and 
governors of provinces, prefects of prefectures, county magistrates, and various 
functional specialists that reported to respective Boards.

As a conquest dynasty, it is no surprise that the Manchu emperor directly con-
trolled the military, comprised of the Bannermen and the Chinese Green Standard 
Army. He also further enhanced control over the communications system that had 
served successive dynasties, receiving information from throughout the empire 
and frequently issuing edicts to appointed officials and generals at the front (Wu 
1969). Much thought went into the adoption of mechanisms to enhance central 
control and get the appointees to govern with the empire’s interest in mind. In 
addition to the Censorate and other forms of supervision and surveillance, the 
well-known avoidance rule prohibiting the appointment of an official to his home 
province and areas in close proximity to his home province was strictly followed. 
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Officials were also regularly moved around rather than being allowed to sink 
roots. There were also various other forms of checks and balances, such as that 
between the governor-general and the governor.

Compelled by the need to govern an expanding territory, the Qing further sub-
stantiated and elaborated a system of provincial appointments and administra-
tions – a development that helped to sustain the Qing for nearly 270 years (Guy 
2010). Within the provinces were prefectures and counties and it is conventional 
wisdom that the county magistrates, as outsiders, often lacked the resources to 
dominate the locales. Instead, while collecting revenue and administrating jus-
tice, the (roving) county magistrates must make accommodations with the local 
communities (the local gentry, guilds, and lineages) that took the lead on educa-
tion and ritual (Chang 1955). Thus autocratic rule was tempered by Confucian 
teachings, ritual, and local society. Yet recent research also suggests that the 
emperor’s reach went below the county not simply with the imposition of the 
baojia system, but there were in fact various forms of sub-county control mecha-
nisms adopted around the country (Hu 2015).

In a multi-national empire dominated by the Manchus, ethnic relations was of 
paramount importance. While the Manchu emperors integrated the civil service 
system into the imperial system and espoused a fiction of multinational unity 
‘all under heaven,’ they were also worried and vigilant about Han dominance 
(Yao 2015). To ensure the predominance of the Manchus, each of the Boards was 
headed by two presidents, one Manchu, one Han. The Qing emperors also set up 
several other institutions outside of the civil service system, especially the Grand 
Council (军机处 or Office of Military Planning), that effectively concentrated 
information and decision-making power in their own hands. When the Kangxi 
emperor was traveling outside of Beijing, he mostly relied on his non-Han advis-
ers (Yao 2015). It was a system that Edward Rhoads aptly termed ‘separate but 
unequal’ (Rhoads 2000).

As a product of Manchu imperialism, the Qing Empire was extraordinarily 
successful for its times, with expanding territory, bourgeoning population, and 
growing commercial prosperity. European Enlightenment thinkers initially lav-
ished praise on Chinese-style despotism. Voltaire stated: the Chinese empire was 
‘the oldest of the entire world, the best governed doubtless because it was the 
longest lasting’ (Pagden 2013). The German polymath and philosopher Leibniz 
showed so much admiration for the Chinese art of government in 1697 that he 
thought it ‘necessary that Chinese missionaries should be sent us to teach the aim 
and practice of natural theology’ (Grieder 1983).

By the mid-nineteenth century, however, the Qing Empire more than met its 
match in western imperialism and the Manchu reign of prosperity and stability 
began to crack under international and domestic pressures. In foreign policy, the 
Qing, like its predecessor dynasties, relished the trappings of a tributary system 
and treated neighboring and foreign ruling regimes as vassal states and barbarians 
(Fairbank and Teng 1941). Steeped in the air of superiority, the Qing emperors 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CONTEMPORARY CHINA, 2V 8

and elites found it hard to treat as equals those foreigners coming from across 
the oceans, as Lord Macartney famously found out earlier during his mission 
to Emperor Qianlong in 1793–94 (Macartney 1963). Politically, diplomatically, 
culturally, and psychologically, the rulers of the Qing empire, like their peers in 
other empires, were simply not prepared for a world of modern sovereign states 
of equality.

Yet the Treaty of Westphalia, which brought the major European powers sov-
ereign equality and mutual respect, also helped free them to pursue overseas ven-
tures. By the mid-nineteenth century European powers, reaping the fruits of the 
Industrial Revolution, had become formidable on the global stage. Meanwhile, 
unlike earlier during the Enlightenment, European thinkers had by then acquired 
civilizational self-confidence. Whereas liberal thinkers such as John Stuart Mill 
and Alexis de Tocqueville championed liberty and equality at home, they also 
supported colonial conquest in backward or savage areas (Mehta 1999; Pitts 
2009). Little of the earlier European admiration for China’s ‘oriental despotism’ 
remained (Pagden 2013).

In this context, the extraordinarily arduous remaking of the Chinese state from 
empire to modern state began in earnest with the Opium Wars (1839–42; 1856–60) 
and the Taiping Rebellion (1850–64) and was partly the product of a monumental 
clash of empires from East and West that, one may argue, lingers to this day.

The historian Timothy Brook (2010), one of the world’s foremost scholars on 
the Ming, notes that, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Ming China had 
become increasingly tied to a maritime world-economy centered on the South 
China Sea, which pivoted the Ming economy offshore to connect with global 
supply and demand through trade with South Asia, Europe, and South America. 
The Qing halted this process by tightly controlling the borders and confining 
trade to Canton. As a consequence of the Opium Wars and others that followed, 
however, the Qing empire was forced to open up. Karl Marx, worshipped in 
today’s China as the guiding spirit of the Chinese Communist Party, wrote The 
Communist Manifesto in 1848 and was a foreign correspondent for the New York 
Tribune for more than a decade, beginning in 1852. While lamenting the con-
sumption of opium as being ‘at the expense of human life and morality’ and the 
Opium War as ‘unfortunate,’ Marx, in a dispatch dated June 14, 1853, saw the 
First Opium War’s potential in bringing change to China, which he thought was 
in a state of ‘hereditary stupidity’. Thus Marx celebrated the Opium Wars’ effect 
on the Manchu Qing Dynasty:

Before the British arms the authority of the Manchu dynasty fell to pieces; the superstitious 
faith in the eternity of the Celestial Empire broke down; the barbarous and hermetic isolation 
from the civilized world was infringed; and an opening was made for that intercourse which 
has since proceeded so rapidly under the golden attractions of California and Australia. 
(Marx, Ledbetter and Wheen 2007: 3)

Marx wasn’t very accurate in predicting European revolutions, but his quixotic 
prognosis on the Qing was prescient, if not for the right reason: ‘That isolation 
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having come to a violent end by the medium of England, dissolution must follow 
as surely as that of any mummy carefully preserved in a hermetically sealed 
coffin, whenever it is brought into contact with the open air’ (Marx, Ledbetter, 
and Wheen 2007).

The Qing didn’t simply dissolve. Unable to rely on its centrally controlled 
but weak regular armies to quell the Taiping Rebellion (and also the Nian and 
Moslem Rebellions), the Qing came to lean on forces organized by the local 
gentry, particularly the Hunanese army, which owed its loyalty to Zeng Guofan. 
It was also willing to use foreign forces to join in the suppression of domestic 
rebellion, something that would be unimaginable in today’s China. It was clear 
the soldiers were not fighting for the honor of the nation-state. After quelling the 
Taiping Rebellion, the exhausted Qing managed substantial restoration and self-
strengthening, including significant developments in military industries.

By the early 1890s, the Qing Beiyang Fleet looked as formidable as the naval 
fleet of Japan, which had since the Meiji Restoration of 1868 undergone rapid 
transformation into a modern industrial state with powerful military forces.  
Yet in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95 (in Chinese, known as the Jiawu War  
甲午战争), the Qing was soundly defeated and the Beiyang fleet was annihi-
lated. As a result, the Qing had to cede Taiwan and the Liaodong Peninsula as 
well as to pay a huge indemnity to the Empire of Japan, and to give up suzerainty 
over Korea. The ramifications of these losses continue to reverberate to this day.

The utter defeat by the neighboring and far smaller Japan underscored the 
failure of the Qing Dynasty’s half-hearted efforts to modernize and sounded the 
death knell of the Qing tributary system. Immediately afterward, Yuan Shikai 
was tasked to build a (Beiyang) New Army and he did so by learning from 
the German Empire. The defeat also became a catalyst for the bold reforms of 
1898 that Emperor Guangxu sought to promote on the principle that ‘in a true 
sense, there is no difference between China and the West in setting up govern-
ment for the sake of the people’ (Hsü 2000). These reforms were soon halted 
by the Empress Dowager Cixi, who put the emperor under house arrest. Several 
years later, following the Boxer debacle, the chastened Empress Dowager herself 
began to champion a broad range of significant reforms in commerce, education, 
police, and industry under the rubric of New Policies. A 1902 edict lifted the ban 
on Manchu–Han marriages. The Civil Service Examinations were finally abol-
ished in 1905. Many of the reforms occurred under the leadership of Yuan Shikai, 
who was promoted to Viceroy of Zhili and Commissioner for North China Trade.

Public demands for constitutional reforms to emulate Japan escalated follow-
ing Japan’s dramatic victory over Russia in 1905. Sensing danger, the Empress 
Dowager came to see constitutionalist reforms as a bulwark against overthrow 
by anti-Manchu revolutionaries such as Sun Yatsen and eventually approved 
an outline plan for constitutional reforms in August 1908. This reform plan 
mandated a preparatory period of nine years but both Cixi and, mysteriously, 
Emperor Guangxu died in November 1908. Prince Chun (Zaifeng), regent to 
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Puyi (Emperor Xuantong), sought to accelerate the constitutional reforms but, 
in spite of popular demands for a ‘responsible cabinet’, the new cabinet Prince 
Chun introduced in May 1911 was clearly designed to keep power in the hands 
of Manchu princes. Such obtuseness only added fuel to a politically volatile envi-
ronment. By October 1911, the Wuchang Uprising took place. Within weeks, sev-
enteen out of twenty-two provinces declared their independence from the court. 
The Qing could no longer hold and, following careful maneuvers, the peaceful 
abdication of Emperor Xuantong occurred in spring 1912 to make way for a new 
republic.

THE REPUBLIC OF FRUSTRATIONS: THE RISE AND FALL OF  
THE REPUBLIC OF CHINA ON THE MAINLAND

One summer evening in 1867, Zhao Liewen (赵烈文), long-term confidante to 
Zeng Guofan (then leading the successful suppression of the Taiping Rebellion), 
joined Zeng in worrying about the fate of the Qing Dynasty. Zhao predicted 
when the end came it would be because ‘the empire will be bereft of leadership; 
all will have to fend for themselves within 50 years’ (Zhao 2013). The abdication 
of Emperor Xuantong happened about 45 years after the Zeng–Zhao 
conversation.

Yet a leader did exist during the transition, and that was Yuan Shikai, who 
enjoyed the support of a formidable military and bureaucratic coalition. Asked 
by the court to form a new cabinet in November 1911, Yuan was not eager to help 
prolong the Qing Dynasty and played a pivotal role in helping arrange for the 
emperor’s peaceful abdication. Meanwhile, the revolutionaries who advocated 
for the overthrow of Manchu rule chose Sun Yatsen as provisional president of 
the new Republic of China, but Sun and the rest of the nation thought that only 
Yuan possessed the resources and gravitas to fill the leadership void (非袁莫属) 
(Ma 2016). Sun accordingly invited Yuan to take his place as the President and 
Yuan accepted in March 1912. Nonetheless, Sun and his colleagues sought to 
constrain the president’s power with a provisional Constitution that drew on the 
American Constitution in spirit.

For a while the Chinese Revolution of 1911 looked like a Chinese version 
of the Glorious Revolution. However, following the 1913 assassination of Song 
Jiaoren, a rising star of the recently formed Nationalist Party (KMT), Sun Yatsen 
called for a second revolution, this time against Yuan Shikai. Yuan responded with 
a massive crackdown on Sun and his followers. In a time of national weaknesses, 
Yuan made persistent efforts to acquire more power and resources. Advised 
by the Columbia University Professor Frank Goodnow, who didn’t believe the 
Chinese were mature enough for democracy, Yuan eventually sought to become 
the Hongxian emperor in 1915 amid a perilous international environment (Japan 
sought to impose the notorious Twenty-one Demands on China) (Kroncke 2012).
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Yuan’s imperial ambitions were greeted by national condemnation, however, 
as in 1911, province after province declared their independence. To appease the 
opposition, Yuan repeatedly postponed his imperial accession ceremony and 
finally gave up on the monarchy in late March 1916. A few weeks later, on June 6,  
Yuan died at the age of 56, profoundly humiliated. 

Yuan left a gigantic power vacuum behind. The military and bureaucratic 
coalition centered on him splintered. This time Zhao Liewen’s prediction came 
true. Even though a nominal and impotent central government continued to exist 
in Beijing, China fell into provincial militarism and warlordism for more than 
a decade, with battles and wars galore, though this was also an era of intellec-
tual experimentation and political diversity (Chi 1976; Fung 2010; Furth 1976; 
McCord 1993; Sheridan 1975). It was China’s decade of state failure.

The Nationalist Party (KMT) regrouped in Canton and set up a provisional 
military government in 1918. Sun Yatsen was made Grand Marshal, though 
power in Guangdong was held by Chen Jiongming, who would break with Sun in 
1922 but is also known for his federalist vision (Chen 1999). With Soviet support, 
the Chinese Communist Party got its start in 1921 and soon joined in a United 
Front with the KMT, which also received Soviet assistance (Pantsov and Levine 
2013). Sun also sought to reorganize the KMT along Leninist lines in 1924 but 
couldn’t complete it (Yu 1966).

Following Sun’s death in March 1925, Chiang Kai-shek emerged as one of the 
KMT’s most influential leaders and led the revolutionary army on the highly suc-
cessful Northern Expedition to pacify the warlord armies and reunify the country. 
At the end of 1928, Generalissimo Chiang became head of the national govern-
ment as well as of the KMT and commander in chief of the armed forces. Major 
warlords pledged their allegiance to the central government, at least nominally, 
though the central government had direct control over a small number of prov-
inces only.

A left-leaning Confucian as well as converted Christian, Chiang couldn’t 
rely on established institutions but worked hard to appeal to a broad political 
spectrum amid contending political forces (Taylor 2009). Ideologically, Chiang 
espoused Sun Yatsen’s three principles of the people (Democracy, Nationalism, 
and People’s Livelihood). Ethnically, Chiang and the KMT chose to emphasize 
that the Republic of China was a unitary nation-state comprised of one Chinese 
nation (中华民族), predominantly Han in origin but having assimilated others 
such as the Manchu. Such a doctrine appeared to be inclusive and yet satisfied 
the notion of Chinese culture being superior and therefore even conquerors of 
the Han had been assimilated; it also justified continuing efforts at assimilation 
(Fiskesjö 2006; Rhoads 2000; Zhao 2004).

Not surprisingly, Chiang persevered in efforts to build an effective national 
state. Most such efforts focused on the economy. On the recommendation of 
Sir Arthur Salter of the League of Nations, the Nationalist Government set up 
the National Economic Council (NEC) in 1931 and pursued major financial and 
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currency reforms (Young 1971). Taxes on farmers were cut. And in spite of the 
Great Depression and Japanese depredations, Republican China in its first decade 
achieved decent economic growth, with notable development in industries rang-
ing from textiles and, heavy industry, to transportation and finance (Eastman 
1986; Rawski 1989; Sih 1970). This first decade was considered the golden age 
of the Chinese bourgeoisie (Bergère 1989; Taylor 2009).

In government administration, the KMT regime made little progress toward 
the building of a modern administrative system (Tien 1972). Official ideology 
called for social mobilization in the localities in preparation for self-rule. In prac-
tice, local KMT Party branches focused their energy on punishing ‘local bullies 
and evil gentry’ at first and over time strangled local autonomy, thereby under-
mining the KMT’s revolutionary commitment and eroding central state authority 
(Thornton 2007). Seen from the village level, a process of state involution took 
place, undermining the legitimacy of both local elites and the state (Duara 1988). 
Consolidation of civilian and military leadership occupied much of Chiang’s 
attention. Chiang had to confront wayward warlords repeatedly and fought sig-
nificant wars against anti-Chiang coalitions in 1929–30. He also had major chal-
lengers from within his own Party, especially from Wang Jingwei, until Wang left 
in 1939 to establish a collaborationist government in Japanese-controlled areas.

As Chiang enlisted German advice to modernize the military (Central Army), 
his two biggest worries were the CCP and the Japanese. During the Northern 
Expedition, learning that Stalin had instructed the CCP to replace KMT lead-
ers, Chiang, together with Wang Jingwei and with the support of warlords such 
as Feng Yuxiang and Yan Xishan, conducted a brutal purge of CCP members in 
Shanghai and elsewhere in 1927 (Taylor 2009). As Chiang focused on pacifying 
the warlords, however, CCP remnants gained breathing room to develop sovi-
ets or base areas in mountainous regions between 1927 and 1930. In 1932–34, 
Chiang’s government forces were eventually able to dislodge the Communist 
forces out of their base areas into an uncertain retreat that would later be glori-
fied as the Long March. The Red Army, which included Mao Zedong among its 
leadership, escaped in October 1934 and reached Yan’an more than a year later, a 
shadow of its former self but now with Mao in charge.

Toward the end of the KMT’s first decade in power, Chiang’s combination of 
neo-authoritarianism and neo-traditionalism appeared to be working (Gao 2010: 
20–38). China seemed to be finally leaving the post-imperial chaos behind and 
making headway toward the building of a modern republic. In the words of Jay 
Taylor (2009: 121), ‘the power and authority of the Chinese central government 
was greater than at any time since the Taiping Uprising.’ Yet any optimism was 
premature. Effective national control turned out to be far more elusive.

While Chiang wanted to finish off the CCP once and for all, the CCP leader-
ship was able to rally public opinion around the growing Japanese threat and 
thus harness what Chalmers Johnson called peasant nationalism (Johnson 1962). 
Following the Xi’an Incident (December 1936), when Chiang was kidnapped by 



The Making of The Modern STaTe and QueST for ModerniTy 13

the warlord general Zhang Xueliang working in alliance with the CCP leadership, 
Chiang agreed to another United Front with the CCP against Japanese aggres-
sion, a development that Stalin also wanted. Following his release, Chiang could 
have tried to launch another offensive against the weakly armed CCP forces but 
chose not to go back on his word.

By mid-1937, China was bearing the brunt of full-scale Japanese invasion. 
Chiang committed the best Chinese forces – German-trained and armed divisions – 
to the front against the Japanese killing machine in the hope that they would be 
able to hold the Japanese invaders off. Nationalist Chinese forces fought bravely 
but also suffered horrendous losses and were no match for Japanese military 
might. Eventually Chiang led the government to retreat to Chongqing, the war-
time capital. He had to settle for a long game, tying down more than one million 
Japanese troops in China until allies entered the war and eventually turning the 
tide (Mitter 2013).

During the Sino-Japanese War, Chiang’s national government sent funds each 
month to the CCP forces, as did Stalin’s USSR. While part of the United Front 
against Japan, the CCP under Mao was careful to preserve and expand its strengths 
while the Central Army under Chiang fought valiantly and suffered the bulk of the 
casualties. In a secret report to Stalin written in January 1940, Zhou Enlai reported 
that as of August 1939 more than one million Chinese soldiers had been killed 
or wounded in the War against the Japanese. About 3 percent of the causalities, 
or 30,100, were from the Communist troops (Dallin, Stalin, and Dimitrov 2000; 
Taylor 2009). Chiang appeared to be aware of Mao’s chicanery but the central 
government kept on providing funds to the CCP troops. While he hated the CCP’s 
ideology of class struggle, he nonetheless admired its discipline and was critical of 
many of his own Party for showing ‘selfish concerns’ (Taylor 2009).

Chiang’s strategic vision paid off after the United States entered the war after 
Pearl Harbor. With the staggering losses and sacrifices China had sustained for 
more than a decade, the Republic of China was on the side of the victors and 
Chiang was among the world’s leading statesmen when Japan finally surren-
dered in 1945. China became one of five permanent members of the UN Security 
Council. The chapter of humiliation that began with the Opium War appeared to 
have finally been brought to a close.

Yet for Chiang and the KMT the victory over Japan proved pyrrhic. As ter-
ritory in the most developed parts of the country was lost, so went most of the 
tax revenue base at a time when the government desperately needed funds to 
finance the war effort. To make up for lost revenue, fiscal extraction became 
more rapacious and came at the expense of legitimacy (Boecking 2017). The 
same could be said of conscription and government administration more broadly. 
Meanwhile, the CCP under Mao’s leadership tightened Party discipline, includ-
ing Party control over the military, and conducted a brutal purge of unwelcome 
elements in Yan’an that strengthened Mao’s power (Gao 2000; Xiao 1999). The 
CCP also demonstrated a remarkable capacity to offer an alternative discourse to 
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appeal to the public, including the intelligentsia (Apter 1993). In this discourse, 
propagated through CCP-controlled media outlets, including in KMT-dominated 
areas and through foreign reporters such as Edgar Snow, the CCP attacked the 
KMT for being autocratic and corrupt and promised freedom, democracy, and 
constitutionalism (Xiao 1999).

Mao personally sang paeans to freedom and democracy that would be pleasing 
even to the ears of American visitors (Bernstein 2014). In a legendary conver-
sation in a Yan’an cave between Mao and Huang Yanpei (黄炎培), an eminent 
educator and democratic leader from the KMT government in Chongqing, Huang 
noted that historically organizations and states (dynasties) often rose rapidly and 
fell swiftly in cycles. Mao answered, ‘We have found a new path; we can break 
out of such cycles. This new path is that of democracy. Only under people’s 
oversight will the government not slacken its efforts; only by everyone taking 
responsibility will the government continue to perform well when the (present) 
leaders are gone’ (Huang 1945). The propagation of such rhetoric by Huang and 
others in government-controlled areas contributed to the CCP’s winning of hearts 
and minds in the ensuing years.

With the Sino-Japanese War behind, Chiang and the KMT, in what appeared to 
be partly a response to CCP criticism and partly a reflection of resurgent Chinese 
pride, decided that it was time to follow Sun Yatsen’s three-stage theory from 
military rule to tutelage to constitutionalism and lead the Republic of China into 
the phase of democratic constitutional government. A revised Republic of China 
Constitution was enacted by the National Assembly in December 1946 and went 
into effect a year later. On the surface this was a time of immense national pride. 
It appeared that the efforts at modern nation-building and state-building in the 
Republic of China were coming to fruition.

The CCP under Mao’s leadership, however, boycotted the subsequent election 
(which elected Chiang the president). Instead, in spite of international media-
tion, the CCP and the KMT fought out in the epic Chinese Civil War. As is well 
known, the KMT-led central government started with a much larger and better-
equipped military force (Chassin 1965; Spence 1990). Yet Chiang, seeking to 
contain what would today be considered an insurgency, contended with a regime 
riven with fissures and corruption and made various strategic errors (Lary 2015; 
Tsou 1967; Westad 2003). In the end, the KMT-led government forces were no 
match for the CCP’s growing mass appeal, superior intelligence operations, and 
strong fighting spirit and strategies. On October 1, 1949, the victorious Mao led 
the CCP to install the People’s Republic of China. Chiang and the KMT retreated 
to Taiwan, though the Republic of China retained its seat in the United Nations 
until 1971. The historian Harold Isaacs thus summed up this momentous shift in 
fortunes for the two contending revolutionary parties:

The Kuomintang [KMT], which had risen to the top in 1927, disappeared as a major ingre-
dient. The Chinese Communist Party, having smothered whatever chance there might 
have been for the emergence of a new Chinese urban democracy, shaped itself through 
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hardening years of war in the remoteness of rural China onto an instrument for winning 
and wielding power by the absolute use of force (Isaacs 1961, 318–19).

Marx could not have imagined that the land that he ridiculed nearly a century 
earlier would now be dominated by a dictatorial behemoth ruling in his name.

THE COMMUNIST PARTY-STATE: THE MAO ERA 

Prior to taking national power, the CCP under Mao’s leadership showed great 
discipline as well as policy moderation as it had to contend with the KMT. As 
Mao got closer to taking national power, however, he announced that the new 
CCP-led regime would lean to one side, the side of socialism led by the Soviet 
Union, the CCP’s long-time benefactor and guide (Mao 1959). Nonetheless, 
Mao and his comrades continued to adopt a coalition strategy to broaden the 
CCP’s appeal and gain popular support on the advice of Soviet leader Joseph 
Stalin and at a time when fighting in parts of the country had not yet stopped (Li 
2001). In September 1949, on the eve of the official founding of the People’s 
Republic of China, the CCP leadership convened a Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) and invited a substantial number of non-CCP 
delegates to participate in the conference. This CPPCC conference approved a 
Common Program and the Organic Law of the Central People’s Government as 
the interim founding documents for the PRC state and central government.

Mao took a cavalier attitude toward institutions and made use of such legisla-
tive bodies as the CPPCC at his convenience. The Common Program called for a 
National People’s Congress (NPC) to serve as embodiment of highest state power 
and elect the Central People’s Government Committee (中央人民政府委员会).  
It also stipulated that before the NPC existed, the CPPCC plenary session would 
serve in the NPC’s place. In practice, a CPPCC plenary meeting was not con-
vened again until the NPC came into being in 1954. Thus the Central People’s 
Government Committee (CPGC) was the highest state power between 1949 and 
1954. As the CPGC Chairman, Mao was clearly the supreme leader.

The CPGC initially included the Government Administrative Council (GAC, 
headed by Zhou Enlai), the People’s Revolutionary Military Commission (Mao), 
the Supreme People’s Court, and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate. In 1952, 
as China began to turn to central planning, a State Planning Commission (SPC), 
overseeing eight industrial ministries, was added with Soviet help and charged 
with the drafting and implementation of Five-Year Plans (the first five-year plan 
covered 1953–57).

Heeding Soviet advice, Mao invited a substantial number of non-CCP fig-
ures to join the central government (GAC) leadership, including three of six Vice 
Chairmen, two of four Vice Premiers, and 14 of 34 ministers (Bo 1991). Huang 
Yanpei, for example, was made Vice Premier and Minister of Light Industry. 
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Nonetheless, the CCP leadership formed Party committees and groups in every 
government agency to maintain firm control.

As late as October 1952, Mao resisted the formal drafting of a Constitution and 
wanted to wait until China had entered into socialism. Ironically, it was Joseph 
Stalin who cajoled Mao into agreeing that the People’s Republic of China should 
have a Constitution. Amid the Cold War, it was necessary for socialist countries 
to put on the appearance of having a Constitution. Hence the Constitution of 1954 
was drafted and adopted (Han 2004; Weng 2007).

The 1954 Constitution was modeled on the 1936 Soviet Constitution in terms 
of state organization structure and citizens’ rights and duties (Teiwes 1987). The 
NPC is the fountain of state power and has the authority to amend the constitution 
and enact laws, elect the President and Vice Presidents (previously translated as 
Chairman and Vice Chairmen), and ratify the appointment of the State Council 
Premier upon nomination by the President. The President would be the head of 
state and Chairman of the National Defense Committee. The State Council, led 
by the Premier, would become synonymous with the central government (The 
1954 Constitution).

The 1954 Constitution projected an image of institutional constraints on 
power. In practice, the CCP leadership, partly in response to complaints from 
Party stalwarts that too many positions were offered to non-CCP luminaries, 
chose to sideline the non-CCP luminaries into largely ceremonial positions on 
the NPC or the CPPCC. Worse was still to come for these luminaries in future 
political campaigns. Around the same time (1953–54), Mao, taking a page from 
Chinese history, abolished the six pan-regional military-administrative councils 
and moved the regional leaders to Beijing, away from their regional bases. The 
Center took direct control of the provincial-level jurisdictions.

Just as Yuan Shikai chafed against the Provisional Constitution of 1912, Mao 
became increasingly frustrated with the trappings and routines of the newly 
emerging system. For someone who set his own schedule (indeed, China’s top 
leaders at the time learned to adapt to Mao’s schedule of working at night), the 
ceremonial functions of the President were an onerous burden. Another form of 
constraint was emerging for the likes of Mao who had spent a lifetime plotting 
wars and battles, for central planning relied on technocrats good with numbers 
and details. As China moved to adopt a Soviet-style planning system, Mao ini-
tially placed the State Planning Commission directly under the GAC, reporting to 
him. Yet soon he was confronted with stacks of documents with mind-boggling 
amounts of details and often signed them off without a good grasp of the con-
tents. He was probably relieved that the SPC became a constituent part of the 
State Council with the enactment of the PRC Constitution.

As the history of the CCP’s struggle against the ruling KMT revealed, Mao 
was superbly adept at mobilizing political support for attacks against ‘enemies.’ 
Whereas China’s push for a planned economy required growing bureaucratiza-
tion, politically Mao was in command. Riding on the wave of revolutionary tide, 
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everything seemed possible. Even without central planning, there was growing 
state control. Following years of chaos, the imposition of control and the appear-
ance of order were initially welcomed by most, especially as the CCP used the 
authority it had acquired on the battlefield to impose draconian measures to bring 
down inflation. On various matters, dictatorial methods appeared to be both effi-
cient and effective. Drug addicts were forced to quit, cold turkey style. Many 
prostitutes rounded up in Shanghai were sent to remote Xinjiang to marry sol-
diers who had recently fought in the civil war and were then garrisoned in the 
sparsely populated frontier region.

Forged in the titanic struggle with the Nationalist government over more than 
two decades, the Chinese revolutionary state of the CCP, led by leaders who used 
to be targets of crackdowns and suppressions, now became an instrument of ter-
ror against real or imagined enemies. Mao and his comrades were bent on trans-
forming an old society through class struggle and quickly launched one campaign 
after another to suppress various groups, especially ‘counter-revolutionaries.’ 
Since China, then with about 600 million people, was overwhelmingly agrar-
ian, the pursuit of land reform, which often resulted in the killing of landlords, 
was of fundamental political, economic, and cultural significance; it decimated 
the social class that provided a major pillar for the traditional order. Many other 
campaigns would follow and a widely circulated list enumerates no fewer than 55 
campaigns during Mao’s rule (Bennett 1976; Cell 1977).

The intensity of the domestic campaigns was heightened following Mao’s 
fateful decision to send Chinese forces to Korea to fight against American-led 
United Nations forces in fall 1950. This decision was accompanied by a domestic 
campaign to ‘Resist America, Aid Korea’ and it firmly put China on the opposite 
side of the United States, a confrontation that would not ease until Nixon’s visit 
to China in 1972. In consequence, the US imposed an embargo on the PRC and 
thwarted Mao’s ambition of a quick takeover of Taiwan.

With Stalin’s death in 1953 and Khrushchev’s attacks on Stalin’s brutal rule 
in 1956, Mao began to move into his own orbit. In 1956, concerned about the 
revolts that occurred in Hungary and Poland in the post-Stalin era, Mao sought 
to enliven the system with the Hundred Flowers Campaign to encourage the 
airing of different opinions and constructive criticism. The criticism turned out 
to be sharper and more vociferous than Mao (Party Chairman), Vice Chairman 
Liu Shaoqi, and Secretary General Deng Xiaoping had anticipated. They turned 
on the critics and in 1957 launched the Anti-Rightist Campaign, which wrecked 
the careers of more than a half million people, especially those with an intel-
lectual background or who had played a part in or collaborated with the old 
regime. Most importantly, the Anti-Rightist Campaign revealed how harshly the 
regime would deal with what today might be considered its ‘critical citizens’ 
and taught survivors to refrain from speaking up. China had become what Avery 
Goldstein called a ‘bandwagon polity,’ with officials eager to follow cues from 
Mao (Goldstein 1991).
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Hailing from rural Hunan, which had provided a rich and stimulating intellec-
tual milieu for numerous political leaders in China’s modern history (Platt 2007), 
Mao found special comfort in seeking to reshape rural affairs. Most importantly, 
following in the footsteps of Joseph Stalin, he was a firm believer in transform-
ing rural organizations to unleash the productive potential of peasants obsessed 
with owning more land of their own and thus to provide the surplus needed for 
industrialization and national power. This obsession of his in a ‘bandwagon pol-
ity’ became the fuse for what turned into the Great Leap Forward as, following 
the Soviet success with Sputnik, China joined the Soviet Union in efforts to catch 
up with capitalist economies in late 1957.

Mao’s ‘secret’ for China to leap forward in (heavy) industrialization was by 
mobilizing the masses, a move that played to his strengths as revolutionary strat-
egist but with an emphasis on producing iron and steel that even the planners 
found hard to resist (Bachman 1991). Nonetheless, in promoting the Great Leap 
Forward Mao relied on the Party faithful, including especially his trusted Party 
secretaries in the provinces (Yang, Xu, and Tao 2014). There was no patience 
for bureaucratic caution and the State Statistical Bureau was largely suspended. 
Rural residents were rushed into people’s communes. Able bodies were mobi-
lized to build water works and, in both urban and rural areas, to smelt iron and 
steel with the so-called backyard furnances.

If the Great Leap Forward had worked, it would have enabled Mao to lead 
China on to a different path from that of Soviet-style planning and established 
Mao as the preeminent leader in the socialist bloc following Stalin’s death in 
1953. In reality, however, the messianic Great Leap Forward resulted in the worst 
famine in human history. In the aftermath of the Great Leap Famine, Mao lost 
‘interest’ in personally steering the economy and let Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, 
Chen Yun, and Deng Xiaoping help lead the economic stabilization and recovery, 
only to become disappointed with the right-leaning tendencies of his colleagues 
(Yang 1996; Yang 2012). In 1962 Mao began to turn his attention to class struggle 
and directed his colleagues to pursue a socialist education campaign in the coun-
tryside (Baum 1975).

In the ensuing years, Mao became increasingly disgruntled with his senior 
colleagues, especially President Liu Shaoqi. In 1966, Mao launched the Great 
Proletarian Cultural Revolution (CR). A constant refrain of Mao’s was against 
bureaucratism. The CR is best known for Mao’s mobilization of Red Guards to 
attack Party and government apparatuses, most of which were paralyzed as ‘power 
seizures’ occurred in ministries and organizations (Harding 1991; MacFarquhar 
2009; White III 1989). Numerous members of the elite as well as many others 
with ‘bad’ class backgrounds were persecuted to death, including Liu Shaoqi 
and former Defense Minister Peng Dehuai. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, in 
particular, were attacked for ‘revisionism’ and for ‘taking the capitalist road’. 
Huang Yanpei, whom Mao had referred to as a representative of the bourgeoisie, 
could not have expected to fare well in this extreme political environment but 
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Huang died at the age of 87 before the CR had erupted. His widow, however, was 
subjected to much abuse and committed suicide in January 1968.

Through all this, Mao simply ignored the Constitution and laws or Party rules. 
For more than a decade, he refused to convene a national Party Congress. It was 
not until Liu Shaoqi and others had been purged that Mao finally convened such 
a Congress in 1969 and packed the Party Central Committee with his handpicked 
followers. China degenerated into personal dictatorship during the late Mao era. 
Luckily for China, Mao’s elder son Mao Anying (the other son was mentally 
handicapped) was killed during the Korean War and thus not available to succeed 
Mao. Even then Mao allowed his nephew to gain great influence and appeared 
to have intended for his widow and his nephew to play major roles in national 
leadership following his death (Xin Ziling 2010).

With the abandonment of normal working procedures, Premier Zhou Enlai, 
who was also under pressure from the radicals, had to form a special group to 
keep the State Council functioning. When the political chaos subsided in 1969, 
Mao and Zhou cut more than half of the State Council ministries. Despite the 
Maoist rhetoric against bureaucracy, it should be noted that the life of an individ-
ual Chinese during these years was bound up with the state, through their work 
units or production brigades (Walder 1988). Thus Martin King Whyte notes that 
in practice Mao was not against bureaucracy at all (Whyte 1989).

The Chinese official verdict was that the Cultural Revolution brought China to 
the brink of collapse. By the time of Mao’s death, China was among the world’s 
poorest countries and a prominent example of misrule (Tsou 1986). Ironically, 
Mao’s genius for destruction meant that China did not systematically practice 
Soviet-style central planning for an extended time period and this deficiency 
from the perspective of central planning became an advantage when China turned 
to the pursuit of economic reform and opening up.

THE PARTY-STATE IN THE POST-MAO ERA: MARKET REFORMS 
AND ADMINISTRATIVE RATIONALIZATION

Numerous volumes have been written about China’s political changes and socio-
economic development in the post-Mao era. Because of limited space, I will skip 
the politics of transition into the age of reform except to note that much of the 
emphasis in the immediate post-Mao years was on getting the institutions of state 
to function again following the turmoil and destruction of the Cultural Revolution 
years. To give a sense of the scale of the restoration, the number of State Council 
constituent organs more than doubled to reach 100 between 1977 and 1981.

The most obvious change is simply the disappearance of Mao the personal dic-
tator. In the 1980s, politics at the top were dominated by Party elders, especially 
Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yun, but the elders also left much space for reform-
ist leaders Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang, and Wan Li (Tsou 1995; Vogel 2011). 
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Showing their distaste for and fear of Mao as Chairman, the Chinese leadership 
abolished the title of ‘Party Chairman’ in 1982 and replaced it with ‘General 
Secretary’. With the introduction of retirement norms in the early 1980s, the for-
mal retirement of paramount leader Deng Xiaoping in 1989, and the abolition of 
the Central Advisory Commission (of the Elders) in 1992, significant progress 
has been made to regularize the processes of leadership selection and succession. 
Both Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao served two terms as president (State Chairman), 
though the constitutional amendment of 2018 removed the two-term limit and 
thus paved the way for Xi Jinping to continue beyond two terms. 

The relationship between the Party and the state has been fraught with unease 
throughout the PRC’s history (Zheng 1997). With Mao, Chairman of the CCP 
Central Committee, mobilizing the masses to attack the Party and state institu-
tions during the Cultural Revolution, the CR marked an especially poisonous 
era in Party–state relations. At the Thirteenth Party Congress in 1987, reformist 
leaders, with Deng’s blessing, put together a blueprint for the separation of Party 
and government, including gradual abolishment of party groups in government 
bodies and the weakening of Party organizations such as the Central Political 
and Legal Affairs Commission (Yang 2017a). This initiative was aborted in the 
aftermath of the 1989 Tiananmen Crisis. Instead, much more systematically 
than the Manchus/Qing resisted political reforms in the late nineteenth century, 
Communist Party leaders have shown no sign of loosening the Party’s leash but 
have repeatedly invoked fears of crisis and doom to strengthen the Communist 
Party’s predominant position in response to changing circumstances.

First and foremost, the Party leadership has kept a tight grip on the military, 
maintaining a tradition of Party command over the gun dating back to the Sanwa 
Reorganization of the military in 1927 (having a Party representative in each 
company unit). Mao’s harsh attack on Marshall Peng Dehuai during the Great 
Leap Forward stemmed partly from a fear of military insubordination. During the 
1980s, Deng Xiaoping chose not to take up the top Party position and was a vice 
premier in the government lineup but he assumed the chairmanship of the Central 
Military Commission and no one doubted that he was the paramount leader. After 
Deng’s formal retirement from the CMC in 1989, the top positions of Party, State, 
and Military have been concentrated in the hands of the same person, with the 
exception of the 2002–2004 transition between Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. Xi 
Jinping has gained real power more quickly than his two precedessors. He has not 
only established a National Security Commission to provide overall coordination 
of national security affairs but has also undertaken far-reaching reorganizations 
of the Central Military Commission and of the military command system.

Second, through the nomenklatura system, the Central Party leadership con-
trols top appointments of all key institutions throughout the country, including 
the selection of leaders of the so-called democratic parties (Chan 2004). In addi-
tion to direct leadership of the national legislature and the State Council, mem-
bers of the Politburo Standing Committee also have Party organs for leadership 
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of Party discipline (anticorruption), propaganda, economy and finance, law and 
stability maintenance, foreign affairs and for various specific purposes such as 
Taiwan Affairs. Within the State Council, only one or two government ministries 
are led by token non-CCP members and some of the State Council agencies actu-
ally report to the Party’s leading groups.

Through interlocking institutions and leaders, the Communist Party leadership 
and those of the state institutions, including the armed forces, are bound together. 
Thus there is much credence to the conventional idea of the Party-state. As such, 
today’s Chinese leaders possess far more potent organizational resources than 
their predecessors in the Qing and Republican periods.

The configurations of the Chinese state have undergone substantial change in 
the post-Mao era. In a nutshell, post-Mao leaders have sought to promote insti-
tutional reforms in their quest for growth and power. Changes in the economy 
under the rubric of reform and opening up have in turn facilitated certain types 
of rationalizing institutional reforms and created demand for others in order to 
curb and cope with unruly markets and practices and promote socio-economic 
order (Yang 2004). Major government restructuring requires the approval of the 
National People’s Congress, which has been provided regularly since the late 
1980s (1988, 1993, 1998, 2003, 2008, 2013, and 2018).

These government restructuring efforts began with downsizing the bureau-
cracy. In the words of then Premier Zhao Ziyang, ‘the problems of overstaff-
ing institutions, overlapping and ambiguous responsibilities and low efficiency 
have reached an intolerable level’ (Zhao 1982). As the Chinese economy became 
more market-oriented, the focus of government reforms also shifted toward the 
transformation of government functions, especially after the CCP Party Congress 
adopted the concept of building a socialist market economy in 1992. Ministries 
at the core of the planned economy, from metallurgy to petroleum, were turned 
into central-administered SOEs or abolished. Amid the Asian Financial Crisis 
in 1998, Premier Zhu Rongji slashed the number of ministries and commissions 
from 40 to 29. A recurring theme has been the combination and rationalization 
of government administrations with overlapping functions. There have also been 
efforts to streamline and rationalize government approvals, especially to improve 
the business environment but also to make lives easier for ordinary people, 
whether they are seeking a driver’s license or applying for a passport.

While China’s leaders have eliminated most industrial ministries, they have 
also had to devise new mechanisms to cope with the ‘turmoil’ and ‘chaos’ that 
have emerged with an increasingly market-oriented economy. Following a finan-
cial crisis in 1993, the Chinese leadership revamped the fiscal system in favor of 
the central government and also began to restructure the People’s Bank of China. 
Over time regulatory commissions have been established for securities, insur-
ance, and banking. As of 2017, dedicated ministerial or ministerial-ranked regula-
tory institutions (in parentheses are abbreviations for the corresponding American 
regulatory agencies) had been established in the following areas: Environmental 



THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CONTEMPORARY CHINA, 2V 22

Protection (EPA); Quality Supervision, Inspection & Quarantine (CPSC); Work 
Safety [also State Administration of Coalmine Safety] (OSHA); Food and 
Drug (FDA); Civil Aviation (FAA). These regulatory institutions increasingly 
look like their American or European counterparts. The China Food and Drug 
Administration (CFDA), for example, was explicitly named to mimic the US 
FDA, which has a sterling reputation among American regulators.

Most other government ministries and administrations also possess significant 
regulatory functions and some, such as the Ministry of Public Security, act both 
as regulators and political gatekeepers (Yang 2017b).

CONTINGENCY

In examining the changes in the patterns of Chinese state organizations and 
political power over time, one should not be misled into thinking that all were 
over-determined and were inevitable. Nothing was further from the truth.

Two factors are especially worthy of attention. One is the role of leadership, 
which our discussions so far have touched upon. The other factor is the element 
of contingency. In fact, in recent years discussing the big ‘what ifs’ has become a 
fashionable pastime in certain Chinese circles, particularly in contemplating the 
difficult courses of history China might have taken had some of the pivotal lead-
ers in Chinese history died at different times than had been the case.

To begin with, what if the Empress Dowager Cixi had died either ten years 
earlier or ten years later than 1908 and if the reformist Emperor Guangxu had not 
died suddenly in 1908. The social critic Liu Zaifu, for example, conjectured that 
if the Empress Dowager Cixi had died ten years earlier, then Emperor Guangxu’s 
Reforms of 1898 would have stood a good chance of getting implemented. If 
the Empress Dowager had died ten years later, she would have been able to lend 
her considerable political authority to the promotion of constitutional reforms. 
In both cases, the Great Qing might have had a real chance of evolving into a 
constitutional monarchy and the 1911 Revolution might not have occurred, dra-
matically altering the course of subsequent Chinese and global history (Interview 
with Liu Zaifu. Ifeng.com. November 15, 2015).

Another key individual was Yuan Shikai, the late Qing modernizer and strong-
man who became the President of the Republic of China. Yuan’s attempt to 
become the Hongxian emperor in 1915–16 turned into a debacle. Yet even the 
humiliated Yuan Shikai still retained enormous power and clout. What if Yuan 
had not died in June 1916 at the age of 56 but had stayed around to help revive 
the Republic and strengthen its central government?

Then there is Mao. Tang Tsou (2000), in a posthumous article ‘Interpreting 
the Revolution in China,’ sought to apply the rational choice framework to the 
study of the Chinese revolution. Yet he came away keenly aware of Mao’s crucial 
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role, particularly in the survival of the Red Army during the Long March. He also 
noted that Mao would have been killed in an air raid in spring 1948 had Chen 
Boda not rushed to cajole a reluctant Mao to go to the air raid shelter (Ye 1993). 
What would have become of the Chinese revolution had Chiang Kai-shek been 
successful in annihilating the Red Army? Or if Japan had not invaded China in 
1937? Or if Mao had been killed in 1948?

We cannot mention Mao without discussing his elder son Mao Anying  
(1922–50), whom Mao apparently sought to groom to become a major player in 
Chinese politics. What if Mao Anying, who joined Commander-in-Chief Peng 
Dehuai for a short sojourn, had not perished in 1950 during the Korean War? Had 
he survived, Mao Anying would have been 54 at the time of his father’s death and 
would likely be in the prime of his political career. What would China and the 
Chinese state be like with a Soviet-educated Mao Anying at the helm?

We cannot but conjecture the role or absence of post-Mao leaders, espe-
cially of Deng Xiaoping. Would China’s post-Mao reforms be as far-reaching 
and momentus had Deng had not survived the Cultural Revolution and outlasted 
Mao? How would China’s developmental path have fared had Deng died earlier, 
say at the age of 84 (in 1988) instead of at the age of 93 (in 1997)?

CONCLUSION

As this survey concludes, a bit of exercise in contrast and comparison is in order. 
The Qing dynasty was a highly successful enterprise of colonial conquest. A 
growing body of historical research points to how diligently and seriously 
Manchu rulers took the governance of their expansive domains. These autocratic 
rulers also showed much political and cultural sophistication, presenting a 
Chinese face to the Han Chinese but other (esp. Manchu, Tibetan, Mongolian) 
faces to subjects in the rest of the empire (Smith 2015). Much of the legitimacy 
of Manchu rule lay with its acceptance and continuation of Chinese imperial 
rule, but the Manchu rulers adapted and devised various governance mechanisms 
as they expanded the Qing empire (Hostetler 2001). Some of these institutional 
mechanisms, however, became hindrances to Qing dynastic survival in the world 
of modern states and thus made it especially difficult for China as well as the 
Chinese state to make the transition to the modern age.

The first to adopt parliamentary elections in Asia, the Republic of China went 
through multiple and often painful phases of political turmoil, except for the 
Nanking decade under KMT leadership. A member of the victorious allies during 
World War II, it plunged into civil war shortly thereafter and collapsed altogether 
on the Chinese Mainland by the end of the 1940s. The enduring theme throughout 
the era of Republican China were the persistent, occasionally hopeful but ulti-
mately futile efforts to strengthen the state, particularly the central government. 
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All was not lost, however, because under KMT leadership the remnant of the 
Republic of China rose from the ashes on Taiwan and in the 1990s became a 
liberal democratic polity in fulfillment of Sun Yatsen’s vision. The ROC has thus 
weaved a sorrowful yet ultimately inspiring narrative of state building and demo-
cratic transformation, dispelling the notion that Confucian societies were cultur-
ally anti-democratic (Kim 1994).

Originally animated by a foreign ideology (Marxism-Leninism) and foreign 
support, the Chinese Communist Party adapted and indigenized under Mao’s 
leadership and captured national power from the KMT. While retaining much 
of the territory of the Qing Empire, its approach to governance represented a far 
more radical break from Chinese imperial tradition. For the Mao era, CCP rule, 
under the rubric of class struggle, was initially destructive of all that was tradi-
tional, destroying the landed elites in the early 1950s and attacking Confucius in 
Mao’s last years. The CCP’s domination over Chinese society was totalistic in 
ambition if not in reality (Tsou 1986).

Marked by the calamitous Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution, the 
Mao era was one of colossal misrule. Yet the pains of that era, at a time when 
much of the rest of East Asia was leaping ahead economically, also served, to 
paraphrase François Furet, to disabuse the Chinese of the illusion of Communism 
and prepared the ground for the pursuit of economic reforms under newer and 
more cosmopolitan leaders in the post-Mao era (Furet 1999; Yang 1996).

In an era of globalization and economic liberalization, the Chinese Communist 
Party-state has been repurposed for the pursuit of growth, albeit on territory that, 
figuratively and literally, had been cleared by Maoist rule. As it has sought, in fits 
and starts, to reshape the Chinese economy and society, the Chinese Party-state, 
both intentionally and in response to the changes in the broader institutional envi-
ronment, has undergone significant changes. In particular, the institutions for the 
planned economy were mostly rationalized while regulatory institutions in many 
domains have been established or reconfigured to suit a more market-driven and 
globally inter-connected economy. Nonetheless, the Chinese leadership has jeal-
ously guarded the CCP’s political dominance, promoting more market-friendly 
reforms but standing guard against a liberal political vision. Order and govern-
ability, rather than democratic participation, have been the central preoccupa-
tion of the Chinese CCP leadership. This defensiveness, sometimes bordering on 
paranoia, stems from multiple sources, including the CCP’s own underground 
past and the fear of ‘color revolutions’. Although Hong Kong (part of the PRC 
since 1997) and Taiwan have contributed to the rapid economic resurgence of the 
Mainland with capital and ideas, they have nonetheless represented alternative 
models for governance and are regarded as bases for subversion, whose influence 
must be strictly limited (White 2016).

Fear of decay and rot within the Party has been a perennial concern of 
Communist Party leaders as they know the KMT’s ignominy of defeat on  
the Mainland was to a large extent due to internal problems (Tsou 1967).  
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Mao was notorious for the many campaigns and purges that caused much suf-
fering and left numerous scars in the Chinese psyche. Post-Mao leaders have 
been especially concerned about the corrosive effects of corruption, which 
tends to thrive in hybrid political economies like China’s (Wedeman 2012). 
Following repeated campaigns to curb corruption by his predecessors, Xi 
Jinping, together with anti-corruption czar Wang Qishan, launched an auda-
cious campaign beginning in 2013 to root out numerous corrupt officials in 
the Party, government, and the armed forces, and tighten party discipline. This 
massive anti-corruption drive, followed by the establishment of the National 
Supervisory Commission, raises the intriguing question of whether China may 
be following in the footsteps of more developed societies in curbing corruption 
(Manion 2006).

In a volume published in 2015, Qin Hui (2015), an eminent historian at 
Qinghua University in Beijing, reviewed China’s modern history from the per-
spective of China’s enduring and protracted history of centralized imperial autoc-
racy since the Qin Dynasty. Qin Hui left no doubt in the readers’ minds that he 
thought contemporary China had yet to go beyond the Qin system of autocratic 
rule. Qin Hui’s book was promptly banned by the censors. The ban not only 
underscores the contemporary relevance of Qin Hui’s argument but also reminds 
us that the remaking of the Chinese state continues to refract the tensions articu-
lated by Weber and Jessop at the start of this chapter. In view of China’s growing 
strengths and increasing global presence, how China reconciles these tensions 
has profound consequences within China and beyond.
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INTRODUCTION

The study of nation and nationalism in China complicates the standard debates 
about nationalism in several ways. The debates include issues of whether nations 
are:

 • historical versus modern;
•	 primordial	versus	constructed/imagined;

 • formed	indigenously	or	by	circulatory	forms;
 • as	imperialistic	as	national;
 • ethnic versus civic;
 • produced	from	the	top-down	or	bottom-up;	
 • instrumental	versus	substantive.

While every expression of territorial nationalism qualifies the binary terms of 
these debates, there is reason to think that the Chinese case is unique in that it is 
among the most sustained and centralizing administrative powers in world his-
tory. As such, by examining the phenomenon in the Chinese context we also gain 
a general understanding of nationalism and its kinship with related identities and 
power structures that are both historical and contemporary.

My goal is to show that each position in the antinomies listed above can 
explain Chinese nationalism only in part and only when viewed within a wider 
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spatio-temporal framework of analysis that I develop here. In other words, these 
positions refer to a partial understanding of nationalism largely because they are 
analyzed within the national unit itself. Across the world, nations and national-
isms operate in/as multi-layered processes of continuity and change. These dif-
ferent temporalities are underpinned and intersected by various institutional and 
cultural – discursive and psychological – forces at different spatial scales.1

The layering or imbrication of these temporalities – for example, the rhythm 
of seasonal changes layered by ritual cycles or the disruption of the investment 
cycle by the political cycle – is crucial to grasping the functional significance of 
various aspects of nationalism. While some of the most fundamental and endur-
ing processes, such as the global circulation of the nation-form, are constitutive 
elements of every nation in the world, the latter are mediated by other more 
culturally or geo-specific temporalities. It is in these mediations of deeper tem-
poralities that we can uncover the complexities of the debates about Chinese 
nationalism. This chapter thus begins with a discussion of the temporalities of 
nationalism; it goes on to examine its growth in the late-Qing and republican 
eras. Next, it explores the extent of continuity in its fundamental features in 
the PRC and concludes by discussing the nature and extent of change in the  
post-Mao era.

The term nation can be thought of as a group of people who are said to have 
collective bonds – produced by one or more cultural phenomena such as race, 
language, religion, lifeways and homeland. However, it is a term of popular usage 
that is too loose to have much analytical purchase. Nationalism and the nation-
state are more serviceable. Nationalism is the valuation of the national bond over 
all other ties and is expressed as the identification of the national collective with 
a present or anticipated nation-state. The nation-state is the sovereign authority 
representing the people of the territorially bounded nation and demanding their 
ultimate loyalty. Two other less familiar but necessary terms for understanding 
the phenomenon of nationalism are the nation-form and the nation-state system. 
Their roles will become clearer as we proceed in the analysis.

Scholars of Chinese nationalism have often claimed that China has historically 
had collective bonds expressed through a written language, culture and history; 
that Chinese people have often sought as a nation to resist foreign invaders – such 
as the Mongols and Manchus, albeit unsuccessfully – and that China has had a 
long tradition of a centralizing state. This is a historical rather than a primordial-
ist argument, and each of these claims can be backed by historical evidence. As 
we shall see, these factors certainly shaped the transition from empire to nation in 
China. However, what is often ignored by both historical and ‘imagined commu-
nities’ arguments is how the nation-form and the nation-state system authorized 
the nation-state across the world and no less in China. Nationalism was a global 
phenomenon before it became national.

Turning first to the system: having evolved from the Westphalian-Vatellian 
system of territorial states in Europe, the imperialist nation-states of the West 
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achieved world domination by the late 19th century. As the world’s most tech-
nologically and militarily powerful political players, they ensured that all who 
sought to resist, compete with or challenge them would first have to transform 
themselves into comparable nation-states. Thus emerged what we can call the 
ideal-type of the nation-form, so nominated first by Etienne Balibar.2 To be sure, 
this nation-form has evolved several different models – such as the civic, ethnic, 
linguistic and religious models – which were developed, circulated and adapted 
in different states and societies, but the nation-form itself has experienced signifi-
cant continuities for about two hundred years. The continuity of the nation-form 
as well as its modular developments were institutionally secured by the system 
of nation-states which in its present incarnation is represented by the United 
Nations (dominated by an asymmetric power structure) and its various agencies. 
The circulatory condition of the nation-form – being diffused among and adapted 
by different societies – represents the most basic temporality.3

Let us consider the fundamental elements of the nation-form, established by 
the time it emerged as a possibility in Asia in the late 19th century. A state is seen 
as having a monopoly of power over a circumscribed territory and the people and 
resources within it, and the sovereignty of the territorial state is claimed to derive 
from representing the will of the people. However, the people themselves are 
constituted as a national people by the efforts of the state and nationalist elites. 
The national people are distinguished from other national peoples and cultures 
and often in competition or opposition to them. Thus, a self–other identity dis-
tinction is basic to the nation-form and can be understood to have emerged from 
the role of nations in capitalist and imperialist competition from the 19th century. 
Although this is not the place to enter into a global history of the relation between 
capitalism and nation-states,4 it should be recalled that the system of nation-states 
emerged primarily as a means to regulate the competition between nation-states 
for the pursuit of global resources and markets. Indeed, it was the inadequacies 
of the earlier means of regulation that led to two world wars and the emergence 
of the UN. Nonetheless, the self–other or identitarian dimension of nationalism 
continues to serve the goal of national competition, although it is not its only 
function.

From this perspective, Chinese nationalism and the nation-state had to 
undergo massive transformations to approximate the nation-form and win admis-
sion into the system of nation-states, even though it possessed important cultural 
and political characteristics that facilitated the transition. First, the radical over-
haul of the state apparatus took half a century. From the Qing reforms in the 
late 19th century, and certainly from the Republican revolution of 1911, Chinese 
regimes tried strenuously to make Chinese laws fully compatible with the gen-
eral expectation of ‘civilized’ nations through, for instance, the Revised Law 
Codification Commission, so that they could revise the Unequal Treaties that had 
been imposed upon them by imperialist powers. But because the political situa-
tion was beyond real control, these regimes could not implement this legal and 
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political system which, according to the 1926 Commission on Extraterritoriality 
in China, would make it a civilized nation.5 The revision of the ‘unequal treaties’ 
which took place during World War II, as Dong Wang has shown, required the 
establishment of educational institutions of international law, a team of highly 
skilled legal specialists, the implementation of new laws which often involved 
de-valuing the old order (e.g. removing filiality as a principal legal value) and  
nationalist mobilization of the population to pressure domestic and foreign  
governments to annul these humiliating treaties.6

Second, the populace which Sun Yat-sen likened to ‘a loose sheet of sand’ 
had to be transformed into the sleek body of a national citizenry capable of 
mobilization for global competition. This entailed a cultural and social revo-
lution built upon a new historiographical foundation of a linear history. The 
statesmen and intellectuals of the early 20th century, such as Liang Qichao, 
noted that without a forward-looking, progressive sense of history, China 
could not begin to think of itself as a nation with a future.7 I have argued 
that modern historical writing and the nation were co-eval: such writing fre-
quently served to plant a concept of the nation, instill a love for it – and hatred 
for its enemies – and create citizens who would serve the nation in this new 
world. In this new conception of history, the nation – its people and culture, 
not the dynasties and aristocracies –was the collective agent or subject of his-
tory. The linear, evolutionary movement of the nation itself had a propulsive 
effect since the goal of much historical writing at the time was to recover the 
very idea of a common, or potentially unified, people who could progress 
and realize their modern destiny. This effect was catalyzed by the contem-
porary social Darwinist vision circulating in the world in which a country  
was doomed to colonization and extinction if it did not become a strong 
nation-state (with colonies of its own).8

Thus, a second temporality is associated with the construction of a linear 
national history. This too is a fairly deep temporality underpinning the sover-
eignty of the nation and legitimizing many institutions and cultural practices, 
such as the movements and constitutional provisions against the alleged ‘super-
stitious and feudal practices’ that dominated and continue in important ways to 
pervade and provision the cultural life of the populace. The famous May 4th 
(1919) movement, which has been seen as the foundational event for both nation-
alism and communism in China, represented the repudiation of China’s past and 
the institutionalization of the new vision of national history among the educated 
youth of China. While social Darwinism no longer serves as its underpinning, the 
comparison and competition among nations via the narrative of modernization  
continues to serve as the lever of progress. The narrative form of national  
history – one which creates and renews the national self (in relation if not always 
in opposition to the Other) – continues. The historical narrative of the nation-
form represents a basic temporality and is secured by globally circulating modes 
of constituting nations.
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Thus, national histories were cast in a common mold of a linear progressive 
history of an emerging national subject that joined an ancient past to a modern 
future, often by overcoming a dark middle age of disunity and foreign contamina-
tion. The new historical consciousness synthesized ideas of progress and popu-
lar sovereignty with claims to territorial sovereignty, three basic assumptions of 
nationalist thought. This relationship became the means of creating a historical 
agent or (often juridical) subject capable of making claims to sovereign statehood. 
A ‘people’ with a supposed unified self-consciousness developed a sovereign 
right to the territory they allegedly originally and/or continuously occupied. Until 
a few decades ago, much professional history was also shaped by this paradigm.

While retaining the narrative form, the details of the narrative, including the 
actors or even periodization, may undergo changes. Thus while in the second half 
of the 20th century the revolutionary classes and their heroic representatives in 
China constituted the subject of history, there has been a shift to statist reformers 
and their representatives, reflecting political changes in the regime and the type 
of society that the nation-state wishes to nourish.9 For example, the narrative of 
history exemplified by Prof. Hu Sheng’s ‘three revolutionary climaxes,’ namely 
the Taiping Rebellion, the Boxer Uprising and the 1911 Republican Revolution,10 
has been replaced by the ‘reformist’ narrative of history which emerged full-
blown in the 1990s. It substitutes three other events from the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, namely, the Self-Strengthening movement; the 100 Days Reform 
movement of 1898, and the Bourgeois Revolution of 1911.11 Popular uprisings 
are noticeably missing in this narrative, and many of the targets of the revolution-
ary narrative, such as Zeng Guofan and Kang Youwei, appear in an increasingly 
favorable light. Interestingly, as can be seen in the 2003 TV series, Towards the 
Republic, watched by hundreds of millions of viewers, this reformist narrative 
has become more statist. Thus, the Empress Dowager Cixi and President Yuan 
Shikai, de facto heads of state between 1900 and 1916 and long regarded as bit-
ter opponents even of reform, are treated with great sympathy and shown to be 
devoted to the greater interests of the nation-state.12 The revolutionary narrative  
has been overturned and the reformist nation-state itself has emerged as the  
subject of history.

A third temporality concerns the territoriality of the nation-state and the 
accompanying narrative that determined inclusion and exclusion within the 
national community. This narrative is closely tied to the historical narrative but 
is separate from it. Liang Qichao once suggested that the idea of periodization 
in history could be understood by likening the boundedness of periods to the 
boundedness of territory, both novel ideas in the early 20th century. The Qing 
empire was a multi-cultural empire that included not only the Han Chinese 
region (or inner territories of China) but a federated alliance with the Mongols, 
Tibetans, Muslims and the ruling dynasty’s own Manchuria (which was kept off 
limits to the Han Chinese). These latter territories comprised over two-thirds of 
the Qing empire and were managed differently from China proper. During the 
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revolutionary process to overthrow the Qing, a fierce dispute broke out between 
the reformists (including Manchu reformists) and the revolutionaries over the 
extent of territories and populations that would be included in the new Republic 
dominated by the Han Chinese.

The reformists, especially the Manchu reformists, argued that the new 
Republic could extend territorially over the breadth of the old empire, but could 
reasonably do so only if there was a ‘federated’ version of the new state where 
the various minorities had equal status with the Han majority. Most of the anti-
Manchu revolutionaries, including Sun Yat-sen, were inspired by the prevailing 
social Darwinist theory of racial superiority and not inclined to share power with 
the minorities in these areas. But when in 1911 they had to negotiate for the abdi-
cation of the Qing, the revolutionaries were forced to compromise with the many 
different interests in the political system. They were also unable to press for too 
much from the Manchus because of the fear of foreign imperialist intervention. 
Moreover, the Mongol princes (from today’s Mongolia) had already declared 
their independence from the newly established Republic, announcing that they 
had only been affiliated with the Manchus and not the Chinese. Under these 
circumstances, the revolutionaries had to agree to treat the four nationalities –
Manchus, Mongols, Tibetans and Muslims – on an equal basis with the Han. To 
be sure, the peripheral nationalities here referred principally to the aristocracy 
and banner community and their privileges, which had been preserved through 
the Manchu control of the recently developed national assembly (the right to 
freedom of worship, however, was granted to entire communities).13 Even so, the 
Republic was declared in the name of ‘five nationalities,’ a rhetorical development  
with great historical consequences.

The historical principle involved in this dispute and the enduring tension is 
at core the debate in nationalism between the civic and ethnic/racial models of 
territorial nationalism. Will the territory be dominated by a single ethnic/racial 
group or will there be equal (and later affirmative action) rights for minority 
groups? These positions have typically been associated with the French revo-
lutionary model of the civic nation versus the Germanic model of the ethnic or 
racial nation. Most nationalisms represent an uneasy mix of the two principles, 
with the ethnic/racial or the civic dominant depending on circumstances. In other 
words, the territorial community of the nation-state has a relatively unstable tem-
porality with the emphasis fluctuating between one or another.

Within the ethnic understanding of the national community, several mediating 
sub-principles have also appeared in different places, including language and 
religion, which gives the ethnic community a different shape. In China, linguistic 
unification (of regional and ethnically distinct languages) has been an important 
dimension of Chinese nationalism, but it is relatively understudied.14 More atten-
tion has been paid to the more distinctive sub-principle of Han nationalism, viz., 
the narrative of lineage ancestry. The clan or lineage principle of the organization 
of imperial society was extremely important and derived doctrinal sanction from 
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Confucian principles and the pervasive rituals of ancestor worship and patrilineal 
descent. The Republican revolutionaries of the early 20th century were extremely 
creative in transforming the doxic and quotidian ideas of patrilineal descent into 
the notion of the Han people as descended from a common ancestor. Zhang 
Taiyan and other revolutionaries greatly influenced by social Darwinism used the 
Han lineage system to construct a Han nation from a putative ancestral link to the 
mythical Yellow Emperor and called on the Han to struggle against the inferior 
Manchu race with their alien surnames.15

After the Republic was established in 1912, the revolutionaries agreed to a 
Republic of Five Nationalities and settled on the appellation of zhonghua minzu 
(the Chinese nationality) for the nation. Although the loyalty of the different 
peoples to the Republic was never fully settled – with the Mongols establishing 
their republic in Outer Mongolia and Tibetans and Muslims seeking indepen-
dence – the Chinese nation-state has more or less retained the borders of the 
Manchu empire. Nonetheless, the relationship between the Han and the other 
nationalities is a changing and troubled one. During the Republic, from 1912 
to 1949, the Han-Chinese-dominated government sought to take away in reality 
what they offered in theory. Apart from a single statement of support, Sun Yat-
sen often denounced the idea of autonomous nationalities.16 In China’s Destiny, 
Chiang Kai-shek declared that the five peoples were ‘originally of one race and 
lineage.’17 Certainly, the KMT administration tried to assimilate (tonghua) the 
‘frontier peoples’ by Sinicizing language, customs, and even clothing and hair-
styles.18 As we will see below, the idea of the dominant ethnic majority as the 
basis of the nation has returned in many ways in Chinese nationalism today.

More interesting is the Chinese idea of the multi-national state, which may be 
thought of as the Chinese idea of the civic nation. While scholars of the Republic 
and even the contemporary PRC often regard the idea as more rhetorical than 
substantive for reasons we have outlined above, the force of the doctrine has had 
important consequences not necessarily reducible to the intentions of the Chinese 
state. Globally, the modern multi-national state has a history that is not much over 
one hundred years. This form represented an effort to overcome the problems of 
transitioning from empire to nation in the 20th century. China was one of the first 
political systems to develop this solution to address the empire-to-nation prob-
lem in the world. As such it was responding to a global problem, but it did so by 
adapting imperial Qing conceptions of the ‘federated empire’ to the requirements 
of a modern polity. Soon after the Chinese revolution, several other major states 
also sought to respond to the common global requirement of the nation-form by 
adapting their imperial legacies to new approaches.19

Although reformists and revolutionaries in the first decade of the 20th century 
in China were discussing the globally incipient ideas of the multi-national state, 
particularly as developed by the Swiss theorist Johann Bluntschli, and we have 
seen how they arrived at the idea of the Republic of Five Nationalities, glob-
ally, the prominent version of this idea is associated with the later Soviet theory 
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of nationalities developed by Stalin in response to socialist debates regarding 
the transition in the Hapsburg empire.20 To simplify, the Bolshevik position on 
national self-determination entailed territorial autonomy without party autonomy. 
Communist parties in the non-Russian territories were not particularly national-
ized and the Soviet goal was to subordinate national loyalties to ‘proletarian’ 
interests. It is interesting to see a Japanese report in the puppet state of Manchukuo 
(1932–1945) that was built upon the rhetoric of the Five Nationalities Republic 
of 1912 in China but which took its lessons from the Soviet model. Tominaga 
Tadashi, the author of Manshūkoku no minzoku mondai, notes that the Soviet 
policy on nationalities fulfilled the goals of federalism and protected minority 
rights, while at the same time it strengthened the power of the Soviet state and the 
military in relation to separatism in the Tsarist empire and British influence in the 
region. Thus, he notes admiringly, nationalism was not suppressed but utilized 
positively for the goals of the state.21

In the Chinese Communist Party, the idea of the multi-national state, its means 
of inheriting the Qing empire, came to be influenced by Bolshevik ideas of anti-
imperialist nationalism. It was also forged at the time when the CCP needed the 
assistance of the minority peoples during the revolutionary struggle and the war 
against the Japanese imperialists. By 1936, however, in Communist documents 
the nationalities were denied the right to secede from the nation-state, and in 
1949 the PRC developed not a federal, but a unitary ‘geobody’ with autonomous 
minority regions or territories. As in the Soviet Union, the nationalities had spe-
cial rights but political control was maintained by keeping the party under cen-
tral control. Today, minorities constitute about 9–10% of the Chinese population 
(about 100 million) but, as in the Qing, their historical homelands occupy about 
two-thirds of the territorial expanse of China.22

During much of the 20th century, nationalism and the nation-state in China 
emerged in response to outside forces. By this I mean not only the imperialist 
exploitation of the Chinese empire, the undeniable argument made by national-
ists, but more subtly by the absorption and adaptation of the very building blocks 
of the nation-form from a circulatory and evolving system of nation-states. The 
nation-form, which has become hegemonic over the last two centuries, has had 
an enduring temporality secured by the parallel temporalities of linear, national 
histories and the principle of territorialized sovereignty.

Globally, these temporalities have become deeply embedded in the psyche of 
modern national citizens, although they should be seen not as structural givens 
in a society, but historical. Aspects of these long-lived creations change as well, 
but less rapidly than the second order of temporalities I have identified with the 
mediatory factors that are subject to change and disputation. These factors, such 
as language, religion, rituals, food taboos, and state and political traditions, are 
important because they are part of the environment of human experience and 
generate deep feelings among people. Thus, they are not only subject to disputa-
tion and change, they are representable and available for popular mobilization. 
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There is no debate in the public sphere about whether nations should have bound-
aries, states, and histories and should move towards national progress, although 
there is much debate about what these boundaries and histories, languages and 
religions should be.

Methodologically, a couple more points need to be made about the mediatory 
temporalities. These practices and institutions typically belong to the cultural and 
political sphere because they are representable and available for mobilization. 
But that is not to say that they emerge only from within the nation as presently 
constituted. The space of culture is much wider or smaller than the nation. I have 
tried to show that it was circulatory elements within East Asian cultures, viz., 
Japan, Korea and China, that ironically contributed to the creation of (antago-
nistic) national cultures in this sphere.23 Common texts and a common lexicon 
of modernity circulated in all three societies. Many new texts, on international 
law for instance, were first translated into the Chinese language by Western mis-
sionaries and their Chinese associates in the 19th century using classical Chinese 
terms. This vocabulary was frequently appropriated, adapted and systematized by 
modernizers in Meiji Japan and then re-imported into China and Korea to create 
radically new meanings that, however, still appeared traditional and indigenous.

Nationalism in the region during this period was shaped both by Japanese 
imperialism and cultural influence and by opposition to it. Japanese adventurers, 
soldiers, advisors, businessmen and teachers pursued economic, cultural and impe-
rialistic projects in China and Korea, while Chinese and Korean students, business-
men, professionals and political exiles learnt lessons about the virtues and evils of 
modernity in Japan. Many of the early, modern histories of China and Korea were 
also fashioned from Japanese understandings of both enlightenment national his-
tory and tōyōshi (eastern seas history). Fu Sinian noted that it was not until 1918, 
after the first major protests against Japanese imperialist activities took place, that 
Chinese historical texts stopped following the Japanese periodization of Chinese 
history.24 Even in the realm where East Asian national histories evoke their distinc-
tiveness, they often do so in a common mode. Just as Chinese nationalists sought 
to derive (invent) the Chinese nation from the mythical Yellow Emperor and the 
Japanese from Amaterasu, so did Shin Chae-ho (1880–1936) and other Korean 
nationalists seek to raise Tangun to the same status.25

Ironically, each of these societies sought to distinguish the authenticity of 
their nation by re-signifying symbols and tropes from a common cultural his-
torical reservoir. One such symbolic role was of the ‘self-sacrificing woman’ 
(Ch. xianqi liangmu, J. ryōsai kenbo, K. hyŏnmo yangch’ŏ) upon whose sacri-
fices for the home and nation the new citizen and modern society would be built. 
Similarly, historical practices of self-cultivation and discipline were evoked from 
Confucianism and Buddhism to produce new habits of citizenship, for instance 
in the New Life movement of KMT China and later in Korea. Manchukuo, the 
Japanese puppet state in northeast China (1932–1945), exemplified an all too 
transparent effort to build a nation-state from this East Asian repertoire.26
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Thus, even while some of these mediatory factors can embed deep sentiment, 
they too are often shaped by circulatory forces. At the same time, these cultural 
practices and institutions are not mere putty that can be freely shaped to fit the 
deep national structures; they have vested interests and path dependencies built 
into them that can endure and in turn re-shape. But they possess a different tem-
porality in that their frequency of change and adaptability exceed those of the 
nation-form and its sustained circulations. In the next section, where I discuss 
nationalism in the PRC, we will see that broadly speaking the relationships 
between deeper and mediatory temporalities can still be viewed. However, there 
are important changes in those relationships – frequently occurring in response 
to global changes – that will allow us to reflect upon any fundamental changes 
in the nation-form.

NATION-STATE AND NATIONALISM IN THE PRC

The Communist Party of China came to power riding on the crest of a massive 
revolutionary movement that promised social justice and egalitarianism, and 
equally, national liberation and nation-building. Apter and Saich have elegantly 
shown how in Mao’s Republic in Yenan, a system of three nested narratives was 
inculcated in the youth and party members that revealed a necessary and logical 
link connecting national liberation to the role of the Communist Party and 
finally, and particularly, to the great leader, Mao Zedong.27 Many decades ago, 
Chalmers Johnson revealed that the communists would not have come to power 
if they had not mobilized anti-Japanese nationalism among the peasantry and the 
youth.28 Some of the most interesting subsequent work on the relationship 
between socialism and nationalism in the PRC, including that of Ann Anagnost, 
dwells on new communist rituals such as the ‘speak bitterness’ stagings that 
replay the drama of the revolution and national salvation in the PRC and are 
modeled on the revolutionary rituals of the Yenan period. 29

Continuities: Nation-Form, History and Territoriality

From the perspective of the nation-form, there were more continuities than 
differences between the Republic and the PRC. Despite the communist ideal 
of a borderless proletariat dominating society and the world (or at least the 
socialist world), the CCP anticipated a period of national development, 
described by Mao in his 1940 essay on New Democracy, in which he called on 
the majority of the Chinese people, whom he regarded as a progressive force, 
to unite against imperialism and gradually transition to a socialist society. Just 
as the PRC was beginning to transition to a socialist economy in the mid- to 
late-1950s, however, the Sino-Soviet split turned the political compass back to 
nationalism and Chinese communist nationalism now became directed not 
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only against the US-led capitalist camp, but also against those who came to be 
called Soviet revisionists. The peak of this trend in the Cultural Revolution of the 
late 1960s saw fierce expressions of Chinese revolutionary nationalism that 
almost led to a war between the Soviet Union and China, two nuclear powers. 
The Self (state-people)–Other identitarianism of the nation-form had  
come to stay, albeit through the expression of China as the embodiment of  
revolutionary utopianism.

Linear history became even more pronounced because of the Marxist theory of 
stages of economic and social development. Aided by Maoist voluntarism of the 
‘people’s will,’ the Chinese communists sought to telescope the transition from 
a semi-feudal to a socialist and even communist society. During the Great Leap 
Forward in 1958, Mao declared that the will of the people could be mobilized to 
overtake steel production in Britain and France in 15 years. Thus, although China 
was at the time an anti-capitalist nation, it was still motivated by competitiveness 
in its ability to increase production and conquer nature. Competition is of course 
the principal lever of the modern theory of linear progress. Competition was also 
an ingredient in relations with the Soviet Union. The Soviet ‘Big Brother’ fre-
quently patronized the Chinese as having a mode of production – the so-called 
Asiatic Mode of Production – which was even more backward than the Slave 
Mode of Production. In response and despite the rigid stagist framework in which 
they were working, Chinese historians undertook to show how the sprouts of 
capitalism and great technological advancements flourished in their historical 
society of which they could be justifiably proud.30

With respect to the temporality of territory, the communist nation-state was 
just as determined to maintain the borderlands of the Qing empire as part of the 
new territorial nation-state as the KMT. Despite the granting of minority nation-
ality status to the peoples of the borderlands, the powerful unitary drive of the 
state brought these regions under state control and undertook the transformation 
of the culture and landscape more strenuously than ever before. This has been 
aptly discussed in a recent study of contemporary Tibet by Emily Yeh. Describing 
the territorialization process of the Tibetan landscape that had been character-
ized by mixed modes of cultivation and pastoralism, Yeh notes that the military 
and political occupation authorities saw this terrain as barren (huang) and empty 
(xu) wastelands that had to be converted into efficient and productive resources. 
Simultaneously, territorialization meant the naturalization of Tibetans’ associa-
tion (if not identification) with the Chinese state and the production of the sense 
that China’s borders represent the natural container for Tibet. At the same time, 
this process also produced Tibet and Tibetans as the periphery of the nation: 
‘Tibetans are simultaneously excluded from the nation as an internal other always 
in need of improvement.’31

From a strategic point of view, the vast hinterlands continue to be important to 
the Chinese state and, as we have seen, the granting of minority nationality ben-
efits (reflected mostly in granting of state aid) was explicable from this logic of 
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the modern state. Classification of the minorities that had begun under the KMT 
was fully developed by the PRC. Fifty-five minority nationalities were officially 
recognized and, together with the Han nationality, they comprised the Chinese 
nationality. As Thomas Mullaney says, this is a formula that may be rendered 
as 55+1=1, a way of folding in the minority nationalities into a more unitary 
conception of the nation-state.32 At the same time, the distinctive representation 
of minorities, Dru Gladney suggests, has a way of transforming the image of 
the culturally and linguistically differentiated Han groups into a united, mono-
ethnic and modern Han majority, which is part and parcel of the homogenizing 
force of nationalism.33 All the same, the peripheral nationalities remained objects 
of evolutionist ideology and economic exploitation. During the Maoist period 
from 1949 to 1979, one might say that Marxist evolutionist thinking of backward 
and advanced peoples dominated the period, but the assimilationist urge was  
balanced by the need to celebrate the unity of nationalities.

The territorial concern with maximizing and defining borders became even 
more prominent and entrenched under the Communists, who engaged in a num-
ber of disputes and wars over borders with China’s neighbors. The most well-
known of these are with the Soviet Union (1969), Vietnam (1979), India (1962) 
and three conflicts with the Republic of China over the Taiwan Straits (1954, 1958 
and 1996).34 To be sure, such border warfare was common to many new nations 
that emerged in the post-World War II period, principally because the older colo-
nial empires annexed and divided regions and spaces, drawing boundary lines 
without regard to the social, cultural and political connections and differences 
in these regions. But equally, the new nation-states inherited the principle of ter-
ritoriality and sought to maximize their territories and territorialize – militarize 
and homogenize – these distant and often alien borderlands. Although many of 
these territorial conflicts involving China have been resolved, there are several 
outstanding ones (notably with India). The PRC has also recently publicized its 
claims aggressively in the East and South China Seas.

Mediatory Temporalities in the PRC

With regard to the mediatory temporalities, an important change may be 
observed in relation to the principle of community formation within the PRC 
over the last thirty years or so. A subtle but recognizable change has occurred in 
emphasis of and attitudes towards the principle of ethnicity (or nationality in 
Soviet terms) as the social foundation of the nation-state. This change presents a 
challenge to the socialist model of the civic nation-state, which was built, 
however rhetorically, on the fraternity of nationalities within and socialist and 
third-world internationalism without. As mentioned above, the Maoist state had 
emphasized the ‘unity of nationalities’ despite practical departures from the 
ideal. From the late 1980s and 1990s, with the end of the Cold War and as China 
became increasingly integrated with the capitalist world economy, the older 
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civilizational and cultural hierarchies and the ethnic model of privileging the 
culture of the Han majority began to emerge. In practice, this shift was also 
facilitated by the need to attract powerful overseas Chinese capitalist networks 
based on Chinese culturalism and Confucianism.

With the increasing participation of China in the global economy, the priorities 
of the national development agenda have also shifted in practice, if not in theory, 
to coastal cross-border spaces and to non-territorial sources of economic power; 
the most conspicuous of these are, of course, the overseas Chinese. In turn, this 
has led to a kind of trans-territorialization of nationalist ideology in China. Until 
1999, roughly 60% of the foreign investment of over 40 billion dollars pouring 
into China annually had come from ethnic Chinese outside the mainland, from 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the overseas Chinese communities of Southeast Asia 
and the Americas.35 Although the size of the Chinese diaspora equals about 4% 
of the population of the PRC, it is a huge economy in its own right; in 1999 the  
resources controlled by the Chinese diaspora equaled around two-thirds of  
the Chinese national GDP.

The economic linkages established between the overseas Chinese and  
the mainland have been accompanied by shifts in the spatial imagination of the 
nation. The ideologies of ethnic nationalism have tended to flourish at the cost, 
frequently, of the territorially integrated nation of the People’s Republic of China 
(zhonghua). Such ideologies seek an alternative ethnic or cultural integration 
which may be found in the form of identification as the children of the divine 
ancestors Shennong and the Yellow Emperor (yanhuang zhizi) or the new atten-
tion to Confucianism or notions of Chinese values and Asian values. These may 
be seen as new formats for both identity and alliance with the diasporic commu-
nities (as well as other Asian allies) in the pursuit of global competitiveness and 
counter-hegemony to the West.

The breathtakingly rapid development of the south and eastern coastal regions 
and urban areas of China had for several decades left behind the vast hinterlands, 
particularly in the West, which were seen to have become objects of exploitation 
for natural resources.36 These effects have been compounded by irredentist and 
nationalist movements in the West (Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Tibet) and (among 
the Korean population) in the northeast. The relative weakness of development 
in the western regions and among the ethnically marginalized communities also 
fostered the ethnic minority nationalism that we are witnessing on a daily basis 
today.

A second, if not novel at least more prominent, mediatory factor with a vola-
tile temporality has appeared more recently – public outbursts of nationalism 
that may arise from popular or state initiatives. Sinologists are today debating 
whether nationalism represents a state policy that is top-down and instrumental 
in seeking to enhance state power or whether nationalist episodes and upsurges, 
for instance against the Japanese or the Belgrade bombings or African students 
in China, are popularly initiated and followed through. To be sure this need not 
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be an either/or debate; the two are dialectically interactive. While it becomes dif-
ficult to pinpoint the source and hence controllability of these nationalist simmer-
ings or outbursts, we can nonetheless gain a good understanding of this volatility 
when we examine them together.37

In the first place, the context of this kind of nationalist expression is somewhat 
different from earlier periods because the state control of education at all levels in 
the PRC means that the nationalist narrative has been thoroughly inculcated in the 
populace. As nationalist identity and sentiment penetrate society at large, particu-
larly in China where it is one of the few realms of permissible political expression, 
it can be enunciated and inflected in a variety of ways, whether as culturalist, racist, 
localist, Maoist or Confucianist among others. These mediations, or what I also call 
nation-views, can be volatile and changeable and sometimes conflict with the inter-
ests of the state. Thus, for instance, the environmental movement in China, which 
has spread like wildfire over the last fifteen years or so, often counters state-owned 
corporations seeking to build gigantic dams or industrial complexes by couching 
its espousal of ecological conservation and preservation – of forests or of the famed 
Qin dynasty weir in Sichuan called the Dujiangyan – in the language of Chinese 
national traditions of Daoism and ecological civilization.38

Another example reveals how popular nationalism can exceed the restraints the 
state might want to impose. In 2006–2007 there was a raging controversy in the 
Chinese press regarding the new Shanghai high school history textbooks produced 
by the municipal government in 2006, most probably in response to the anti-Japanese 
riots of 2005 in the city. Presumably to enhance the status of Shanghai as a global city, 
the textbooks played down not only class struggle and Mao Zedong but also mate-
rial central to nationalist discourses, for instance, the Japanese invasion. But the idea 
that historical education needed to get away from ideology was fiercely criticized by 
a majority of those who wrote about the texts. Much more than the abandonment of 
revolution, these critics were particularly incensed by the abandonment of national-
ism. They suggested that Shanghai, which had always been a lair for foreign lackeys, 
‘can now expect to see its women sport Japanese names.’39 In the summer of 2007, 
the new Shanghai textbooks were withdrawn from the schools.

What I am trying to suggest here is that, while the pedagogy of the nation-state 
does produce a loyal citizenship committed to the nation-state, it also produces the 
moral criteria with which to judge whether the ‘true’ goals of the nation have been 
achieved. As such the state too becomes subject to the judgment of its achieve-
ments. When the gap between the claims in state progress reports and citizens’ 
assessment of state performance widens, the nation-state has to react to the nation-
views of its citizenry or perhaps even deflect this dissatisfaction by appealing to 
other or new expressions of state-led nationalism. Some may wonder if the new 
military and state aggressiveness in the South China Sea as well as the increasing 
clampdown in recent years on freedom of expression is not the effect of such a gap. 
Certainly the examples from Taiwan and Hong Kong in recent years reveal that 
popular nationalism (in this case directed against the PRC state) in those societies 
is not ready to accept a state-dominated ideology of the nation.
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CONCLUSION

This essay on Chinese nationalism is informed by a methodological framework 
which interrogates the assumptions about temporality and scale that inform 
existing theories of nationalism. I approach nationalism as a historically 
dynamic or processual formation that is shaped and transformed by the interac-
tion of different scales – the global, the regional and the ‘domestic’ – with 
different temporal rhythms. I have thus identified these scalar temporalities: of 
the nation-form constituted by an identitarian polity, territoriality and a 
national historical narrative, all forms that have basically been adopted from a 
circulatory system of nation-states, global and regional. The temporality at this 
scale has been more enduring than the mediating factors that are connected to 
and shape the on-the-ground nation-state and nationalism in any one place. 
Given the relative volatility of the mediatory factors, is it possible to develop 
explanatory categories at this level? Perhaps, but only in relation to the external 
factors. For instance, I have tried to explain the civic to ethnic transition of 
national community formation in China in relation to global political economy 
and the identity allegiances that it produces. But is there a way in which one 
might understand how the more enduring temporality of the nation-state 
system itself may be transformed?

In other words, given the increasing entrenchment of the system of nation-
states over the last centuries, is there no possibility for it to change its basic col-
ors? I believe that the possibility of change lies within the contradictions of the 
system. The rapid erosion of economic borders in recent decades has produced 
the globalization of the production system as well as the collective ravaging of 
the global environment. Interdependence has become increasingly necessary 
to manage the continued production of wealth (the global supply chain), but, 
much more importantly, the survival of the planet. China has finally begun to 
recognize the importance not only of national but also of collective arrange-
ments to manage this survival. It has signed and will be pressured to sign many 
more agreements to contain the effects of climate change. These agreements 
also signify incremental modifications to the notion of national sovereignty as 
we have known it. What kinds of changes these might make to the bed-rock 
system of nation-states remains to be seen.
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INTRODUCTION

The story of Chinese economic growth in the twentieth century is one of continu-
ity and change. The central analytical challenge is to identify the respective roles 
of each, and to determine if either 1949 or 1978 was a true climacteric.1 As far 
as the ‘liberation’ of 1949 is concerned, some see China as poised on the verge 
of take-off in the late 1930s, only for that take-off to be aborted by war and the 
introduction of an alien economic model after 1949 (Brandt 1989; Rawski 1989). 
Only after Mao’s death could the journey along the pre-Revolutionary growth 
path be resumed. For the others, the Chinese economy was going nowhere: the 
poor performance of agriculture was a binding constraint on growth (Riskin 
1975; 1987). The 1949 Revolution was therefore the critical factor in allowing 
China to embark upon the process of modern economic growth. As for 1978, the 
conventional wisdom sees it as a clear turning point: Mao’s death and Deng’s 
accession ushered in an era of market-orientated economic policies which gener-
ated miraculous growth. For others, however, post-1978 policy changes were less 
important than the impact of the Maoist era, which laid the foundations for the 
rapid economic growth of the late twentieth century (Bramall 2000; Zhu 2013). 
In the words of Communist Party (CCP) General Secretary Xi Jinping: 
‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics was opened up by the new period of 
reform and opening, but it was opened up on the foundation of the socialist fun-
damental system that had already been established and the more than 20 years in 
which construction had been carried out’ (cited in Fewsmith 2014: 4).
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GROWTH IN THE REPUBLICAN ERA, 1911–1949

Assessing the performance of the Republican economy is problematic because 
we have only poor data. China’s first reliable population census date was in 
1953, and it is hard to back-project to the first half of the century given the dev-
astating impact of the twelve years of war and – the key economic sector – until 
after the establishment of the National Agricultural Research Bureau, which 
published data in its Crop Reports from 1931 onwards. These Reports can be 
used in conjunction with the data published in Buck’s (1937) well-known agri-
cultural survey, and with data collected in Japanese-occupied territory during the 
war years. Even so, there is no generally accepted time series for something as 
basic as grain production. As for industry, the first and only general survey of 
factory industry was conducted in 1933 by the National Resources Commission 
of the Nanjing government. We have a range of estimates of industrial produc-
tion made for the provinces of ‘free’ China in the 1940s (especially for Sichuan), 
as well as much detail on industrialization in Manchuria (Chao 1983; Duus et al. 
1989; Myers and Peattie 1984). All this has been put together to create a time 
series for modern industry (Rawski 1989) but handicraft industry remains prob-
lematic; heroic efforts have been made to assemble data for key industries, nota-
bly cotton (Xu 1988; Köll 2003; Grove 2006) and silk (Bell 1999), but the 
statistical base is extremely fragile.

For all that, a number of attempts have been to estimate Chinese GDP growth 
in the Republican era. The best-known is Maddison’s (1998) study, which has 
been used extensively for comparative work. However, Maddison was not a China 
specialist, and relied instead on others, not least the pioneering and exhaustive 
study of Liu and Yeh (1965), who estimated GDP for the 1930s and in the 1950s. 
Yeh (1979) later estimated GDP in 1914–18 to give us a GDP time series for 
the first half of the twentieth century. Subsequent work by Rawski (1989) has 
led to improved estimates of industrial production and alternative estimates of 
agricultural output.

These GDP estimates show that China was underdeveloped in the 1930s. 
Maddison’s (1998; 2010) PPP-based estimates put per capita Chinese GDP at 
10 per cent of US GDP in 1934–36 and at 26 per cent of Japanese GDP. A more 
detailed study by Fukao et al. (2007) placed China’s per capita GDP at a similar 
position relative to the USA (11 per cent) but at 35 per cent of that of Japan. 
China’s relative backwardness is therefore clear, and unsurprisingly, recent 
work continues to contrast Chinese stagnation with the transformative growth 
experienced across Europe and north America in the two centuries up to 1945 
(Pomeranz 2000; Allen et al. 2011). As for broader measures of development, it is 
undeniable that Chinese literacy rates rose in the 1920s and 1930s. Nevertheless, 
the post-1949 population censuses – which show literacy rates in the early 1980s 
by year of birth – indicate high illiteracy rates for those born before 1949; female 
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illiteracy was 95 per cent for those born before 1923, and 70 per cent even for 
those born in the late 1930s (Bramall 2008: 194). And life expectancy may have 
been as low as 25 years at birth in the Chinese countryside during the early 1930s 
(Barclay et al. 1976).

Whilst there is much agreement about the level of backwardness in the 1930s, 
there is more debate about the rate of change. Much of this centres on the pace 
of GDP growth (Table 3.1). The traditional view, founded on the estimates of Liu 
and Yeh (1965) and Yeh (1979), has Chinese GDP growing at around one per cent 
per year in the Republican era. With population growth running at 0.5 per cent 
per year, the implication is that the Chinese economy was growing at a glacially 
slow pace. For Huang (1990), China in the 1930s offers a classic example of 
involution in which continually rising inputs of labour into agricultural produc-
tion allowed the population to survive at a subsistence level but offered little 
more. In the absence of real change in agriculture, the Chinese economy was far 
from the point of Rostowian ‘take off’ on the eve of the war with Japan in 1937.

Three main reasons have been advanced to explain this poor performance. 
First, basic infrastructure was lacking; for example, China’s railway network 
was thin and did not reach beyond the eastern provinces. Second, the Chinese 
economy was only shallowly integrated into the world economy. This protected it 
during the Depression of the 1930s (Wright 2000), but it also meant that only the 
coastal region reaped much benefit from foreign trade and investment. However, 
and thirdly, the main reason for Chinese stagnation was the unproductive use of 
the surplus, the difference between output and ‘necessary’ consumption (Lippit 
1974; Riskin 1975). This was blamed on parasitic landlords, who extracted a sur-
plus via high rents and interest rates but failed to re-invest it; the classic account is 
offered in Tawney (1932). The upshot was persistent poverty and glaring inequal-
ities in income and wealth, which undermined the legitimacy of the Chinese state. 
From this perspective, the only solution was land reform, and it was the historic 
role of the Chinese Communist party to carry this out in conquered territory in 
the late 1940s, and across the rest of the Chinese mainland in the early 1950s. At 
root, then, the problem was state failure, partly in terms of a failure to invest in 
infrastructure but also, and more fundamentally, an unwillingness on the part of 
the Republican government to embrace the cause of land reform.

Table 3.1 Estimates of Chinese GDP growth, 1914–36

Real growth rate (per cent per year)

Maddison 1.0
Yeh 1.1
Rawski 1.9

Notes: to approximate per capita growth, subtract 0.5 from the figures in the table.

Sources: Rawski (1989: 330); Yeh (1979: 126); Maddison database at http://www.ggdc.net/maddison/oriindex.htm

http://www.ggdc.net/maddison/oriindex.htm
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The revisionist view provided in the writings of Brandt (1989), Rawski (1989) 
and Kirby (1990) offers a more positive view. Although the difference in the 
growth rates shown in Table 3.1 appear slight from an early twenty-first century 
perspective, Rawski’s revisions suggest an altogether more optimistic view of per-
formance in the 1930s because they imply strong parallels between Republican 
China and Meiji-era Japan. For Brandt and Rawski, the Chinese economy was 
on course to emulate Japan because rural institutions (especially markets) were 
functioning well. This was evident from the correlation in price movements across 
regions, extensive long-distance trade and the taking-up of opportunities for non-
farm work by migrant workers (Benjamin and Brandt 1997; Kung et al. 2011). 
Rural markets may have functioned less well than they had in (say) the high Qing 
(c. 1800) because of political instability (warlordism), but the Nationalist regime 
was gradually restoring the authority of the central government and developing 
infrastructure during the 1930s.

From this revisionist perspective, the success of the Communist party in bring-
ing about the 1949 Revolution was due more to its cultivation of anti-Japanese 
nationalism than to resentment over rural poverty and inequality. In fact, rural 
growth was considerably faster than suggested by Liu and Yeh, and led to ris-
ing rural wages. Meanwhile, fledgling industries in coastal cities were grow-
ing quickly and, although the world depression of the early 1930s delivered a 
blow to the treaty port economy (notably Shanghai), its overall impact was rela-
tively modest. The whole process was facilitated by the Nationalist government, 
which had created an effective system of indicative planning presided over by the 
National Resources Committee (established in 1932) and largely based on the 
German economic model of the 1930s. According to Wu (2011: 10): ‘… China 
… [had] … already developed a physical and human capital foundation by 1949 
that was capable of accommodating the state-driven heavy industrialization under 
the new regime’. By implication, China would have experienced take-off but for 
Japanese invasion in 1937.

Distinguishing between these rival viewpoints is rendered more difficult by the 
differing performance of Chinese regions. Manchuria, a Japanese colony in the 
1930s, grew quickly and established a range of heavy industries which were at 
the heart of Chinese industrialization after 1949 (Myers and Peattie 1984; Wright 
2007). Whether, however, that growth would have been self-sustaining outside 
the Japanese empire is moot. There is some evidence of rapid growth across the 
lower Yangzi provinces of Jiangsu and Zhejiang in the 1920s and 1930s based 
around rural industry and commercialized agriculture (Fei 1939; Ma 2008). And 
war was a catalyst for economic development in some parts of western China, 
notably Sichuan and parts of the Yunnan provinces. In all these cases, however, it 
was the industrial sector which demonstrated signs of dynamism. The rural sector 
by contrast was universally vulnerable to flood and drought; two of many exam-
ples are the 1936–37 drought in south-west China – which halved rice production 
in parts of south-west China between 1935 and 1937 (Department of Agricultural 
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Economics 1941) – and the Yangzi valley flooding of 1931, which killed over 
200,000 people (Major Disasters 1993: 258–59). Given this backcloth of poor 
agricultural performance, the case for take-off in the 1930s is hard to make. 
Nevertheless, the revisionist case cannot be wholly dismissed. The very fact that 
Taiwan grew so quickly in the 1950s and 1960s under Nationalist rule suggests 
that China might have introduced land reform, and might have embarked upon a 
process of take-off, but for Japanese invasion.

What is not in doubt is that the war with Japan had devastating consequences, 
especially for eastern China. The industrial stock of Manchuria, the heart of what 
modern industry China possessed, was heavily depleted by Soviet removal of 
much of the plant and equipment after 1945, and some of China’s most produc-
tive agricultural centres were laid waste by the impact of warfare; the best dem-
onstration of this is the famine which hit Henan, very much a border province 
between Nationalist- and Japanese-occupied territory, and which led to perhaps 
1.5 to 3 million excess deaths out of a provincial population of 30–40 million 
(Garnaut 2013). It was an inauspicious inheritance for the CCP in 1949.

THE MAOIST ERA, 1949–78

There is as much disagreement about China’s growth performance during the 
Maoist era as about growth during the Republican period.2 Three competing nar-
ratives are identifiable. The traditional narrative distinguishes between (good) 
economic performance in the early Maoist era (1949–56), and (poor) economic 
performance thereafter; see for example Walder (2015). This discourse has been 
challenged by some on the right – for instance Dikötter (2013) – who argue that 
the entire Maoist era was a period of failure. A third view is offered by New Left 
scholars such as Gao Mobo (2008), who offer a more positive appraisal of the 
economic impact of Maoism.

The central difference between these competing narratives on Maoism lies in 
their different interpretations of the role of the state. For those on the right, it was 
the heavy hand of the state which explains the disastrous famine and the damage 
done by the Cultural Revolution. Only when the grip of the state relaxed – in  
the mid-1950s and after 1971 – did growth occur, and even then the Chinese 
state served to hinder rather than help economic growth. By contrast, the view  
of the state offered by the left is more benign. To be sure, the state played a role in 
the famine and in abetting the violence of the Cultural Revolution. But ordinary 
Chinese were as much agents as victims. Where peasants and local cadres resisted 
excessive procurements, famine deaths were few. Where ordinary Chinese par-
ticipated enthusiastically in handing over grain to the state, the number of famine 
deaths was much higher. Similarly, the violence of the Cultural Revolution was 
driven as much from below as it was by central government. More significantly, 
those on the left see the Chinese state as laying the foundations for growth by 
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developing education, infrastructure, health care and rural industry during the 
Maoist era.

The Conventional Wisdom: Early versus Late Maoism

Much western and Chinese scholarship distinguishes between early (1949–56) 
and late Maoism (1956–78); a recent example is Walder (2015). The CCP also 
played a key role in framing this narrative, with its famous 1978 statement ‘On 
Questions of Party History’ (Chinese Communist Party 1981). In this account, the 
early 1950s was a period of great success, and the Party’s mistake was to launch 
a ‘premature transition’ to socialism in 1955–56. As a result, ‘… there were seri-
ous faults and errors’ during 1956–66, and the years of the Cultural Revolution 
(1966–76) were a disaster: ‘The cultural revolution negated many of the correct 
principles, policies and achievements of the 17 years after the founding of the 
People’s Republic’. From this perspective, collectivization (1955–56) and the 
launch of the Great Leap Forward (1958) together mark a clear turning point.

In explaining the difference in China’s growth record between the two eras, 
the conventional wisdom focuses in part upon policy mistakes. These included 
the attempt to accelerate growth in the late 1950s by developing rural iron and 
steel production, which was premature and was a key factor in causing the dev-
astating famine of 1958–62, which killed over 30 million people. Similarly, the 
political instability associated with the Cultural Revolution was harmful for 
industrial production. Other policy errors included high levels of defence spend-
ing, especially on Third Front enterprises established in western China between 
1964 and the late 1970s (Naughton 1988), and over-emphasis on grain produc-
tion at the expense of cash crops (Shapiro 2001). For Walder (2015: 315), much 
of the blame for these failures lies with Mao Zedong himself: ‘Almost every one 
of Mao’s interventions after 1956 put his initial accomplishments in jeopardy’.

However, conventional wisdom advances systemic failure as the primary 
cause of poor performance between 1956 and 1978. More precisely, the late 
Maoist economic system was flawed because it was highly centralized and 
allowed little role for markets. By contrast, the economy was more market- 
orientated and open to foreign trade in the 1950s, albeit primarily with the Soviet 
bloc; this combination of planning and markets contributed positively to growth. 
Legacies from the Republican era were also important. State planning began in 
the 1930s as noted above, and there were also significant rural industrial legacies, 
which facilitated industrialization post-1949 across the Yangzi delta (Bramall 
2007; Gates 1996; Grove 2006). It was, however, the economic system which 
provided the crucial growth dynamic. All this changed in the mid and late 1950s. 
The nationalization of industry was completed in the late 1950s, and that put 
paid to technical progress. The growth of agricultural production, carried out 
primarily by the private sector in the early 1950s, was halted in its tracks by col-
lectivization in 1955–56 and the creation of large communes in 1958 (Lin and 
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Wen 1995). International trade was negligible after China’s break with the Soviet 
Union in 1960, and did not really resume until the late 1970s. The introduction 
of a system of internal passports (the hukou system) limited labour mobility. 
As a result of these measures, and save for a brief period of liberalization in 
the countryside in 1961–62, the Chinese economy after 1956–57 was very simi-
lar in terms of its economic system to that of the Soviet Union, and this stifled 
innovation and growth. According to Walder (2015: 324): ‘A wasteful industrial 
system was literally sucking resources away from infrastructure, housing, wages, 
and consumer goods production’. From a growth-accounting perspective, these 
late Maoist systemic failures were reflected in the declining rate of growth of 
total factor productivity (TFP), which is often used as a proxy for efficiency. For 
example, the calculations of Perkins and Rawski (2008: 839) show TFP rising 
by 4.7 per cent per year during 1952–57, but declining by 0.5 per cent per year 
between 1957 and 1978.

Challenges to the Conventional Wisdom:  
Continuities between Early and Late Maoism

Now there is no doubt that the period 1958 to 1968 was a period of crisis in the 
Chinese economy. The famine which followed the Great Leap Forward not only 
caused a devastating loss of life but led to a collapse in industrial production. 
And the Chinese economy was badly disrupted at the height of the Cultural 
Revolution (1966–68), even if the number of deaths from violence was small 
compared with the mortality toll of the great famine.

Nevertheless, the economic data suggest that the differences between early 
and late Maoism are far less dramatic than the conventional wisdom would have 
us believe. First, there was a clear trend increase in life expectancy in both peri-
ods. Between 1953 and 1957 it rose from 40 to 50 years at birth; between 1962 
and 1978, it rose by a further 12 years to reach 65 yeas (Banister 1987: 352). 
Life expectancy was of course very low during the famine (falling to around 25 
years in 1960) but thereafter the upward trend resumed. Secondly, if one takes 
out the crisis period of 1956–68 and compares growth trends between 1952–56 
and 1968–76, the contrast is not very sharp (Figure 3.1). Maddison (1998) has 
GDP per head growing at 3.2 per cent per year during 1952–56 and 3.1 per cent 
during 1968–78. For Wu (2014), the growth rate is an identical 2.7 per cent per 
year in both periods. In other words, 1956–68 is an aberration; thereafter, growth 
resumes at about the same rate as in the mid-1950s. The official data compiled 
in the 1980s by China’s State Statistical Bureau (now the National Bureau of 
Statistics) show more of a contrast – 4.8 per cent per year for the 1950s compared 
with 3.5 per cent for 1968–78 – but even this is not a large difference. This is 
especially so when we recognize that the official data inflate performance during 
the 1950s. Even if (as is the usual practice) the years between 1949 and 1952 are 
regarded as a recovery period, and therefore excluded from growth calculations, 
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a significant part of recorded growth between 1952 and 1956 was mythical. It 
simply reflected more complete reporting of output as the new regime gradually 
introduced a more comprehensive system of data reporting. The under-reporting 
problem was particularly acute in agriculture, where sown area was consistently 
under-estimated before 1950.

It is also worth dwelling on the fragility of the widely used concept of total 
factor productivity (TFP). TFP is estimated as a residual; accordingly, estimates 
are reliable only if there is accurate measurement of capital, human capital and 
labour inputs. Any measurement error in these inputs reveals itself in the residual. 
One problem for Maoist China in this respect is the absence of plausible data on 
physical capital (especially for defence-related industries) or on hours worked. 
Even more crucially, the estimation of GDP, and aggregate labour, capital and 
human capital, requires the use of prices, and the methodology requires that the 
prices used are equilibrium prices – that is, prices which bear some resemblance 
to value. The prices which prevail on world markets or within market econo-
mies are not equilibrium prices. Capital markets are distorted by speculation, and 
labour markets are distorted by discrimination so that wages are not a good mea-
sure of labour productivity. For Maoist China the valuation problems are even 
more acute because of the absence of market prices. Accordingly, the use of TFP 
to assess Chinese productivity during the Maoist era make little sense.

The overall conclusion that differences in economic performance between 
early and late Maoism have been overplayed has been developed in some of the 
literature. For Friedman et al. (1991), for example, agricultural performance was 
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poor throughout the 1950s; collectivization in 1955–56 had no decisive effect. 
Perhaps the best example of re-thinking performance in the 1950s is provided 
by the writings of Frank Dikötter (2013; 2016), who argues that the Maoist era 
should be seen as a unified whole. Performance was generally poor across the 
entire Maoist era; in particular, Dikötter’s reading of the evidence for the 1950s 
is that it was a tragedy, rather than a golden age. For him, the key constraint on 
economic performance was the Chinese state. Prior to 1956, state encroachment 
was gradual and space was left for the private sector to grow. The same was true 
in the 1970s, especially after the death of Lin Biao (1971) led to a discrediting of 
the Maoist state apparatus and thence to the re-emergence of private sector activ-
ity (Dikötter 2016: 255–84). Nevertheless, economic performance was not good 
in either the 1950s or the 1970s.

The CCP also took an increasingly critical view of the 1950s as the 1980s 
and 1990s wore on. As a result, the very notion of a Leninist golden age in the 
1950s, a view very much associated with veteran Party leader Chen Yun, came 
under increasing attack as the market-orientated policies introduced by Deng 
Xiaoping after 1978 gathered momentum and were seen as successful. By the 
time of Deng’s death in 1997, the tide of Party opinion had swung so much 
against state-led industrial planning that Jiang Zemin was able to launch a pro-
gramme of sweeping privatization.

The New Left: Reappraising the Cultural Revolution

The distinction between early and late Maoism has also been challenged from 
the left. On the one hand, left-leaning scholars in China and the west have long 
accepted the proposition recently articulated by Dikötter that economic perfor-
mance in the 1950s was quite poor. In fact, performance before 1955–56 was 
heavily criticised within Party circles themselves at the time; led by Mao, 
many officials argued that the rate of growth in the rural sector prior to  
1955–56 was too slow and imposed a binding constraint on industrial growth. 
The underlying reason – and here the view of the left deviates from that 
Dikötter and others – was the excessively slow pace of systemic change. For 
the left of the CCP, the rich peasant economy was preserved for too long, and 
this delayed collectivization – which in turn delayed both the effective mobili-
zation of the labour force for farmland and irrigation construction, and farm 
mechanization (which required large farms). This case for collectivization, and 
by implication the rejection of the rich peasant model of the early 1950s, has 
been frequently put by western scholars as well, most famously so by William 
Hinton (1990; 2006). For Hinton, the transition to socialism during the 1950s 
was not premature but was far too slow.

More recently, the left has shifted its attention away from the 1950s to high-
light what it sees as good economic performance in the late Maoist era. This 
re-thinking of late Maoism is very much associated with the New Left in China, 
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which numbers amongst its ranks scholars such as Wang Hui, Wang Shaoguang 
and Cui Zhiyuan. A number of western-based scholars have also played a signifi-
cant role, notably Gao Mobo, Li Minqi, Han Dongping and Lin Chun. The same 
is true of some western scholars who are not China specialists, but who contrast 
the experiences of China and India; Amartya Sen is the most obvious example.

Several concrete arguments have been put forward in defence of the late 
Maoist development model. One strand has highlighted China’s impressive 
human development record. The arguments here are relatively well-known 
(Sen 1989). Despite the human cost of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 
Revolution, Chinese life expectancy rose impressively in the long run, especially 
when juxtaposed against that of India, the obvious comparator (Drèze and Sen 
2013). Similarly, China’s record in improving mass education, especially in rural 
areas, was also very good, albeit at the cost of a lower-quality tertiary educa-
tion (Peterson 1994a, 1994b). Moreover, it is unlikely that these achievements 
would have occurred without the late Maoist development model. First, China 
was far more successful in disseminating vaccines and improvements in basic 
hygiene (which focused on the importance of clean water) to rural areas than 
almost every other developing country in the 1960s and 1970s. The very fact 
that China regressed during the 1980s when Maoist structures were demolished 
testifies to the important role played by local government before 1978. Second, 
the educational system of the 1950s was unashamedly elitist (Pepper 1996); it 
was explicitly designed to limit access to secondary education, let alone tertiary 
education. It was the Cultural Revolution that broke with this model and ushered 
in an era of mass education.

A second element in the re-thinking on the left attributes many of Maoist 
China’s economic failings to unavoidable external shocks rather than to systemic 
problems. For example, high levels of military spending in the late 1960s and 
1970s were effectively forced upon China by perceived Soviet and American 
military threats. This spending could only be financed by squeezing China’s rural 
sector via the manipulation of the internal terms of trade, which crowded out 
rural investment and consumption alike (Bramall 1993). One can of course argue 
that China did not need to spend as much on military spending, or that the threat 
was more a figment of the Maoist imagination than a clear and present danger. 
However, given US support for the Nationalists in the Chinese civil war, and 
some of the public utterances by the US military in relation to the war in Vietnam, 
it is clear that there was some basis for the Chinese response.

The third element in the critique of the conventional wisdom emphasizes the 
key role played by Maoist legacies in promoting post-1978 growth (Gao 1999, 
2008; Han 2000, 2001; Bramall 2000, 2008). Much of China’s inherited industrial 
capital may have been of low quality, but crucial elements in post-1978 growth 
were the late Maoist introduction of indigenous green revolution technology such 
as hybrid rice (Stone 1988); the completion of an array of ambitious irrigation 
projects begun in the 1950s and 1960s (Nickum 1995); and the acquisition of 
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skills in the newly established rural industries of the 1970s (Riskin 1978). These 
industries may have been loss-making in the short run (Wong 1991), but they 
were classic infant industries; over time, the growing participation of the popula-
tion in rural enterprises led to a process of learning and capability enhancement 
that made possible the explosive growth of township and village enterprises in the 
1980s (Bramall 2007). Recent research also suggests that the returns post-1978 
to supposedly low quality rural education during the Cultural Revolution were 
actually quite high; according to Sicular and Yang (2015), the financial return 
was in the order of 11–20 per cent by the 1990s. In sum, the Maoist era was a 
process of learning-by-doing, and the gains manifested themselves powerfully 
after Mao’s death. The death of Mao is therefore less of a climacteric than usually 
argued, and the continuities across the 1978 divide need far more recognition.

These sorts of argument are controversial. According to Sachs and Woo (1994), 
for example, the only important Maoist legacy was surplus labour; growth was 
most rapid in those areas where Maoism had least impact. Thus Manchuria grew 
slowly after 1978 because it closely resembled the Soviet Union in having little 
surplus labour and an outdated capital stock. By comparison, they claim, the 
Yangzi delta or the south-eastern province of Guangdong, where special eco-
nomic zones were established to attract foreign investment, are best thought of 
as greenfield sites. Dongguan, an agricultural county in the late 1970s, offers the 
classic example of the transformative impact of inward investment (Yeung 2001). 
Sachs and Woo do exaggerate. Rural industry was already well-established across 
the Yangzi delta before 1978 (Whiting 2001). In fact, industrial output was grow-
ing at around 21 per cent per year in real terms in Zhejiang, and 30 per cent per 
year in Jiangsu, during the period 1971–78 (Bramall 2007: 23). Take the famous 
example of Zhejiang’s Wenzhou municipality. Often hailed as the exemplar of 
the impact of market forces on virgin soil, Wenzhou actually has a long history 
of industrialization, much of it based around rural handicrafts (Bureau of Foreign 
Trade 1935), but some of it state-led (Nolan and Dong 1990). Furthermore, 
China’s famous special economic zones would not have been successful without 
either massive state investment or the skilled labour that they drew from state-
owned enterprises. Defence industrialization in Guangdong also left important 
legacies (Bachman 2001). Nevertheless, the Sachs and Woo arguments present a 
challenge for the New Left: if Maoist legacies really were so important, why did 
Manchuria not grow faster after 1978?

GROWTH DURING THE LATE TWENTIETH CENTURY

There is no doubt that economic growth accelerated after 1978 (Figure 3.2). 
Even during the years of slowest growth – 1989–91, the aftermath of the 
Tiananmen massacre – real GDP rose by over 3 per cent per year. During the 
cyclical peaks of the mid-1980s, the mid-1990s and 2006–7, the growth rate was 
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well over 10 per cent. These official data probably exaggerate the growth rate; 
Wu’s (2014) alternative estimates put the average rate of growth at 7.2 per 
cent per year for 1978–2012 compared with the official rate of 10 per cent 
(Wu 2014: 90–1). However, even accepting Wu’s re-estimates, no qualitative 
reappraisal of China’s remarkable post-1978 growth is implied.

The best-known explanation for the post-1978 growth surge centres on the 
role played by market forces in producing intersectoral labour re-allocation, 
which served to exploit comparative advantage. The work of Justin Lin (2012) 
epitomizes this approach. For him, China’s success reflects a market-driven 
shift towards a comparative-advantage following development strategy: China 
exploited its abundant supply of labour and abandoned the capital-intensive 
development strategy that had been the leitmotif of Maoism. In Lin’s terminol-
ogy, China moved from defying comparative advantage to following comparative 
advantage. In concrete terms, China’s comparative advantage was not in either 
land-intensive agriculture or capital-intensive industry; the best use of labour was 
in township and village enterprises in rural areas, and modern labour-intensive 
industries in urban areas. Such industries were competitive both at home and 
in export markets. Over time, China’s industrial sector has become increasingly 
capital- and technology-intensive, but this merely reflects its changing compara-
tive advantage; Lin’s point is simply that comparative advantage is there to be 
exploited, not defied.

This market-based explanation of post-1978 Chinese growth is appealing and 
accords with some of the evidence. Chinese labour is relatively free to move 
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between occupations (the hukou system continues to impose some fetters on 
the rights of rural workers resident in urban areas), and many of the industries 
which emerged in the 1980s and 1990s were relatively labour-intensive. This fits 
the notion of a comparative-advantage-following strategy. Nevertheless, it is an 
incomplete explanation. For one thing, a key element in China’s success was its 
slow transition from a planned to a market economy. The best examples of this 
gradualism are the slow rate of privatization (which had barely begun even as late 
as 1996), and China’s limited integration into the world economy (tariff barriers 
were high even in the early 1990s, and capital controls remained firmly in place). 
It is not difficult to argue that it was China’s gradualist approach that made its 
economic transition more successful than the ‘big bang’ approach adopted by 
Russia after 1990 (Naughton 1995; Nolan 1995). China grew gradually out of 
the plan, and that allowed it to combine growth with an avoidance of mass unem-
ployment and big falls in living standards.

Second, it can be argued that the state sector has helped to promote growth 
during the transition process, rather than being an obstacle. Lin himself has 
argued that the state has played a key role in allowing China to shift resources 
as its comparative advantage has changed. Reliance solely on market forces to 
facilitate structural change would have been much less effective. Moreover, it is 
not difficult to find examples showing that the state was growth-promoting; for 
instance, the thriving rural industries of the 1980s were in many cases under local 
state control (Oi 1999). One can argue about whether these industries were state-
owned (as distinct from controlled), and about the precise size of the private sec-
tor (Huang 2003), but the positive role played by the local state is hard to gainsay.

A third weakness in the market-led hypothesis is that the degree of state control 
increased, rather than diminished, after Jiang Zemin left power in 2002 – without 
any collapse in growth. Part of this expansion has been in the realm of welfare, 
especially health. However, state investment has also gone into China’s national 
champions, a group of firms selected for support in the hope that they will emu-
late the success of Japanese keiretsu and South Korean chaebols (Sutherland 
2003). As a result, the share of state-controlled enterprises in industrial out-
put (somewhere between 20 and 30 per cent) has not diminished over the last  
15 years. At a local level, some have credited the growth of Chongqing to the state 
intervention presided over by Bo Xilai, its now disgraced former Party leader 
(Bo and Chen 2009). In short, China is an example of state capitalism, and this 
helps to explain the distinction drawn by Ramo (2004) between the Chinese (the 
Beijing consensus) and American (Washington consensus) models of capitalism.

The response of the Chinese state to the global financial crisis of 2008–9 
was to increase further its level of intervention in a bid to sustain growth. This 
Keynesian-style intervention focused on a massive programme of reconstruction 
in the aftermath of the Wenchuan earthquake, the development of new high-
speed railways to integrate the Chinese interior, and a vast programme of house-
building in the rapidly growing cities. As part of the programme of infrastructure 
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construction, the railway network was extended to reach Lhasa, previously the 
only provincial capital not linked to the railway system. It is of course perfectly 
legitimate to point out that China was only able to intervene on the scale that it 
did because of its relatively small national debt. But what is not in doubt is the 
continuing scale of state intervention.

The jury is out on whether China’s high degree of state intervention contin-
ues to be growth-promoting. From a purely accounting perspective, GDP growth 
has undoubtedly slowed since 2007. The challenge is to identify the reasons for 
that slowdown. One approach is to portray the slowdown, the ‘new normal’, as 
an inevitable concomitant of success; China no longer enjoys the advantages of 
backwardness and therefore slow growth is a sign of maturity. However, others 
have argued that slow growth reflects economic failure. State projects have been 
accused of fuelling corruption and property speculation and, although China’s 
national champions have clearly modernized quickly, rival multinational com-
panies may have modernized even faster (Steinfeld 2010). This hypothesis of 
state failure is lent some support by Wu’s (2014: 64) estimates of total factor 
productivity growth, which are negative between 2007 and 2012, compared with 
positive growth of four per cent per year during 2001–7.

Important though these debates are, we also need to recognize that luck played 
its part in China’s success. For one thing, the anti-war movement in the USA 
ultimately forced the Nixon administration to end its involvement in Vietnam, 
and that in turn meant rapprochement with China in 1972. This set in train a 
gradual improvement in relations between the two countries, culminating in the 
restoration of full diplomatic relations in 1979. From China’s perspective, this 
made possible big reductions in defence spending, notably the abandonment of 
the Third Front programme. The demise of the Soviet Union was equally impor-
tant in lifting the military threat that had shackled the Maoist regime. Improved 
international relations also, of course, allowed Chinese exporters to gain access 
to US markets, and paved the way for the export-led growth that drove suc-
cess in many of China’s coastal regions. More generally, the post-1978 Chinese 
regime was lucky that it liberalized in an era in which barriers to international 
trade were diminishing; the Chinese growth strategy would have been far more 
difficult to implement in (say) the protectionist 1930s. In short, we do well to 
remember the interplay of internal and external factors in making the Chinese 
economic miracle.

CONCLUSION: THE STATE AND CHINA’S DEVELOPMENT PATH

This chapter suggests that the importance of the multiple Chinese revolutions of 
the twentieth century – the 1911 Revolution, the 1949 Revolution, the Cultural 
Revolution and the coming of Deng Xiaoping – is easily overstated. The continui-
ties in recent Chinese economic history are at least as important as the changes.  
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The principal continuity has been a high degree of state intervention in the 
economy. Begun under the auspices of the National Resources Commission in 
the 1930s, it expanded in the Maoist era, reaching its apogee in the late 1970s. 
Thereafter it has diminished, but even now the state continues to exercise a per-
vasive presence. A strong case can also be made for the proposition that succes-
sive regimes have built upon, rather than abandoned, the legacies of previous 
eras. To be sure, China enjoyed the advantages of backwardness in the early 
1950s and again in the early 1980s; its very under-development ensured that the 
rate of return to investment was high. Nevertheless, China’s economic capabili-
ties progressively expanded in each era. Modern education expanded during the 
Republican era, and a railway infrastructure of sorts had been established in the 
eastern provinces by the mid-1930s. The Maoist era extended this railway net-
work, and brought mass literacy to the rural population. Since 1978, China’s 
efforts have increasingly focused on improving educational quality, and rural 
industrialization has played a key role in developing the industrial skills and 
capabilities in the countryside. Maoism may have been characterized by urban 
bias – certainly the per capita income gap remained high in the 1970s – but the 
pace of growth in the 1980s and 1990s would not have been so rapid without that 
prior rural industrialization.

If there is a development ‘lesson’ from all this, it is that economic modern-
ization is a slow and painful process. Capability – in terms of education, skills 
and infrastructure – needs to be developed prior to economic take-off, and that 
implies stagnant material living standards during the capability-building pro-
cess. The pay-off only comes in the long run. So it was for Industrial Revolution 
Britain, and so it has been for China.

This emphasis on continuity does not mean that change has been unimportant. 
Property rights remain uncertain, but they are more secure than they had been 
in either the 1930s, or during the 1960s and 1970s. And markets have played 
an important role in providing incentives and in guiding resource allocation. It 
is therefore hard to conceive of China growing at the pace that it has in recent 
decades had the Maoist command economy remained in place. But just as state 
intervention was not the root of all Maoist China’s ills, so too the miracles of the 
1980s and beyond are about much more than the play of unfettered market forces. 
Recognizing this interplay of continuity and change in driving growth across the 
century since 1930 does not make for a simple narrative, but it is more in line 
with Chinese realities than any other.

There is much research which remains to be done on all these questions. One 
challenge is to come up with better estimates of economic performance before 
1949. When one thinks of how the history of Britain’s industrial revolution contin-
ues to be re-written – see for example the re-interpretation offered by Broadberry 
et al. (2015) – it is evident that work on China in the 1920s and 1930s has barely 
begun. This is even more true of the Maoist era. A vast array of material has 
been released since China opened up in the early 1980s, but until the Chinese 



Continuity and Change: the eConomy in the twentieth Century  63

government encourages genuine debate within China and, equally importantly, 
opens up its archives, much of what we think we know about the Maoist era 
remains conjecture. The same is true of the era since 1978. The Chinese party-
state is keen to impose a narrative and that limits the scope for a proper analysis 
of economic performance and its drivers. In a very real sense, research on the 
Chinese economy has barely begun.

Notes

 1  Mao’s death in September 1976 led to little immediate change in economic policy. Those who argue 
in favour of a late 1970s climacteric therefore focus more on the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central 
Committee of December 1978, which marked the consolidation of Deng Xiaoping’s power and the 
beginnings of significant policy change.

 2  For a range of literature, see Riskin (1987), Bramall (2008), Walder (2015) and Lin (2012).
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INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines the environmental and physical geographical context of 
contemporary China. With an emphasis on current dynamics, the chapter 
assumes a China bounded by an enduring territorial expanse established in the 
Qing Dynasty (1644–1911). Contemporary realities are indeed shaped by long-
run realities of place. The chapter will examine some of the defining features  
of climate, and land and water resources, and how these regional dynamics have 
shaped, and continue to shape, broad currents in China’s historical and contem-
porary experiences. The chapter will combine data and descriptive narrative 
melded with narrative elements that give cultural meanings to the environmental 
and geographic settings. The chapter will avoid overwrought environmental/
geographic determinism, instead seeking to suggest the broad historical implica-
tions of these dynamics. To be sure, any attempt at exploring the complexity of 
the geographic and environmental setting of a country like China will necessarily 
mean making choices among a range of potential thematic concerns. Thus, the 
choice of themes is guided by what the author views as a set of the most critical 
issues in China’s geographic and environmental settings. Before discussing a 
range of environmental challenges during the contemporary period, the chapter 
explores China’s geographic setting in its spatial setting – from global, regional, 
national, and sub-national perspectives.

4
Geographic and  

Environmental Setting
David P ietz
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THE GEOGRAPHIC SETTING

A simple look at a world map suggests the enormity of China’s territory. 
Stretching from the Pacific Ocean to beyond the Qinghai/Tibetan plateau in the 
west; from the border of Vietnam in the south to the border with Russia’s far east, 
China is the fourth largest country by land mass (9.6 million square kilometers), 
behind only Russia, Canada, and the US. And similar to all these countries, China 
achieved this size as a result of intentional continental expansion during the 18th 
and 19th centuries. Although widely known as China’s last dynasty, the Qing 
dynasty was also the administrative force that pushed China’s political authority 
to territorial extent beyond that which any previous Chinese government had 
achieved. Expanding mostly to the west, Qing armies conquered the territory that 
is demarcated in contemporary maps of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
and more. By the late 18th century Qing lands included present-day Mongolia, 
which declared ‘independence’ with Soviet assistance in the early 20th century, 
as well as smaller bands of territory in northern frontier areas. Indeed, subsequent 
Chinese political administrations have considered the maintenance of this Qing-
era territorial bequest as one of their principle national missions. One need only 
observe the determination to counter any outside interference in questions of 
Chinese autonomy over Tibet and Xinjiang (or Taiwan for that matter) as evi-
dence of this perceived historical mandate.

At the same time, China shares a border with sixteen other countries, more 
than any single country in the world. By and large, China has resolved most 
modern border disputes with neighboring countries, but questions of autonomy 
remain as some 22,000 kilometers of border remain in dispute.1 At the same 
time, issues of China’s sovereignty implicate regional and international interests 
as the government of the People’s Republic continues to claim political authority 
over the island of Taiwan (Republic of China), as well as over an extensive swath 
of the South China Sea, which has bumped against completing claims from the 
governments of Vietnam, Brunei, and the Philippines, among others. Unresolved 
questions of geography will likely continue to be one critical factor in shaping 
China’s international relationships for some time into the future.

From this sheer size comes an extraordinary diversity of peoples, landforms, 
and climate. Although Han Chinese are the dominant ethnic group in China by 
far, roughly 90 percent of the total population, China’s human geography is any-
thing but simple. As suggested above, the legacy of territorial expansion in the 
late Qing era was a multi-lingual, multi-ethnic, and multi-cultural empire with 
a broad array of non-Chinese populations in the western regions of the coun-
try. This new identity was layered atop a human geography of ‘China proper’ 
where significant groups of non-Han communities existed in the northeast, cen-
tral, southern, and southwestern regions of China. Since the mid-20th century 
there has in fact been a lively debate about what constitutes Chinese identity. 
The impulse to inculcate a strong sense of Chinese identity by political elites 
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has necessarily impelled the construction of ethnic classifications in China that 
sharpened the categories of Han and other ethnic groups in China (of which there 
are now officially 55 ethnic categories or ‘national minorities’). In either event, 
community identity and the range of associated cultural practices of these com-
munities were very much shaped by physical geography and by climate. That is 
not to say that we should view geography and climate in any strictly determin-
istic way, particularly in the contemporary period. It is probably fair to say that 
during this period there are a variety of forces that shape the lives of individuals 
and communities in China, not least of which are politics and other cultural phe-
nomena. Nonetheless, even the outcomes of these myriad processes are critically 
conditioned by the physical realities of place.

China’s Regional Geographic Setting

China’s location on the eastern edge of the Eurasian sub-continent has important 
characteristics that have shaped its historical and contemporary experiences. To 
the west and north, mountains and deserts rim the country, while to the east 
China has a lengthy Pacific coastline. A common trope among China historians 
and other observers was that these features induced long-term cultural isolation. 
Certainly, Chinese history has witnessed alternating periods of relative cosmo-
politanism and provincialism, but a continuing theme in Chinese history is the 
complex interplay between Han cultural patterns and patterns of the myriad non-
Han Chinese groups at the western and northern frontiers. Exchanges across 
frontiers of economic practices, technology, and governing institutions between 
the more sedentary civilization of China and the pastoralist, semi-nomadic 
groups to the west and north could be contentious, but present a persistent politi-
cal theme in Chinese history – a theme grounded in the profound differences in 
the physical landscape of these regions. Indeed, to the present day the govern-
ment of the PRC continues the challenging negotiation of effectively integrating, 
for example, Tibetan and Uighur cultural areas into China’s political system.

At the same time, the vast expanses of ocean directly to the east of China and 
the archipelagic region to the south have presented both opportunities and chal-
lenges to China’s statecraft. An early example of China’s ‘going out’ strategy, 
at least in the maritime realm, were the great voyages during the early Ming 
Dynasty when Chinese ‘treasure ships’ plied the waters of the Pacific and Indian 
Oceans with a combination of diplomatic, military, and economic objectives. 
The shutting down of these voyages of discovery, and subsequent careful state 
management of maritime trade, likely contributed to the complexities that China 
encountered in managing external relationships when European (and later US 
and Japan) traders, gunboats, and diplomats arrived in China through the ‘back 
door’ in large numbers beginning in the early 19th century. At perhaps a more 
informal level, throughout the late imperial period (1500–1911), large swaths of 
southeast China experienced a degree of social and economic integration with a 
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variety of regions in Southeast Asia ranging from Vietnam, through the Indonesian 
Archipelago, extending to the Philippines. These ‘overseas Chinese’ communi-
ties maintained kinship ties with the mainland, and conducted a vibrant regional 
trade. The legacies of this regional geography of maritime exposure – a sort of 
interaction that might be termed ambivalent – resonates in China’s contemporary 
setting. The Janus-like attitude toward civilizational linkages through maritime 
routes is reflected in China’s management of international trade, diplomacy, and 
cultural exchange. The on-again, off-again receptivity to engage international 
networks has been a recognizable pattern over the past six decades. The careful 
state management, or at least consciousness, of these relationships is certainly a 
legacy of patterns of statecraft that necessarily were shaped by the geographic 
realities of China’s regional setting. At the same time, we might suggest that the 
very recent claims of autonomy over the islands in the South China Sea are pre-
mised in large measure by the historical presence of Chinese cultural actors and 
trading activity in that region.

Country Scale: Land, Climate, and Water

China’s landmass can be described as a series of topographic steps running from 
the eastern coastal lowlands up to the Tibetan Plateau. Five major mountain 
ranges demarcate each step as elevation rises from east to west culminating in 
the highest elevations on the Tibetan Plateau. China’s continental shelf is the first 
topographic step. Most of China’s coastal sea regions are above broad continen-
tal shelves that range from a few meters to slightly more than 100 meters deep. 
Of particular importance to China’s economy has been the fishing industry in 
these regions as well as significant off-shore oil and gas resources that have been 
developed over the past fifty years. Moving inland there are jagged lines 
(described elsewhere as more checkerboard patterns) of mountain ranges, 
between which are hills, plateaus, basins, and plains areas. Much of the iconic 
landscape of southern and central China is easily conjured in these regions. In 
the western areas of these ranges the Sichuan Basin is located – one of China’s 
key agricultural producing regions. Generally speaking, these middle topo-
graphic regions, along with the North China Plain, are where China’s agricultural 
production takes place – in valleys and plateaus with little extended plains 
regions (with the exception of the North China Plain and northeast China). The 
challenge of these landforms throughout Chinese history down to the present day 
has been to generate sufficient food from limited agricultural land to feed an 
expanding population. Throughout its history, China has done a quite remarkable 
job in meeting its dietary needs. Indeed, as a whole, China is a mountainous 
country. Nearly 70 percent of the land mass rises 900–1,000 metersabove sea 
level, with 60 percent above 1,800 meters.. At the western terminus of the 
ascending topographic staircase then is the Himalayan Mountains, which form 
the ‘backbone’ of the Tibetan Plateau region.2
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Operating at the same regional level as China’s borders, climate regimes influ-
ence China on a broad, sub-continental scale. China’s climate is impacted by 
patterns emanating from continental and monsoonal systems. Each system has 
a distinct seasonality. During the winter months, most of western and northern 
China is dominated by continental weather patterns that render these regions cold 
and dry. During the summer months, monsoon systems from the Pacific Ocean 
dominate the weather of south China. During July and August, these monsoonal 
systems push their influence into the North China Plain region when heavy 
downpours can quickly generate flash floods. Indeed, the majority of total annual 
rainfall in this important agricultural region is generated during these summer 
months. The demarcation between the warm, humid sub-tropical environment of 
the south with the cool, dry continental climate of the north lies roughly along 
the Qingling Mountains, which roughly parallel the Huai River in central China, 
between the Yellow River to the north and the Yangtze River to the south.

A critically important corollary to this north–south climate divide is the 
water supply differential between these two regions. To the south of the Huai 
River the supply of water reaches between 2,000–3,000 cubic meters per capita, 

Figure 4.1 China’s physical geography

Source: Weiping Wu and Piper Gaubatz, The Chinese City (New York: Routledge, 2012). By permission.
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sufficient to meet consumption needs. By contrast, on the North China Plain 
there are six administrative regions that have per capita renewable internal 
water resources below 1,000 cubic meters – a supply considered by the World 
Bank to be the ‘water poverty mark.’3 From a different perspective, water sup-
ply per unit of farmland in North China is roughly 15 percent of the national 
average.4 The other distinguishing feature between north and south China is 
the total supply and variability of rainfall. As stated above, the vast majority 
of rainfall in North China falls during the summer months. But total annual 
rainfall remains well below that of the south. Consequently, the comparatively 
low annual amounts of precipitation, combined with summer months when 
massive downpours can occur, has resulted in a long history of droughts and 
floods. These climatic events have proved a critically important challenge for 
Chinese statecraft, right down to the contemporary era, of maintaining ecologi-
cal equilibria in a region that is one of China’s main agricultural producing 
regions (see below for more on the environmental challenges of domestic food 
production).

In south China, favorable climatic conditions led to the development of agri-
cultural and social patterns centered on wet rice cultivation. A combination of suf-
ficient rainfall and the diffusion of agricultural technology, including irrigation 
practices and early maturing rice, led to development of commodity production 
that transformed the south, particularly the Yangtze River valley, into the bread-
basket of China. Indeed, during much of the imperial period, the state reallocated 
surplus agricultural production of the south to feed administrative and military 
centers in north China, as well as to alleviate famine on the North China Plain. 
In addition to the contemporary importance of agricultural production in south 
China, the region’s water surplus has been appropriated by the state to support 
water-deficit areas of North China, including the large urban areas of Tianjin and 
Beijing. The long-term implications of this attempt to override climatic condi-
tions will be of critical importance to maintaining continued agricultural, urban, 
and industrial growth in North China.

Western China presents a startling contrast in climatic conditions, with impor-
tant implications for domestic political stability, China’s overall water supply, and 
for international relations. Virtually all of China’s northwest region is arid, with 
average annual rainfall in Xinjiang of 514 mm per year.5 This step climate has 
induced lifeways quite different from those of the dominant Han ethnic major-
ity of China proper. At various moments in imperial and post-imperial history, 
Chinese states have sought to implement environmental management regimes 
developed in the more humid regions of east and central China. Irrigation sys-
tems and other water management schemes have altered local ecosystems that 
have complicated the efforts of Chinese states in the recent several decades to 
promote Han migrations and broad efforts to address regional economic dispar-
ity between east and west China through a variety of economic development 
schemes.
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Similar tensions have expressed themselves in the Qinghai and Tibetan plateau 
regions of China’s western and southwestern regions. Continental weather pat-
terns generate mostly cold and dry conditions, but of particular importance that 
extends well beyond these regions is snowpack in the towering mountains and 
valleys of these plateau regions. Two of China proper’s most important water-
ways, the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, have their respective sources in western 
China. At the same time, the Himalayan Plateau is the ‘water tower’ of Asia. 
Most of the principle waterways of South and Southeast Asia begin in China’s 
southwest. The Irawaddy, Ganges, Mekong, and the Brahmaputra are just a few 
of the aquatic lifelines that downstream communities in Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, 
Bangladesh, and India rely upon for resources. China’s determination to capture 
the energy potential of these rivers in the upstream have generated political ten-
sions as downstream riparian countries seek to maintain sufficient water supply 
for agricultural, municipal, and industrial purposes. Managing these transna-
tional waterways will continue to shape China’s relationships with South and 
Southeast Asian countries for many years to come.

Regional (or Sub-national) Scale: Topography,  
Resources, Land Cover, and Land Use

In the mid-1930s, Hu Huanyong, considered the father of population geography 
in China, conceptualized a China with two main regions. The two regions were 
demarcated by the Aihui–Tengchong Line (also referred to as the Heihe–
Tengchong line) extending from Heilong Province in northeast China to south-
west Yunnan Province. East of the diagonal line was territory that comprised  
35 percent of China’s land mass, but accounted for over 90 percent of the coun-
try’s population. To the west, the ratios reversed: 65 percent of China’s territory, 
with only 4 percent of the population.6 This ‘geo-demographic line’ largely 
holds true today to differentiate two very distinct regions in terms of population 
density, topography, grain production, and industrial capacity (see Figure 4.2). 
The eminent China scholar G. William Skinner put forth a regional approach to 
Chinese history based on marketing systems, but in order to achieve a broader 
sense of regional diversity in China, we can roughly divide China into four large 
regions: northeast (NE), southeast (SE), southwest (SW), and northwest (NW), 
with the bisecting lines running roughly at 110° longitude (East) and 35° latitude 
(North).7 This division artificially segregates a number of spatial patterns and 
processes that operate at a larger scale as explored above, but the demarcation 
serves to differentiate unique geographic identities.

The Northeast

China’s northeast region is largely dominated by plains, with distinct variations 
in soils, land cover, and land use. To the north, the region was traditionally 
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forested, with moderate temperatures in the summer and frigid conditions in the 
winter months. This region, formerly known as Manchuria and home of the con-
quering Manchus of the Qing dynasty, was an engine of China’s economic 
growth during the 20th century. Endowed with resources like coal and oil (in 
addition to timber), the region was considered strategic by Russia and Japan. 
After 1949, the area continued to be an industrial center, as well as an agricul-
tural producing region with soils and climate suitable for dryland farming.

Climate and soils change considerably in this region as one enters the North 
China Plain bounded by the Huai River to the north, the Yangtze River to the 
south, with the Yellow River running between. Indeed, the Yellow River has 
largely governed the geography of this region. As stated earlier, climate patterns 
on the North China Plain have frequently generated periods of famine as alternat-
ing episodes of drought and flooding have challenged agricultural communities. 
In a region on the margin of both continental and monsoon weather patterns, 
rainfall is generally limited, but can occur in downpours that can generate drain-
age problems, particularly in the lower reaches of the Yellow River basin. Indeed, 
a major challenge for the state is to maintain the Yellow River within its dikes. 
Historically, the Yellow River has indeed burst through defensive structures and 
has ranged from north to south creating a broad alluvial plain. With the proper 
application of fertilizers, these alluvial soils of the North China Plain make it one 
of the breadbaskets of China. But the entire ecological balance in the region was 

Figure 4.2 China’s population distribution

Source: Weiping Wu and Piper Gaubatz, The Chinese City (New York: Routledge, 2012). By permission.
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precarious. When the rains did not arrive, drought could hit hard. During such 
events the state had a long tradition of easing inflationary pressures by releas-
ing state-stored grain into the market. In contemporary China, the challenges 
of maintaining an ecological balance in North China is critically important to 
political and economic security in the region and beyond. One fundamental com-
ponent of this calculus from the state’s point of view is maintaining sufficient 
agricultural output in this region to circumvent undue reliance on imported food – 
a situation that China’s leaders feel compromises Chinese autonomy. As sug-
gested by these challenges of climate to agricultural production, one of the most 
significant features of the geographic setting of Northeast China, particularly the 
North China Plain, is access to water resources. Although two of China’s mighti-
est rivers, the Yellow River and Yangtze River, flow through the region, allocating 
adequate quantities of clean water to maintain contemporary industrial growth, 
expansion of agriculture, and urbanization will continue to be a challenge for 
China’s political elites for decades to come.

The Southeast

Combined with the northeast region, southeast China formed the eastern one-
third of China dominated by Han Chinese and forming the heartland of Chinese 
society, economy, and culture. This eastern region is the locus of agricultural and 
industrial production, is the center of political authority, and is where the major-
ity of China’s large urban areas are located. When one conjures perhaps more 
traditional images of China, one is likely to be thinking of eastern China, particu-
larly southeast China, where the landscape is marked by hills and mountains 
with lush green valleys of intensive agriculture watered with ample rainfall. 
Indeed, throughout history this verdant and mountainous landscape inspired rich 
cultural traditions in painting and poetic expression.

The southeast region incorporates the provinces of the Yangtze River val-
ley, the southern provinces including the economic powerhouse of Guangdong 
Province, and the culturally and economically rich Sichuan basin on the western 
edges of this region. There are two rather remarkable features of the physical 
landscape that have shaped contemporary realities in China: first, high popula-
tion densities on limited arable land; and second, the coastal areas of this region 
that have been engines of economic growth after 1978. Southeast China has the 
highest population densities in all of China. When considering the limited land 
resources available for extensive and large-scale agriculture, the capacity to main-
tain sufficient output to sustain high population densities in the contemporary 
period is no small achievement. By and large these successes have been due to 
agricultural inputs such as new strains of rice, fertilizer, and chemical pesticides/
herbicides. Persistent conditions of over-employment in the rural sectors in the 
southeast, hastened by the accelerated demographic growth after 1949 (and all of 
eastern China), have been relieved in the Post-Mao era as investment and trade 
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policies served to promote extraordinary rates of urbanization in China. Between 
1990 and 2014 annual urban population growth ranged from 2.8 percent to  
4.3 percent. As large as these percentage values are, the absolute numbers of peo-
ple engaged in urban migrations in China during this period is unprecedented.8 
Much of this demographic transition in the early post-Mao period began in the 
southeast, with Shenzhen the iconic example of how new investment and trade 
regimes transformed urban spaces in China. Designated as one of four Special 
Economic Zones (SEZ) in 1980, all of them in southeast China, Shenzhen was 
established as a laboratory of sorts to experiment with novel forms of foreign 
investment and trade policies, all designed to expand economic growth. Shenzhen 
boomed, and served as a model for similar investment regimes in a variety of 
coastal and interior spaces by 2000. As shall be explored below, this profound 
shift of the economic and social landscape of southeast China has generated con-
cerns for the physical landscape as the growth of urban areas, in all of China, 
has impacted the availability of agricultural land, the allocation of water across 
economic sectors, and of course, the quality of water and air resources.

The Southwest

For China’s political elites perhaps the fundamental contemporary geographic 
challenge for China’s southwestern region is how to exploit the resources of the 
region to spur economic growth (for the region and country) and integration, 
while maintaining firm autonomy over a region with contrasting cultural tradi-
tions with those of Han China. These challenges are shaped by the distinctive 
topography of the Tibetan Plateau. Since the late 1990s, the state has expended 
increasing resources to better integrate the southwest region into the national 
economy. Perhaps the iconic project designed to achieve this goal is the impres-
sive engineering accomplishment of the Qinghai–Tibet Railroad, inaugurated in 
2006. As the world’s highest railroad, traversing passes of heights of 5,000 meters, 
trains connect Lhasa with Xining in Qinghai Province, where lines connect to 
points all over the country. This particular initiative was part of a broad thrust 
begun in the 1990s referred to as the ‘develolop the west’ campaign, which was 
designed to transcend the challenges of geography by developing the resources of 
the western regions in order to incorporate these regions into the national web of 
economic production and consumption. A corollary was, of course, the hope that 
economic growth and integration would promote political passivity.

There has long been speculation on the potential mineral and carbon resources 
on the Tibetan Plateau, but one Tibetan Plateau resource that is very much on 
the minds of state leaders is water. The plateau region is the source of many 
rivers that, because of their steep gradient flowing off the plateau, have sub-
stantial hydroelectric capacity. During the past twenty years Chinese state firms 
have aggressively developed water resources with a variety of hydroelectric dam 
projects on many of the region’s major rivers, including, as referenced above, 
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many transnational waterways. Some leaders see electricity advancing the cause 
of Tibetan economic growth, but much of the electricity generated by these 
Himalayan rivers is transported by long-distance transmission lines to other areas 
of the southwest (e.g., Yunnan Province), and beyond – all the way to industrial 
centers in Guangdong Province. Thus, the tensions that the state has to negoti-
ate with developing the water resources of the Tibetan Plateau region neces-
sarily implicate a cost–benefit analysis. How can the resources of the ‘water 
tower of Asia’ be further balanced while maintaining a positive relationship with 
downstream riparian countries in South and Southeast Asia whose economies are 
dependent on river resources?9

The Northwest

Although the physical setting of most of northwest China is quite distinct from 
southwest China, there are similar challenges to the state in effectively incorporat-
ing this region into the Chinese political sphere. The overriding geographic and 
climatic feature of the northwest is aridity. In terms of human geography, the 
region has traditionally been dominated by non-Han communities, the most impor-
tant being the Uighurs, a Turkic ethnic group that practices Islam.10 Similar to the 
broad dynamics pertaining on the Tibetan Plateau, political leaders in China con-
tinue to negotiate the difficult physical and social challenges of this region.

Figure 4.3 The ‘Water Tower of Asia’

Source: The Yellow River: The Problem of Water in Modern China by David A. Pietz, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, Copyright © 2015 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Reprinted with 
 permission.
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Since 1949, there have been concerted efforts to bring sedentary agricultural 
practices to the northwest. Inspired by the Soviets, and by historical patterns 
of Chinese rule in the northwest, the critical goal was bringing water to the 
parched and sandy soils to cultivate crops like cotton. Beginning in the 1950s the 
state mobilized military and civilian constituencies to build an irrigation infra-
structure that diverted surface water to the newly mapped and prepared fields. 
As in the Soviet experience, there was immediate success in growing cotton in 
the desert, but the long-term outcomes included river desiccation, and in some 
locations, soil salinization, as insufficient attention was brought to drainage in 
irrigated areas. These continuing battles to maintain some semblance of agricul-
tural production, as well as to provide water for industrial and growing urban 
demand, is evidenced by discussions between China and Russia in early 2016 
on a plan to divert water resources from the Russian far east to China’s thirsty 
central Asian region.11

Oil and minerals also feature strongly in the economic geography of China’s 
northwest. Again, similar to the situation in the southwest region, China has 
invested considerable financial and moral resources in the campaign to develop 
the economy of western China, in part to better integrate the region in economic, 
and political, terms. Oil and gas reserves have yet to be evaluated definitively, but 
current estimates suggest significant reserves. The critical issues to further devel-
opment include an effective distribution infrastructure to transport to refining and  
consumption centers in the east, coupled with as yet in sufficient nodes of demand 
closer to these reserves in the western portion of the country, and a complicated 
geology that makes production only profitable in an environment of high global 
crude prices. The exploitation of significant coal and other mineral resources 
faces the same challenges of investment. Implicit in state and private investment 
in extractive industries in China’s northwest is its impact on non-Han communi-
ties in the region. There is a strong sense that such investment has limited benefits 
to local communities, and this sentiment adds fuel to resentment of a range of 
cultural policies designed and enforced by Beijing that have sought to weaken the 
ethnic and religious identities of these indigenous communities.

THE ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

The fact that China’s profound economic restructuring and growth during the 
past several decades has been accompanied by significant environmental change 
is widely recognized. Images of sooty air and murky waters are perhaps just as 
prominent in the narrative of China’s transformation as are gleaming office 
towers and bullet trains. A cursory glance at several metrics lend empirical sup-
port to the impressions of China’s environmental change that images and per-
sonal and journalistic accounts impart: twenty of the world’s thirty most polluted 
cities are located in China; the North China Plain has one-tenth the per capita 
supply of water deemed sufficient for normal livelihood; and the leading cause 
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of death of children under five is diarrhea from dirty water.12 Indeed, the narra-
tive of environmental destruction and constraints facing contemporary China are 
clearly connected with the transformative economic changes that have occurred 
during the past several decades. And there is much truth to this perception. The 
pace and nature of economic, social, and institutional change in post-Mao China 
has had equally rapid qualitative environmental consequences. While recogniz-
ing important dynamics of the contemporary period that have clearly influenced 
environmental changes in China, there are also longer-term historical forces 
within which these more contemporary dynamics operate. In other words, con-
temporary environmental challenges are embedded in historical patterns of 
social, economic, and institutional change in China.

Environmental Change in 20th Century China

Any broad overview of environmental change in contemporary China must seek 
an analytical balance that negotiates the forces of change and continuity. To be 
sure, a cursory glance at the range of state systems that China ‘experimented’ 
with in the twentieth century is suggestive of potentially dramatic change when 
contrasted with the imperial system. But beyond these broad differences in state 
systems, there was indeed significant change in economic organization, scientific 
and technical orientation, and political and social organization that had distinc-
tive environmental outcomes – both in kind and degree. Many of these dynamics 
of change can be placed under the broad rubric of the ‘internationalization’ of 
China in the twentieth century.13

Enduring patterns of human and physical endowments, as well as state pat-
terns, continued to shape the nature of environmental change in China during 
the twentieth century. The number of people in post-imperial China continued 
to increase. The pressures to feed this population meant further expectations to 
increase productivity of land resources. The historical success of increasingly 
intensified agricultural production to feed an expanding population may have 
contributed to a reluctance to rely on global grain markets during the second 
half of the century. In either event, China’s limited tillable land resources and the 
vagaries of climate continue to shape China’s actions toward the environment. 
Maximizing agricultural productivity and managing wide disparities in precipi-
tation across regions has perpetuated traditional managerial practices as well as 
introduced innovation in the modern period (e.g., intensive chemical fertilizers).

China’s pan-twentieth century internationalization included technological 
innovation and exchange that had distinct consequences for its natural environ-
ment. Mark Elvin argues that

it was the West’s provision of China with access to modern techniques of government and 
communication that made possible the escape from the environmental prison house that 
late imperial China had, with sophisticated premodern ingenuity, built for itself. But for 
this western contribution, the huge current population of China ... would not have been 
possible.’14
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The contribution of western science and technology, and the economic and 
organizational forms it promoted, had a significant effect on the Chinese land-
scape. The material and intellectual tools of modernity brought forth the capac-
ity in the west to leap forward in the long historical process from adaptation 
to, control of, the natural world. In China, while always subject to the vaga-
ries of social, economic, and climatic forces, human manipulation of nature 
was achieved during the imperial period in ways that were unique in global 
history. Again, it might be argued that such traditions provided a receptive 
context to more readily accept new technological and organizational regimes 
from the west in the 19th and 20th centuries that represented new possibilities 
for manipulation of China’s resources that had already deteriorated in the late 
imperial period.

The statist and technocratic approach to environmental management followed 
by the Nationalist Government in the mid-20th century continued after 1949, but 
this developmental approach was punctuated with periods of populist or anti-
urban tenor – each reflecting differing paths toward communist modernity that 
played out in the decades following 1949. The Great Leap Forward was one period 
that valorized local, rural (anti-urban), and peasant knowledge, organization, and 
practices. The sending of urban youth to the countryside and the industrialization 
of rural China were perhaps the two most prominent examples of this celebration 
of the pastoral.15 Empowered by direct encouragement from Mao Zedong, local 
leaders aggressively organized irrigation projects by recruiting massive labor 
campaigns to rapidly expand agricultural production by employing the rhetoric 
of ‘militarization’ (junshihua), ‘combatization’ (zhandouhua), and ‘discipliniza-
tion’ (jilihua).16 Throughout the country, millions of farmers were recruited, 
regimented, and implored to turn the dry plains into lush agricultural lands. By 
January 1958 ‘one in six people was digging earth in China. More than 580 mil-
lion cubic meters of rocks and soil were moved before the end of the year ... 
they could accomplish in a matter of months what their forefathers had done in 
thousands of years.’17 The haste with which many of these projects were com-
pleted rendered them short-lived.

Great Leap Forward policies also included mobilizing commune labor for 
reforestation efforts in the Northwest, rural industrialization, and the ‘Grain First’ 
campaign beginning in 1959. The effort to forestall further erosion of the Loess 
Plateau occurred before the Great Leap Forward, but plans suggesting an intensi-
fication of these efforts during the Great Leap Forward were put forth. The out-
comes of these efforts are not well known, but there is some reason to believe that 
initial energy waned rather quickly as enervated farmers quickly abandoned an 
effort that seemingly did not generate immediate returns. The outcomes of rural 
industrialization efforts, particularly the so called ‘back-yard furnaces,’ included 
a significant destruction of local timber resources – much of which had been 
planted in and by localities under exhortation by the central government after 
1949. Finally, an additional example of Great Leap Forward policies that had a 
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profound influence on the environment was the ‘grain first’ policy enunciated 
in 1959 as a response to reports of famine. After launching the policy of ‘taking 
grain as the key link,’ provincial and commune officials attempted to promote a 
10 percent increase in grain production by extending advice that included deep-
plowing, close-cropping, and additional inputs of irrigation water.18 The results 
of the grain-first campaign, indeed the entire matrix of practices that governed 
the human–environment nexus, were a disaster of unprecedented proportions. 
The combination of social engineering, environmental management, and agricul-
tural practices led to the Great Leap Famine where a number of 25–30 million 
deaths lay at the low end of the spectrum of estimates.19

The Reform Period (1978–)

Perhaps the two most emblematic images in our collective perceptions of China 
in recent times are gleaming and bustling urban spaces, and defiled air and water 
resources. And we know there is a clear connection between the two. There are 
other linkages that we can cite – connections between resource constraints of the 
Maoist and post-Maoist period as development in the former came at the expense 
of the latter; between the post-Maoist period and the entire post-imperial period 
when high modernism justified re-orienting the natural world; and there is a con-
nection between the post-Mao period and the imperial period where historians 
see parallels with the enormous wealth and population of both eras resting on a 
precarious ecological balance. But there are important developments in the post-
Mao period that give contemporary environmental dynamics a different charac-
ter (though with both having clear historical roots). The first is China’s 
thoroughgoing integration in global international networks (a consequence of 
China’s long process of internationalization in the twentieth century), and the 
growth of an explicit environmental consciousness either as a rediscovery of 
perceived attentiveness toward nature in traditional philosophical/ethical systems 
and/or a rediscovery of strains of the Romantic notions of nature introduced in 
China during the late 19th century.

Water Resources After 1978

The post-Mao reforms unleashed economic, social, and political forces that has-
tened the process of ecological transformations. Industrial growth, urban expan-
sion, and intensification of agriculture further pressured scarce water resources 
and degraded water quality. Industrial growth in urban and rural areas has repre-
sented a significant call on water resources. Of particular consequence was the 
growth of Township and Village Enterprises (TVE) in the 1990s that inefficiently 
used water in consumer industries and generally lacked pollution control capaci-
ties. The collective effect of such industries was highlighted in the late 1990s as 
information on conditions in the Huai River became known domestically and 
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internationally and sparked a massive government clean-up of the river that, in 
some sections, was deemed by China’s Environmental Protection Bureau too 
polluted for any use.20 There are higher ratios of industrial wastewater in North 
China since there are lower flow rates than in south China, and because of the 
existence of an older industrial base in these regions. Thus, modern industrial 
growth represents a dual threat:

On the one hand there are the problems we expect to find in an underdeveloped and over-
populated agricultural society such as soil erosion, deforestation and desertification. On the 
other hand, the rapidly growing industrial sector means that China is facing widespread 
pollution problems of a sophisticated nature.21

Complementing industrial development is profound urban growth and its impact 
on water demand. Urban migration has swelled the number of city dwellers 
equivalent to creating a new city of 1 million people every ten years.22 Urban 
migration has obvious implications for China’s water supply infrastructure. In 
North China, water diversions to fast growing cities such as Tianjin, Qingdao, 
and Dalian from regional rivers were common developments in the 1980s and 
1990s. Compounding the issue of how many mouths now to hydrate (and provide 
sanitary services to), is what a growing number of urbanites are putting into their 
bellies. Changing dietary patterns that have been marked by an increase in meat 
protein have resulted in significant increases in water consumption to support 
urban diets. To generate one kilogram of boneless beef requires feed that con-
sumes 15,340 litres of water to grow.

The pressures on China’s agriculture to feed an expanding population with 
changing dietary patterns have increased. Agriculture remains the single larg-
est water consuming sector of the economy by far (75 percent). Until relatively 
recently China’s capacity to feed itself has been impressive. Indeed, the chal-
lenges to such success are considerable: population growth, changing consump-
tion patterns, industrial pollution, loss of arable farmland to urban sprawl, and 
competition from the energy sector (production of fuel crops). China’s farmers 
have managed to increase production through expanded application of chemi-
cal fertilizers and water (irrigation). But continued expansion by these means is 
limited by long-term challenges that China has faced for centuries. First is the 
endowment of water, particularly on the North China Plain. In the face of surface-
water limitations, Chinese farmers have exploited ground water resources to an 
unusual extent. The enormous boom of tube-wells since the 1960s has reduced 
groundwater resources in some areas beyond recharge levels and threatens con-
tinued exploitation by rural as well as urban users. The steady decline of organic 
matter and nutrient content of agricultural lands has been countered by intensified 
use of chemical fertilizers. But agricultural runoff is a major source of surface 
water pollution and eutrophication of water in China. Erosion and desertification 
have also quickened as aggressive farmland reclamation and general ineffective-
ness of reforestation efforts begun in the 1950s.23 Compounding the ecological 
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outcomes of quickened economic forces since 1978 has been the erosion of cen-
tral government capacity to enforce environmental regulations. China has a fairly 
well articulated body of environmental law, but the capacity of the central gov-
ernment to compel local governments to enforce these regulations over industries 
in their respective bailiwick is weak. Elizabeth Economy expands this critique by 
arguing that resource management practices are inhibited by:

significant corruption and an authoritarian but highly decentralized political economy, which 
means that directives are issued but often not followed. China also suffers from poor 
enforcement capacity, weak price signals to encourage conservation and wastewater treat-
ment, and a lack of transparency ... concerning large water-related projects.24

Air Quality Since 1978

The environmental challenge in contemporary China that has perhaps garnered 
greatest global attention has been air pollution. It is fair to say that virtually every 
large urban area in China regularly experiences levels of atmospheric pollution 
considered inimical to public health. Without question, rates of urbanization and 
industrial growth are the principle forces behind air quality degradation.

China’s rapid industrial growth rates over the past several decades have largely 
been fueled by coal. Coal accounts for roughly 70 percent of China’s total energy 
consumption, and 50 percent of total global coal consumption. During this same 
period, the number of civilian vehicles in China has jumped from 16 million in 
2000 to near 100 million in 2015. Other sectors of the economy also experienced 
robust growth, such as the chemical, petrochemical, cement, and steel industries. 
Collectively, these burgeoning economic sectors, combined with inadequate reg-
ulation, have produced serious air quality challenges that have generated serious 
health issues. For example, a recent study argued that particulate matter smaller 
than 2.5 micrometers (PM2.5) represented the fourth most significant public health 
threat in China, and is the leading cause of malignant tumors in China. The inci-
dence of lung cancer has also risen nearly 500 percent in the past twenty years. 
Other studies have suggested that between 350,000 and a half-million people die 
prematurely in China because of outdoor air pollution.25

Faced with internal and external criticisms that were punctuated by a series of 
rather embarrassing ‘smog outs’ beginning in 2011, the government launched in 
2012 a National Plan on Air Pollution Control in Key Regions in the 12th Five-
Year Plan (2011–16) that call for meeting the World Health Organization’s rec-
ommended limitations on fine particles (i.e., less than 2.5 micrometers). Shortly 
after, in 2013, the state issued the first National Action Plan on Air Pollution 
Prevention and Control that mandated particulate matter less than 10 microm-
eters be reduced by 10 percent from 2012 levels, and the number of ‘blue sky’ 
days increase year on year during the life of the plan. Similar plans have been 
announced to aggressively reduce emissions of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen 
oxides. The impulse to decrease these classes of air pollutants has been spurred 
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not only by domestic health considerations, but also by international pressures 
as regions in East Asia, as well as the Americas, have increasing evidence of air 
quality degradation emanating from China. De-sulphurization, catalytic reduc-
ers, and electrostatic precipitators are all elements of China’s planned invest-
ments in controlling polluting emissions.26

At the level of popular discourse, there is a strong undercurrent that envi-
ronmental challenges like polluted air are an unavoidable concomitant to eco-
nomic expansion. Thus, as this line of reasoning proceeds, China will clean up its 
environmental problems once a certain level of development has been achieved 
(often put in terms of per capita income). The model often cited here is the his-
torical experience of the west. Although one also hears this discourse emanating 
from policy actors, there is at the same time a widespread recognition at local 
and central levels that contemporary development need not come at the expense 
of degraded resources. Such a recognition is reflected in China’s environmental 
regulatory regime of strong guarantees of resource protection. The overriding 
problem with China’s pollution mitigation, in both the realm of air and water, is 
the state incapacity to compel compliance with these mandates from local gov-
ernments. Faced with the responsibility for implementation of environmental 
mitigation, as well as economic performance, local officials often eschew respon-
sibilities of the former in the interests of the latter.27

Land Use Changes Since 1978

Perhaps the single greatest concern related to water in China is food. With just 
seven percent of the world’s arable land, China attempts to feed roughly one-
quarter of the world’s population. Ensuring grain self-sufficiency requires main-
taining sufficient land under cultivation with access to clean surface and 
sub-surface water supplies. Indeed, over half of China’s farmland is irrigated. 
During the past several decades, estimates of China’s agricultural acreage have 
diverged rather dramatically, but a central concern of state leaders has been to 
limit the impact of rapid urbanization and industrial development on land 
resources. But this has been a difficult task. With incessant pressures of eco-
nomic development, and with the limited reach of the central government in 
regulating unchecked urban and industrial expansion, central mandates designed 
to preserve farmland have been compromised. Complicating the food security 
calculus has been the evolution of consumption patterns that have driven changes 
in agricultural production. The diets of increasingly affluent urban consumers 
have diversified, and while farmers have moved up the value-added production 
chain from grains to fruits, vegetables, and nuts. Second, larger supplies of grain 
are necessary to feed livestock, as urban consumers increasingly incorporate 
animal proteins in their diets. With available grain production for human con-
sumption stressed by land and water constraints, and production and consump-
tion patterns influenced by the domestic market, the challenge for China to meet 
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its oft-stated goal of food self-sufficiency is to maximize grain production by 
stabilizing agricultural acreage and by maintaining access to clean irrigation 
water. As late as 2008, Chinese farmers produced roughly 90 percent of the 
country’s staple agricultural products, but the pressures of demographic expan-
sion, as well as industrial and urban expansion continue apace.

Aggressive efforts to expand cultivation, exploit forest resources, and increase 
livestock grazing in arid and semi-arid areas in the northeast, north, and north-
west regions of China (referred to as the Three Norths) have led to desertification. 
One estimate has calculated that 3.3 million square kilometers has been impacted 
by desertification, 34 percent of China’s total land.28 Desertification is one of the 
major sources of land degradation in China. Desertification complicates the air 
pollution problem in major cities as dust storms sweep across the northern belt 
of the country. After 1949 the government embarked on afforestation campaigns 
modelled on other mass movements, but similar to these other efforts (e.g., irri-
gation campaigns of the Great Leap Forward), lack of attention to soils, climate, 
and geomorphology mitigated the effectiveness of forest shelterbelts. In 1978 
the government renewed afforestation efforts with the Three Norths Shelterbelt 
Program, which sought to increase forest coverage in arid and semi-arid regions 
from 5 percent to 15 percent. Set to be completed in 2050, the Three-Norths proj-
ect has been widely recognized as the world’s largest land conservation program. 
Despite recent claims by the state that forest cover has risen 10 percent, there is 
an increasing literature from China that suggests these claims may be overstated, 
and perhaps more importantly, massive afforestation efforts have generated neg-
ative outcomes. These studies suggest the rate of desertification has not been 
ameliorated. Indeed, an increasing consensus seems to be emerging that truly 
effective mitigation of desertification may only be achievable by restoring natural 
ecological systems to these regions.29

The Potential Impacts of Climate Change

During the past two decades, the state channeled substantial money to research 
institutions like the Academy of Sciences to forecast the potential consequences 
of climate change. Of particular concern in this research agenda is the fate of 
precipitation, glaciers, and snowpack on the Tibet–Qinghai plateau. The melt 
from glaciers and annual snowfall from the region feed rivers that serve 47 per-
cent of the world’s people. There is little agreement on the precise outcomes of 
climate change, but a growing body of Chinese and international research sug-
gests that the Himalayan region will be substantially affected by rising tempera-
tures. Greater runoff will initially generate increased flows, but over the long 
term, runoff will decrease and other potential consequences of climate change 
such as reduced precipitation in the Yellow River valley and North China Plain 
will intensify water scarcity. According to a 2007 Chinese study, Himalayan 
glaciers could decline by one-third by 2050, and by one-half by 2090. The 


