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Look at the list of the top 10

economies in the world. Almost every

one – the US, UK, France, Germany,

Japan – has been a liberal democracy

since 1945, or 1947 in the case of India.

Even those countries – Germany and

Japan among them – that were

decidedly authoritarian before World

War II changed their politics

fundamentally after that conflict. The

only exception is the second-placed

country on the list: China. A Chinese

person born in 1945 would have lived

through the end of World War II, a

vicious three-year civil war, the trauma

of the Great Leap Forward and the

Cultural Revolution, the highs of the

era of “reform and opening” (massive

economic growth, new lifestyle

choices and freedoms) and lows (the

1989 Beijing killings), and the rise of

China to an unprecedented position of

geopolitical, military and economic

influence while maintaining an ever-

tighter control on dissent at home.

And in that historical trajectory

through the post-war era lies a

significant, but underappreciated fact: 
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It is the event that China’s leaders call

“the first complete victory in a recent

war where China resisted the invasion

of a foreign enemy”: the Second World

War. 

Again, China’s role during this conflict

tends be forgotten in the West, but

China fought Japan for eight years

from 1937 to 1945, suffering 10 million

or more deaths, ten times that

number of refugees in flight, and not

incidentally, holding back over half a

million Japanese troops on the

Chinese mainland until Pearl Harbor,

which only took place nearly five years

after the Chinese had begun to fight. 

The collective memory of this war has

not been entirely straightforward for

the CCP to adapt, as it was their

Nationalist (Kuomintang) rivals who

led the country at the time, and

suffered the greatest casualties. 

But both the Nationalists and

Communists resisted Japan, and the

collective memory of that resistance

turns up today everywhere from the

diplomatic chamber to the cinema.

When Chinese negotiators use the

terms of a communiqué signed by

Churchill, FDR and Chiang Kai-shek at

the Cairo Conference of 1943 to

demand sovereignty over the

disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu islands in

the East China Sea, they are drawing

on the legacy of China’s role in World

War II. 

When the hit movie “The Eight

Hundred” made US$300 million at the

box office in 2020, with its tale of

brave Chinese soldiers fighting

Japanese invaders in Shanghai in 1937,

it drew on the knowledge that

contemporary audiences in China still

want to hear heroic tales of the

country’s travails in World War II. 

for China, modern history matters, and

the turbulence and unpredictability of

that history shapes the way that it acts

at home and in the world. One

important element in Chinese views of

the world comes from the repeated

experience of invasion and occupation

from the mid-19th to the mid-20th

century. These experiences begin with

the Opium War of 1839-42, when

British traders forced China’s doors

open to trade drugs and bring in

Bibles and international law texts.

Britain, France, the US, Japan and a

range of other actors all took slices of

Chinese territory or extraterritorial

rights over the next century. For much

of that period, China’s tariffs were set

by an institution set up by a Briton, Sir

Robert Hart, and run largely by Brits –

the Imperial Maritime Customs

Service. The Service was technically a

Chinese government institution,

largely well-run, and Hart regarded

himself (and was regarded by many

Chinese) as a servant of China, not

Britain. But the fact remained that –

for instance, unlike the EU, whose

members are there through

democratic consent to pool borders

and tariffs – China was forced into a

significant cession of sovereignty on

trade. It would be wrong to suggest

that every time a Chinese trade

negotiator says No to an American

or European counterpart, they are

thinking of Sir Robert. 

But that wider imperial legacy is still

strongly felt in China, even while

there is a huge amnesia about that

part of history in much of the west.

One particular event provides a

powerful historical reference in

terms of foreign invasions. 
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When the foreign minister reminds

the audience at the Munich Security

Conference in 2020 that China was

the first signatory of the UN Charter in

1945 (in San Francisco),he was

reminding the world that China

claimspart of the post-war order as its

own creation. China’s experience in

World War II matters greatly in China’s

self-presentation at home and abroad.

However, the concentration on the

importance of modern history in

China has also led the party-state to

define what the “correct” view of

history is, a process closely linked to

political objectives. The Chinese state

does not pay for historical research

out of an altruistic desire to create a

debate over important issues. Instead,

and in particular regarding the history

of the Chinese Communist Party itself,

there are strong boundaries as to

what can be researched or discussed.

In recent years, there has been ever-

stronger criticism of “historical

nihilism,” a term which seems to refer

to history that casts a shade across the

record of the Party. This has, above all,

affected scholars of communist

history in China itself.

Many of these scholars are

themselves supporters of the

Communist revolution and its

legacy; their aim has not been to

reject that revolution but rather

subject it to the detailed

questioning that shows it in all its

complexity. But it is harder for such

scholars to write and publish today

than it was ten or twenty years ago,

when academic scholarship in the

humanities in China was relatively

ringfenced as compared to now.

Why should its own history be such

a subject of concern to the Party?As

the recent commemorations of the

100th anniversary of the Party show,

there is an increasing orientation

toward the idea that the century

since the foundation of the Party

has been one clear upward

movement, with few distractions or

setbacks. 

Most of the era since 1978 has been

oriented toward the idea that there

was a Mao and a post-Mao era,

separated by the slightly artificial

date of 1978, when Deng Xiaoping is

considered to have gained supreme

power.

Today’s narrative focuses much more

on continuity rather than change, and

the turbulence of the Mao period,

which included the deadly Great Leap

Forward famine and the

destructiveness of the Cultural 

Revolution, is underplayed in favour of

a narrative of the “historical

inevitability” of the Party’s rise to

power. That model, with its Marxist

sense of forward progression, is

echoed by the increasing interest in

China in Marxism itself, which is

explicitly namechecked by top

leaders in domestic discourse (even if

it is rarely mentioned in China’s self-

presentation overseas).

Modern history is by no means the

only force shaping the world-view of

China’s leaders and the society that

they rule. But without some

understanding of it, the west misses a

crucial element in interpreting actions

in the present day.

https://us-lti.bbcollab.com/collab/ui/session/playback/load/7cf6bb5c7aaa4aa9930d7bd7b8df0b00?name=2020%20Virtual%20Symposium:%20Lt%20Gen%20Michael%20A.%20Minihan,%20USAF%20Deputy%20Commander,%20U.S.%20Indo-Pacific%20Command%20-%20recording_1
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
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The UKNCC is designed to help the

people of the UK make clear sighted

decisions on their engagement with

China. In an era of an exponential

rise of misinformation and

uninformed debate, our aim is to

differentiate 'the noise' from robust,

evidenced and well constructed

information. We highlight high

quality commentary and research

and support those who are already,

or could become Britain's leading

talents on China.

The current debate on China in the

UK is too often dominated by 'hawks'

and 'apologists'. This can lead to over

simplification and poor decision

making. 

The UKNCC seeks to promote a

broader, nuanced debate without

entertaining extreme views or

perpetuating false silos. 
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