
Lecture Series- China: Yesterday, 
Today, Tomorrow

Who, What and Where is China? 
Part One



Road map to this lecture and the next. History- what remains and what has changed

1. Introduce some patterns and concepts in Chinese/Sinic history

2. The Contradiction: Emphasizing that the China (state, history, national identity) that was, and the 
China that is now, are completely different 

The transition from multi-cultural Confucian empire to modern republic, to authoritarian communist 
republic, to a monolithic nation state with one dominant people, with a veneer of socialism and a hyper 
capitalist daily life has left a government and people with a profoundly fragile sense of who and what 
they have been and what they are today.

Today’s lecture. Some enduring patterns of state, society and the good life that still influence the 
Chinese world today.

The creation of the idea of a place called  ‘China’

Next week’s: The last dynasty and the crises that produced the Republic and People’s Republic. The 
creation of the idea of the Han Chinese race, of Chinese national sovereignty, national territory and the 
‘China Dream’   



Who, What and Where is China?

Above: Chancellor Angela Merkel presents a cranky 
PRC President Xi Jinping with a reproduction map of 

the Qing empire, March 28, 2014, Berlin

Right: The Palace of Earthly Tranquility
Inner Palace of the Forbidden City, Beijing



The Hall of Earthly Tranquility, built in the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), 
rebuilt in the Qing dynasty (1644-1912)



Chinese 坤寧宮 Kunning Gong

Manchu Delkhiin amar amgalangiin ordon

Chimney for ritual shamanistic Manchu cuisine
i.e. Manchu home cooking

The Kangxi Emperor 康熙帝 1644-1722, reigned 1661-1722, 3rd Emperor of the Qing Dynasty
Manchu dynastic and personal name Aisin-Gioro Xuanye Hiowan yei

On the left- as he wanted his Han/Chinese subjects to know him
On the right as he was known to his fellow Manchus 



The original of the map presented by Merkel to Xi 

Regni Sinae- The Chinese Kingdom by French 
cartographer Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon d’ Anville, 
1735

The original is itself a copy of a map presented to the 
Kangxi Emperor in 1718 by one of the French Jesuits 
resident at the Qing court. 

Chinese title Huangyu quanlun tu ‘Overview map of 
the imperial realm’ 

The various parts of the Qing empire are depicted as 
autonomous parts of the Empire: Xinjiang, Tibet, 
Mongolia, Manchuria and, as it was named on the 
map, the old Ming Empire, Sinae Propriare -China 
Proper (in blue)

Hainan and Taiwan islands are depicted in green, not 
being part of the Qing empire, as are several minority 
kingdoms in what is now Guangxi province  



When the true gift/map was seen reactions varied

Hao Qian, reporter, ‘Quite an awkward gift’

Xiao Zheng, writer, wrote Merkel was ‘trying to 
legitimize the Tibet and Xinjiang independence 

movements’ 

Liu Kun, architect, ‘The Germans definitely have 
ulterior motives’ 

Anonymous internet blogger, ‘How is this possible? 
Where is Tibet, Xinjiang, the Northeast? How did 

Xi react’ 

The gift was largely ignored in the mainland 
Chinese media. When shown this was the map 

depicted 

China and Japan, John Nicaragua Dower (London 
1844)



The map shows a European 
understanding of the Da 

Qing/Great Qing State/大淸

Mainland reactions to this 
map as the gift

anonymous advertising 
executive, 

‘Our ancestors were badass’ 

an anonymous internet user 
hoped Xi would feel 

‘encouraged’ by the map to 
‘realize what a true re-

emergence of China means’  



A preachy caution on thinking about China & the Chinese 

The Five Chinese Brothers
Claire Huchet Bishop and Kurt Wiese
Coward-McCann, Inc., 1938, last re issued 1965



Hermann Knackfuss, 1895 Völker Europas, wahrt eure heiligsten Güter/ Peoples of Europe, Guard Your 
Most Sacred Possessions reprinted in the New York Times in 1898 as The Yellow Peril

Based on a sketch made by  Kaiser 
Wilhelm II at the end of the 1895 Sino-
Japanese War, circulated extensively 

during the Russo-Japanese war (1894-5) 
and the Boxer Rebellion (1900)

Wilhelm II believed that a race war 
between the countries of the east and 

west was inevitable 



Cover, Fluide Glacial 
Paris, January 2015

trans. ‘Yellow Peril, Is it already too late?’

cover, The Atlantic, June 2005



Globe and Mail
October 23 2004

Macleans August 2010
Title ‘Too Asian: Some Frosh don’t want to study at an 

Asian university’



1912-1927 Republican China
1927-1949 Republican China Guomindang/Nationalist Government

People’s Republic of China 1949- (mainland)
Republic of China- Taiwan 1949-

2300 years of Sinic history in 20 slides: Confucian values, Meritocratic administration, Imperial rule  



The idea/myth of centrality in Chinese civilization.

Chinese history. Chinese culture and history develops from one point, and 
expands, changing and absorbing other cultures.

The word for early China Zhonghua used for the cultural core along the Yellow 
River valley

zhong=central, hua=flower or essence hence flowering or center of civilization

zhonghua

Top simplified Chinese 

(post 1949) 

Bottom complex 

(traditional Chinese)



Earliest state formation in the Sinic world: the Shang Dynasty (1600 to 1046 BCE) and its neighbours



Meet the Shang neighbours

The Shu state in Sanxingdui, present-day Sichuan Province
No written texts

Evidence of trade connections to 

Southeast Asia, present day India 

and Bangladesh

Artistic tradition unlike ‘traditional’ 

China

Casts doubt on Shang as the only 

source of Chinese civilization 

Sanxingdui

Anyang, capital of the Shang



‘Cancong’ the Shu king Bronze Sun

Bronze Priest

or warrior



(L & R) The Shu Phoenix

A bronze tree on a base 

carved with patterns of 

sun and clouds, with 9 

holy birds, 27 fruits on its 

9 branches, and a dragon 

twisting around it 



Bird head

Sanxingdui museum 



Part I Confucian Values

What is Confucianism?

A system of ethics to govern your life and relationships. It begins with the most 
ordinary (family, interpersonal relationships) and ends with the political. Its 
goal is transformative; to change people, politics and the state for the better. It 
is a political and ethical system based on moral choices 

1. Precedent, the past as a moral model. 
2. Hierarchy, knowing one’s place, informed by 
3.Ritual  (li) 禮
4.Humanity (ren) 仁

The Analects (means discussions and conversations) 
is based on Confucius’ sayings

Most translated text in the world. 
Presents Confucius as his disciples remember him. 

Book received its current form in the Han dynasty 1st century BCE

Confucius said

‘It is difficult to find a man 
who can study for three 

years without thinking of 
earning a salary’ 

(Analects Book 8.2)

Confucius was/is a great 
supplier of fortune cookie 

content



The world of Confucius 
The Zuo Zhuan左傳 The Commentary of Zuo

722-468 BCE



What do we know 
about Confucius?



Confucian/Chinese views of the self

How do we live a good life?

Big hint: Confucius thinks the above is bull**** 



Our lives are a series of encounters and relationships with other people.

People are a hot mess of emotions, desires, ego, impulses, family histories and 
baggage and quick, emotional responses to others. 

People are normally passive, allowing themselves to fall into patterns with 
other people.

These patterns come to define you and you act not based on what is happening 
to you but to some emotional pattern laid down in your past.

Confucius asks you to break the pattern (s) and lay down better, less damaging 
patterns as a means of self knowledge, as a means to change yourself, then your 
friends and family, your politics and your world. 

How to do it? Rituals

Ritual: a means to establish a standard of how to treat people

The Master said, ‘Respectfulness, without the rules of ritual becomes laborious 
bustle; carefulness, without the rules, becomes timidity; boldness becomes 
insubordination; straightforwardness becomes rudeness.’

Confucianism as a 
political philosophy

argues you should be the 
best subject you can be, 

but if you have power 
over others, you must be 

the best governor you can 
be.

All relationships are 
reciprocal, all people can 
be told when they are not 
being their best selves, all 

those in power can be 
critiqued 

This element of 
Confucianism has been 
downplayed since the 

Ming dynasty but remains 
part of Sinic culture 



Where’s Confucius?

Statue of Confucius erected and 
removed from in front of the 

National Museum, Tiananmen 
Square, Beijing, April 2011



Part II: Meritocratic Administration 

Imperial Civil Service Exam System 605-1905

Meritocratic system, not hereditary power
Civil service chosen by exam

male children educated in public and private academies and trained 
for exam

Basis for civil service exams in Sinic (Chinese influenced world) and 
the west

All participants, both successful examination candidates & 
unsuccessful and retired candidates, who became local gentry, 
shared the same values & goals

Traditionally small government + lots of local elite cooperation

One magistrate for 1,000 people 1600s

1700s one for 10,000 people 

1540 Ming dynasty 
painting showing 

students rushing to see 
the posted exam results 

Nanjing’s exam halls 1910
Five years after the exams 

were ended



Part III Imperial Rule

The 1st Emperor Ying Zheng AKA Qinshi Xuangdi 259-210 BCE, reigned 246-210

His demise gives rise to the Mandate of Heaven, the political theory that allows for rebellion and a new dynasty   



Ying Zheng’s accomplishments 

Common written language
Common legal system
Common system of measurement
Roads and canals
A census
A unified army
A unified empire

His demerits? 

Authoritarian rule
Destruction of alternative Chinese 
cultures, languages and ways of 
being
Enforced unity and common identity  

Political cartoon from Hong Kong’s Pingguo/The Daily Apple

The spirit of the Qin Emperor haunts Chinese culture

Pingguo was closed using the new Hong Kong national security law on 
June 17 2021

The paper’s founder Jimmy Lai was arrested under the same law and in 
April 2021 jailed for 14 months 



Final Section: Where does ‘China’ come from? 

zhong=central, hua=flower or essence hence flowering or center of 
civilization

zhong=central, guo=state 

zhonghua

Top simplified Chinese 

(post 1949) 

Bottom complex 

(traditional Chinese)

zhongguo

Top simplified Chinese 
(post 1949) 
Bottom complex 
(traditional Chinese)

The Zhang Guo Ce ‘Strategies of the Warring States’ 5th century BCE

Zhongguo is where intelligent and discerning people dwell, where the myriad creatures and useful implements are gathered 
together, where the sages and worthies instruct, where the sages and worthies instruct, where benevolence and right 

behaviour are expressed, where the books of Poetry, History, Ritual and Music as used, where different ideas and techniques 
are tried, where distant people come to observe, and where even the Man and Yi people exhibit appropriate conduct. 

Today Zhongguo is the 
official

Chinese name for China.

It is used interchangeably 
with Zhonghua.

Same as UK/Great Britain or 
US/America. 



What did/do ‘we’ call it?

Cina- India- Sanskrit 
From there to the Greek & Roman world-Sinae

Also used Cathy from the Inner Asian/Northeast Asian kingdom the Khitan

Also the origin of the Russian word for China- Китай

We used to think the word Cina came from the Qin dynasty
No longer  

Hubei Province 
Home of the Jing people

known by ancient Chinese as the Chu Yunnan Province
Home to a people 

known to the ancient
Chinese as the Yelang

But who called themselves 
the Zhina

https://www.wordhippo.com/what-is/the-meaning-of/russian-word-02ba26001bad181087aeab474c270422d88946c3.html


The west always believed there was this single state called China, Cina, Cathy, Chine
And we were very confused when we went to ‘China’

Portuguese merchant Galeote Pereira, imprisoned in Fujian Province as a smuggler 1549-1563

wrote Algũas cousas sabidas da China/Some things known about China 1565
1577 English translation History of Travayle in the West and East Indies reprinted as South China in the Sixteenth 

Century by C.R. Boxer

We are wont to call this country China, and the people Chins: 

but as long as we were prisoners, not hearing amongst them 

at any time that name, I determined to learn what they were 

called…I answered them that all the inhabitants of India called 

them Chins…Then I did ask them what name the country 

beareth…

It was told to me that of ancient time in this country had been 

many kings and though presently it was under one [king], 

each kingdom enjoyed the name it had: these kingdoms are 

the provinces…In conclusion they said, that the while the 

country is called Tamen and the inhabitants Tamenjins so that 

their name of China or Chins is not heard in that country

Boxer, p.106, 1953. 



Jesuit Father Matteo Ricci
He lived in Da Ming Guo/ Great Ming State from 1582 to 1610, the last 10 years court in Ming court in Beijing

From his journal 

‘It does not appear strange to us that the Chinese should have 
heard of the variety of names given to their country by 

outsiders and that they should be entirely unaware of their 
existence… It is a custom of immemorial age in this country, 

that as often as the right to govern passes from one family to 
another, the country must be given a new name by the 

sovereign whose rule is about to begin’

Ricci, China in the Sixteenth Century: The Journals of Matthew 
Ricci, 1583-1610, 1953, pp. 6-7



What is Chinatown called?

Tang Ren Jie,  唐人街 ‘Street of the Tang (Dynasty) People’ 

Tang Dynasty 618-907 CE



So when did the Chinese begin thinking about themselves as Chinese and China as Zhongguo?

Late 19th century, as the Great Qing State went into a profound economic, political, cultural 
and identity crisis 

Liang Qichao  梁啓超1873–1929
Exam Graduate, Han Chinese Nationalist, advocate for 

Zhongguo

Sun Yat-sen (Cantonese)/Sun Zhong-shan
(Mandarin) 孫中山1866-1925

Western educated, medical doctor, Anti-
Manchu revolutionary, 1st president of the 

Chinese Republic. Considered by the left & 
right as the father of modern China

Advocate of Zhonghua Mingguo The Chinese 
Republic  

The borders of the Qing state
(shaded) and the contemporary PRC

(black border)



Next lecture: the crisis of the late Qing and the Republic; the creation of Han Chinese national 
identity, the revolution and the creation of ‘two’ Chinas and the difficult questions of borders 

and minority ethnicities

Additions to page 8 of the 2012 PRC passport


