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Abstract of Dissertation 
 

Contentious Stability:  
Government Response to Nationalist Protests and State-Society Relations 

in Contemporary China 
 

 
Why does the Chinese government permit popular nationalist protests some times but not others 

in the post-Tiananmen incident era? Given the ideological implications and broad appeal of 

nationalist protests in contemporary China, nationalist protests are prevented from taking place 

more often than not. Therefore, it is puzzling that the Chinese government would have allowed 

them to happen in certain cases, primarily protests triggered by disputes with Japan and the 

United States, because it involves very high political risks for the regime.  

 Based on case studies of government response to potential and actual nationalist protests in 

China in the years after 1989, this dissertation argues that the response of Chinese government to 

popular nationalist protests triggered by external issues should be conceptualized as a process 

consisting of two stages: the initial stage, when there are signs of attempts at nationalist protests 

or only small-scale, sporadic protests have broken out, and the escalated stage, when nationalist 

protests have escalated into large-scale protests that cut across regional boundaries and class lines. 

It argues that at the first stage, only under rare conditions--when there is the coexistence of a) 

recent tense relations between China and the target country and b) elite disunity/indecision, the 

Chinese government would allow nationalist protests to take place. If nationalist protests have 

escalated, elite disunity or indecision would give way to the government’s collective will to re-

impose domestic stability without backlash. The government’s response at this stage will be 

dependent on the public support the protests evoke and the nature of the protest demands. From 

high level to low level of coercion, the government will resort to repression (high-level coercion) 

when there is little public support for the nationalist protests, exercise discouragement (medium-

level coercion) when protests enjoy high public support and spill over from nationalist ones to 

other issue areas, and respond with monitored tolerance (low-level coercion) when protests are 
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with high public support and only with nationalist motivations.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Problem and Background 

Since the 1990s, contemporary China has seen a number of instances of popular anti-foreign 

protests. During the most recent anti-Japanese protests, in 2012, protests broke out in over 100 

Chinese cities against the Japanese government’s nationalization of the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku 

Islands. Many of the protests had thousands of participants and involved vandalism and violence 

which, according to one estimate, resulted in a total of about 10 billion yen (125 million US 

dollars) worth of damage and lost trade to Japanese companies in China.1  

There are many shades of gray in the Chinese government’s management of these 

mobilizations. Judging from observed outcomes, the Chinese government initially permitted anti-

Japan protests in 2005, 2010 and 2012 and anti-US protests in 1999; on other occasions, the 

Chinese government preemptively prevented or immediately suppressed protests, such as anti-

Japan protests in 1990 and 1996, anti-Indonesian protests in 1998, and anti-US protests in 2001.  

Why were nationalist protests allowed to happen in some cases but not others? Why did 

not the Chinese government forcefully put down all such protests at the outset? Broadly, in the 

contemporary era, when confronted with events that may have repercussions for both foreign 

relations and domestic stability, how does the Chinese government manage popular nationalist 

sentiments manifested in online and offline activities? What factors affect the Chinese 

government’s response to mobilized nationalist sentiments?2  

Based on research conducted during two field trips between 2014 and 2015 (for two and 

eight months, respectively), this dissertation proposes to conceptualize a wave of nationalist 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1  Adam Westlake, “Damage to Japanese Companies in Chinese Protests Totals $126 Million,” Japan Daily Press, last modified 
November 13, 2012, accessed July 2, 2016, http://japandailypress.com/damage-to-japanese-companies-in-chinese-protests-totals-126-
million-1318322/. 
2 I regard such mobilizations as a form of contentious politics and follow McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly in defining “popular nationalist” 
protests as protests by activists who embrace a nationalist ideology against foreign governments and/or populations that either oppose 
or are indifferent toward their claims. In this dissertation I use the terms “anti-foreign protests” and “nationalist protests” 
interchangeably. See Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 230. 
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protest as a process consisting of two stages, and during each stage important factors affecting 

state response are different, as are government responses. In the initial phase, factors that 

influence government response to nationalist protests include a) elite cohesion and b) recent 

bilateral relations; in the second phase when protests have escalated, the level of coercion used by 

the government is dependent on a) level of public support for protests and b) whether protest 

demands spilled over to other areas than anti-foreign. The basic assumption of the theory is that 

the Chinese government regards social stability as the utmost important precondition for regime 

stability, which limits the universe of cases to ones in which the country does not face imminent 

military threat from a more powerful country.  

The confrontation in 1989 between the Chinese government and pro-democracy student 

protesters on the Tiananmen Square in Beijing ended in military suppression and bloodshed. Ever 

since then, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has been extremely wary of potential domestic 

instabilities, as its legitimacy was challenged both at home and abroad. Maintaining stability, or 

weiwen, has been regarded as the most crucial policy in ensuring the ruling position of the CCP. 

However, nationalist protests are more difficult to handle than other political and economic 

protests. The combination of the memory of 1989 (especially the persistent perception that 

“stability overrides everything”) and the ambivalence toward nationalist protests have led the 

Chinese leadership to see nationalist protests after 1989 as protests first, then as expression of 

nationalism. The default response to nationalist protests, therefore, is to contain their destabilizing 

effects, but the government attitude is conditioned by the fact that the protests are triggered by 

nationalist sentiments, which, based on historical record, can easily become a rallying flag for 

multi-regional and cross-class mobilizations. What is especially noteworthy, but often ignored, 

about the June 4 Tiananmen Incident in 1989, is that there was an element of nationalism—

demanding the government to take a tougher stance against Japan and in the interest of the 

country—besides demands for more consultation with the people in decision-making. It was also 

this nationalist element that generated popular support for the students from the broader public at 
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the time. Therefore, nationalist protests are seen first of all as something that is tricky to manage, 

not a potential instrument to be utilized by the CCP leadership post-Tiananmen.  

To elaborate, nationalist protests are more emotionally charged, have a wider appeal to 

the general public, and are easier to mobilize due to the inherent legitimacy of activities 

motivated by love of the “motherland.” On the one hand, China’s nationwide patriotic education 

program, which emphasizes China’s victimhood in the hands of Japan and other Western powers 

in the past century as well as the CCP’s role as the savior of the nation, has produced and 

entrenched indignation among the population against Japan and other Western powers that once 

bullied China. When nationalist sentiments are acted upon by the public, suppression will be 

costly to the government’s legitimacy, and increasingly so in the era of the Internet and social 

media. On the other hand, while localized protests based on material grievances or religious 

movements can be relatively easily clamped down on without much impact on the central 

government’s image due to their smaller scale, narrower appeal and suspect motivations, 

nationalism represents a flag around which all sectors of the society can rally, whose appeal cuts 

across social cleavages and boundaries between different localities, not only making it difficult 

for authorities to control nationalist protests in terms of logistics, but also hard to justify the acts 

of controlling them. A former high-level Chinese diplomat, when commenting on the 

government’s attitude toward nationalist protests, said, “It is a search for balance, and it is a 

search forever.”3 By “balance,” she meant a balance between maintaining government legitimacy 

(by allowing the public to express their nationalist sentiments and demands) and social stability, 

which is also, or even more, crucial to the CCP’s lasting rule. Therefore, the handling of 

nationalist protests involves more finesse when compared with that of other kinds of social 

protests.   

Nationalism has been recognized as a potent political force in human history. Realizing 

its strong emotional appeal, Stephen Walt even calls nationalism “the most powerful political 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Author’s interview, October 14, 2015.  
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force in the world.”4 But while nationalism may be consciously used by the government to bolster 

its legitimacy, it is not always the case that a regime can wield nationalism as a sword in any 

direction it wishes. This is because by its very nature nationalism involves a fundamental 

attachment to the nation, not the government. Therefore, the danger of nationalist protests turning 

against the national government has always been palpably real.  

Defining nation and nationalism, Ernest Renan believes that “a nation is a soul, a spiritual 

principle” that necessarily entails “the possession in common of a rich heritage of memories” and 

“actual agreement, the desire to live together, and the will to continue to make the most of the 

joint inheritance.”5 Benedict Anderson defines the nation as an “imagined political community” 

in the sense that the basis on which a nation is held together springs from its members’ minds.6 

National identities, which are primarily formed on the basis of factors such as sharing the same 

culture, collective memories of history, and awareness of oneself as belonging to the same nation 

as other members, are all phenomena at the psychological and affective level, based on the 

formation of ideas. In this dissertation, I follow Liah Greenfeld’s description of nationalism as 

“an umbrella term covering national identity, national consciousness, and national ideologies.”7 

Therefore, “nationalist protests” are those protests that are inspired by such identity, 

consciousness, and ideologies. I do not discuss ethnic cleavage-based activism.  

As nationalist sentiments are universal, the CCP is certainly not the only authoritarian 

regime that has to deal with street protests mobilized by popular nationalism. In South Korea, the 

success of student-led popular protests in April 1960 which, despite government suppression, 

eventually overthrew the autocratic First Republic of South Korea under President Syngman Rhee, 

has been partially attributed to the “utilization of…anti-Japanese themes as spurs to patriotic 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
4 Stephen M. Walt, “Nationalism Rules,” Foreign Policy, July 15, 2011, accessed October 4, 2011, 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/07/15/nationalism_rules. 
5 Ernest Renan, “What is a Nation?,” in The Nationalism Reader, ed. Omar Dahbour and Micheline R. Ishay (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: 
Humanities Press, 1995), 143. 
6 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (New York: Verso, 1983).  
7 Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press.1992):3; cited in Peter Hays Gries, 
“A’China Threat’? Power and Passion in Chinese ‘Face Nationalism,’” World Affairs 162, no.2 (1999): 63-75. 
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action” and the fact that participants cautiously defined the demonstrations “in the nationalist, 

student-centered idiom,” which enabled the movement to draw broad support from the society at 

large and provided a cover for socialist and social-democratic ambitions.8 Even in contemporary 

Japan and South Korea, which are democratic, historical memories and territorial disputes over 

the Dokdo islands (known in Japan as the Takeshima islands) in the Sea of Japan still form the 

basis of popular nationalism to which the governments must respond.  

In China itself, student demonstrations in Beijing in 1919 protesting the government’s 

weak response to the Treaty of Versailles marked the upsurge of Chinese nationalism and sowed 

the seeds for the Communist Revolution. The student protests in 1935 demanding that the 

Kuomintang-led government resist Japanese aggression weakened the incumbent regime’s 

legitimacy and boosted the profile and credentials of the Communists. As a commemoration of 

this “saving the nation” movement, students demonstrated in Beijing in 1985 to protest the CCP’s 

corruption and what was perceived as its weak Japan policy. Despite being ignored or 

downplayed by many scholars and commentators, the anti-Japanese protests in 1985 proved to be 

the prelude of the 1989 pro-democracy movement that posed an existential threat to the regime.9 

In Wasserstrom’s words,  

In thinking about the place of the June 4th Movement within the general history of student 
activism during the Reform era, the downplaying of the role of patriotism in 1989 by 
many Western analysts and PRC commentators alike becomes even more problematic. It 
sets the June 4th Movement apart from, rather than locating it within, important trends. It 
helps obscure the connection between events such as the anti-Japanese protests of 1985 
and the demonstrations of 1989.10 
 
Of course, the Chinese government in the contemporary era is not immune from other 

forms of social protest. According to the almost certainly deflated figure released by the Ministry 

of Public Security, the number of incidents of social unrest across the country rose from 8,700 in 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
8 Charles R. Kim, “Moral Imperatives: South Korean Studenthood and April 19th,” The Journal of Asian Studies 71, no. 2 (May 
2012): 399-422. 
9 Geremie Barme, “History for the Masses” in Jonathan Unger, ed., Using the Past to Serve the Present: Historiography and Politics 
in Contemporary China (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 1993), 281-82.  
10 Jeffrey Wasserstrom, “Student Protests in Fin-de-Siècle China,” New Left Review, no. 237 (1999): 60. 
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1993 to 87,000 in 2005, after which the Ministry stopped issuing such data altogether.11 

According to the Chinese Academy of Governance, the number of protests in China doubled 

between 2006 and 2010, rising to 180,000 reported “mass incidents” in response to a variety of 

issues including official corruption, government confiscation of land, Tibetan autonomy and 

pollution.12 Nonetheless, the rule of the CCP has been more resilient than fragile, repeatedly 

defying predictions of its imminent fall.13  

Representing a puzzling combination of authoritarian resilience, Communist ideological 

legacy, market-driven economic growth, an increasingly contentious society and high support for 

the regime, China has received numerous labels such as “consultative authoritarianism,”14 

“responsive authoritarianism,”15 “contentious authoritarianism,”16 and “adaptive 

authoritarianism,”17 which indicates the extent to which the regime has been regarded as a 

category of its own, and how much of it has been left out by conventional theories of 

authoritarianism and state–society relations. Moreover, given China’s geopolitical significance, 

economic weight and geographical and population size, it is also of practical interest to identify 

new trends and dynamics through which the regime maintains its rule.  

As stated earlier, since the 1990s China has witnessed an upsurge in social protests18 as 

well as heightened popular nationalist sentiments,19 both of which have posed a serious challenge 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
11 Zhu Zhaogen, “Xunzhao Zhongguo Zhenggai de ‘Jin Yaoshi’” [Searching for the ‘Golden Key’ to China’s Political Reform], last 
modified October 14, 2010, accessed January 16, 2012, http://source.takungpao.com/news/10/10/14/_IN-1314137.htm.  
12 Cited in Alan Taylor, "Rising Protests in China," The Atlantic, last modified February 17, 2012, accessed June 17, 2016, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2012/02/rising-protests-in-china/100247/. 
13 Gordon G. Chang, The Coming Collapse of China (New York: Random House, 2001):  
; 2015: “The Year China Goes Broke?” Gordon G. Chang, "2015: The Year China Goes Broke?," The National Interest, last modified 
September 1, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, http://nationalinterest.org/feature/2015-the-year-china-goes-broke-13749; Andrew J. 
Nathan, "China at the Tipping Point? Foreseeing the Unforeseeable," Journal of Democracy 24, no. 1 (January 2013): 20-25. 
14 Baogang He, "Giving the People a Voice? Experiments with Consultative Authoritarian Institutions in China," The Journal of 
Contemporary China 19, no. 66 (September 1, 2010): 675-92; Jessica C. Teets, Civil Society under Authoritarianism: The China 
Model (Cambridge University Press, 2014).  
15 Daniela Stockmann, Media Commercialization and Authoritarian Rule in China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); 
James Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State: The Rise of Public Opinion in China’s Japan Policy (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2011).  
16 Xi Chen, Social Protest and Contentious Authoritarianism in China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
17 David Shambaugh, China's Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation (Washington, D.C. : Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2008). 
18 Christian Gobel and Lynette H. Ong, Social Unrest in China (London, UK: Europe China Research and Advice Network, 2012); 
Chen, Social Protest and Contentious Authoritarianism. 
19 Peter Hays Gries, China's New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy (Berkley and Los Angeles, CA: University of 
California Press, 2004); Susan L. Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower: How China’s Internal Politics Could Derail Its Peaceful Rise 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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to the state’s control of the society. True, the CCP has attempted to reconstruct a unifying 

national identity and consciously cultivated a Chinese nationalism based on a victimization 

narrative since the Tiananmen incident. It is also possible that nationalist protests have been 

tolerated in order to divert public attention from domestic grievances.20 But public reactions 

triggered by events such as the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade and 

maritime territorial disputes with Japan indicated spontaneity and tougher position than that of the 

state. As discussed earlier, because nationalist sentiments have strong emotional appeal and are 

fundamentally about attachment to the nation rather than the government, there is always the 

possibility of nationalism gaining a life of its own, becoming a double-edged sword for the 

incumbent government. Exploring how an authoritarian government manages nationalist protest 

in an effort to strike a balance between the stabilizing and destabilizing effects of nationalist 

protests as well as its foreign policy goals should help us better understand part of the mechanism 

that sustains the rule of the CCP.      

This dissertation uses the topic of government management of nationalist protest in 

contemporary China, which represents an intersection of the recent upsurge of nationalism and 

increasing incidence of social protest in China as an entry point to understand how the party state 

juggles foreign policy, domestic legitimacy and regime stability, as well as to shed more light on 

the relationship between the state and society as their relative strengths change and what that 

interaction means for the regime’s resilience.  

 

Existing Explanations: The Strong, Weak and Smart State 

Existing scholarship on the Chinese state’s responses to popular nationalism takes one of three 

approaches: adopting a state-centered approach, putting more emphasis on the agency of the 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
20 Susan Shirk argues that the Chinese government’s insecurity leads it appeal to nationalism by “using an assertive foreign policy to 
divert attention from domestic problems... because they feel the need to stay out in front of a growing tide of popular nationalism. “ 
See Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower, 62. Also see Gordon G. Zhang, "China in Revolt - the Chinese People Are Protesting as Never 
before; but Where Are They Headed, and on What Timetable," Commentary, last modified December 1, 2006, accessed July 2, 2016, 
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/china-in-revolt/; Eric Fish, "A Glimpse into Chinese Nationalism," The Diplomat, last 
modified November 7, 2014, accessed July 2, 2016, http://thediplomat.com/2014/11/a-glimpse-into-chinese-nationalism/. 
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“nationalists,” or focusing on state–society interactions. 

  

The State-Centered Approach   

The state-centered approach assumes power of the authoritarian state over society, which has 

been explicitly or implicitly accepted and extended by a number of scholars who emphasize state 

capacity, the power of education and the malleability of national identities. The assumption of the 

state-centered approach harkens back to Lucian Pye’s observation in the 1990s that Chinese 

nationalism is unique because of the nation’s distinctive response to the West in comparison with 

most African and Asian countries with experiences of European colonial rule, and its subsequent 

years of rule by a party with an imported ideological basis of Marxism-Leninism, whose theme of 

class struggle hardly resonates with the population.21 The political impact of this unique 

nationalism, Pye believes, is that it is politically ineffective, in the sense that it cannot “mobilize 

public opinion for collective tasks” or “place limits and constraints on the actions of the 

leaders.”22 This has been explicitly or implicitly accepted and extended by a number of scholars 

who emphasize state capacity, the power of education and the malleability of national identities.  

For example, Zhao Suisheng depicts Chinese nationalism as state-led, pragmatic and 

reactive. It has “little to do with abstract ideas, religious doctrines, or ideologies” and is reduced 

to a set of policy preferences of the ruling CCP. Zhao believes that contemporary Chinese 

nationalism is purely an instrument of the government: “being instrumental and state-led, 

nationalism may be used to flex China’s muscles in international affairs if it is deemed desirable 

by Chinese leaders to enhance their political power.”23 Zheng Yongnian spells it out more clearly 

when he describes what he calls the “new Chinese nationalism” as a reaction to the decline of 

central power that started in the Deng Xiaoping era, an attempt by the CCP to bolster legitimacy 

and national unity after Tiananmen, and answer the nation’s identity question following the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
21 Lucian W. Pye, “How China’s Nationalism was Shanghaied,” The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, no. 29 (1993): 107-33. 
22 Ibid., 126.  
23 Suisheng Zhao, “Chinese Nationalism and Its International Orientations,” Political Science Quarterly 115, no. 1 (2000): 21, 23. 
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collapse of Communism in the Soviet Union.24 In terms of the mechanisms by which the 

government cultivates and manipulates nationalism, Wang Zheng argues that the state’s powerful 

propaganda machine and the national education system enable it to shape a national identity, or 

us–them distinction, via a historical narrative of victimization.25 

 Where the state is assumed to be strong enough to cultivate and manipulate nationalist 

sentiments for practical purposes, it makes little sense to contend that the government’s response 

to “nationalist protest” is determined by concerns about losing control of the protests. Studying 

the specific phenomenon of anti-foreign protests in contemporary China, Jessica Chen Weiss 

applies the International Relations concept of “audience costs” and argues that whether the 

Chinese state tolerates or represses anti-foreign protests depends upon whether the state perceives 

it necessary to use such protests to signal resolve or reassurance when dealing with foreign 

relations tensions. Specifically, she explains the Chinese government’s rationale that  

In bargaining terms, giving a “green light” to anti-foreign protests sends a costly signal of 
resolve and generates a credible commitment to stand firm...On the other hand, giving a 
“red light” to nationalist protests signals that the government places high enough value on 
international cooperation to offset the cost of appearing unpatriotic before domestic 
audiences. If authoritarian leaders prevent protest in a manner visible to foreign 
governments—arresting activists the night before a rumored demonstration or dispersing 
protesters as they gather—the act of repression sends a costly signal of reassurance.26  
 
While Weiss’s argument represents a creative application of the “audience costs theorem” 

--which has largely been perceived as a prerogative of democracies-- in authoritarian regimes, it 

is problematic to assert that the state’s varied responses to or ways of management of anti-foreign 

protests are mainly driven by considerations about international relations. It may seem reasonable 

to assume that the incentive of using nationalist protests as a tool of international signaling 

sometimes may outweigh the fear of domestic instability, but for the Communist Party of China, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
24 Zheng Yongnian, Discovering Chinese Nationalism in China (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). See also Joseph 
Fewsmith and Stanley Rosen, “The Domestic Context of Chinese Foreign Policy: Does ‘Public Opinion’ Matter?” In David Lampton 
(ed.), The Making of Chinese Foreign and Security Policy in the Era of Reform (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 151-75; 
Allen S.Whiting, “Chinese Nationalism and Foreign Policy after Deng,” The China Quarterly, 142 (1995): 295-316.  
25  Zheng Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics and Foreign Relations (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2012). 
26 Jessica Chen Weiss, “Autocratic Signaling, Mass Audiences, and Nationalist Protest in China,” International Organization 67, no. 1 
(2013): 1-35. 
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the memory and lessons of the relatively recent Tiananmen protests that almost toppled the 

regime have been deliberately kept vivid throughout the years.  To this day, Party members and 

civil servants still received repeated instructions that not only forbid them to initiate or participate 

in any activities in commemoration of the 1989 incident, but also demanded that they keep a 

close eye on those who are around them in the months before the annual anniversary of the 

Tiananmen protests.27 Young people who wanted to join the Party still need to obtain paperwork 

that testifies their parents and close relatives were not involved in the “June 4” incident.28  The 

Party itself and university think tanks have continued to publish circulars and articles that study 

how political reforms brought the Soviet Union down.29 Given the perceived risk of social 

instability leading to regime collapse and the assumption that the primary goal of any regime is to 

stay in power, it is safe to assume that the Party State would act with extreme caution in handling 

potentially destabilizing social mobilizations including nationalist protests, especially in an era of 

information technology and social media.  

Second, when a one-party ruled regime like China is engaged in an international 

bargaining, it will only have audience costs advantages when protests escalate to such an extent 

that it amounts to an existential threat to the political leadership. The question is why would a 

foreign country believe the administration, with the capability to control nationalist protests, is 

willing to put its political survival—which is self-evidently valued more than anything else--at 

risk in order to get the better end of the bargain. In other words, the “public opinion” card may 

work once or twice, but cannot work all the time because international observers would be able to 

discern the actual government strength vis-à- vis popular mobilization after the tactic being 

employed to send different signals for several times. It is more reasonable to argue that the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
27 Author’s interview, Beijing, July 20, 2014. 
28 Zhongguo Gongchandang Fazhan Dangyuan Gongzuo Xize" [Regulations on Recruiting Members of the Communist Party of 
China], last modified March 2, 2007, accessed November 14, 2012, http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/78863/5431745.html; 
author’s own experience.  
29 See, for example, Xiaolin Ling, "Haobu Dongyao Jianchi he Fazhan Zhongguo Tese Shehui Zhuyi" [Unwaveringly Follow the Path 
of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics], Guangming Daily, July 12, 2013, sec. 1; Enyuan Wu, "Dui Sulian Jieti Jiaoxun Yixie 
Guandian de Jiantao" [Reflecting on Some Views on the Lesson of the USSR Disintegration], Makesi Zhuyi Yanjiu, March 16, 2016, 
accessed July 2, 2016, http://www.cssn.cn/zt/zt_zh/zgtsshzy/fdslmsyt/jzcw/201603/t20160319_2929419.shtml. 
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observed international benefit is more the symptom, or by-product, than the root cause of the 

Chinese government’s decision in regards to how to manage nationalist protests. 

 

The Power of Popular Nationalism  

Other scholars see the state as weak, or “fragile”, vis-à-vis anti-foreign protesters and the society 

in general in contemporary China, focusing on the agency and “power” of societal actors. Peter 

Gries contends that “if Sinologists continue to dismiss Chinese popular opinion, they will fail to 

grasp an essential component of Chinese politics,”30 and interprets the Chinese public reactions 

triggered by the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 and the collision of 

an American reconnaissance plane and a Chinese air force fighter jet in 2001 as expressions of 

strong and genuine “popular nationalism.” Gries argues that China’s popular nationalism boasts 

continuity and historical distinctiveness (with “maintaining face” in front of outsiders central to 

national interest in mass perceptions), rather than a mere propaganda product or policy 

instrument.31 Claiming that the legitimacy of the CCP and regime stability are principally 

dependent on the party’s “nationalist credentials,” Gries depicts a Chinese society full of raging 

nationalists whose behaviors are beyond state control. However, his argument is incapable of 

explaining the variation in the state’s strategies in dealing with nationalist protests. First, Gries 

primarily focuses on China’s relationship with the United States, which he claims is predicated on 

the “victor–victim narrative” prevalent in Chinese society. But this does not account for the fact 

that while there were highly visible anti-US protests in 1999 over the embassy bombing, no street 

protest took place in 2001 in the wake of the collision of the two countries’ military aircrafts that 

killed the Chinese pilot. As a matter of fact, the 1999 incident is the only case in which anti-US 

protests happened in the 1990s and 2000s in China despite the occurrence of several incidents in 

which anti-US sentiments in China were likely to be acted upon, the 2001 fighter collision 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
30 Peter Hays Gries, “A ‘China Threat’? Power and Passion in Chinese ‘Face Nationalism,’” World Affairs 162, no.2 (1999): 63. 
31 Peter Hays Gries, China’s New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of 
California Press, 2004). 
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included. Second, Gries’ focus on extreme manifestations of nationalist sentiments during US–

China foreign policy crisis has limited his analytical rigor and leverage. Likewise, mobilizations 

against countries other than the United States and the “dogs that didn’t bark”—mobilization 

attempts that had been preemptively stopped—remain unaccounted for.  

Emphasizing the power of popular nationalism and public opinion, Susan Shirk argues 

that the foreign policy of contemporary China is highly likely to be taken hostage by popular 

nationalism. She sees a Chinese government that is passive, incapable of controlling protesters 

who decide to act upon nationalist sentiments, and is ironically trapped in the pluralism brought 

about by economic growth: due to the “weak legitimacy of the Communist Party and its leaders’ 

sense of vulnerability,” “[t]he Party can no longer keep track of the population, much less control 

it.”32 She also points out that this practice of using nationalism to plaster over the state’s internal 

fragility is nothing new; nationalism served as the “emotional platform that [melded] various 

discontented social groups into [the] revolutionary movement[s]” that overthrew both the Qing 

court and the Kuomingtang government (i.e. the two regimes immediately preceding the 

Communist regime), which demonstrate how potent a political force it can be. Shirk believes that 

large-scale protests driven by “nationalist fervor,” if not effectively brought under control, could 

drive China into war or turn against the Communist government, “just as it did against the two 

governments that preceded it.”33While the message about the Chinese government’s insecurity 

vis-à-vis domestic public opinion is accurate, Beijing’s weakness is overdone in Shirk’s work. It 

is true that the Chinese government has a long-held sense of fragility due to the shadow of 

Chinese history and the CCP’s legitimacy crisis since Tiananmen, but as chapters of this 

dissertation will show, the government is by no means pushed around by public opinion without 

making efforts to shape or control it.  

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
32 Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower, 255. 
33 Ibid., 256. 
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State–Society Interactions 

Joseph Fewsmith and Stanley Rosen, in their chapter in the 2001 volume, The Making of Chinese 

Foreign Policy and Security Policy in the Era of Reform,34 have provided the most 

comprehensive framework to date to analyze the relation between public opinion and foreign 

policy in China. Focusing only on China-US relations, they identified three international and 

domestic dimensions that may allow public opinion to affect elite politics and foreign policy 

toward the US: the degree of elite cohesion, the level of opinion mobilization, and China-US 

relations. In the case of popular nationalism, their formulation suggests that toleration of protests 

is most likely when opinion mobilization is high, Sino-US relations are tense, and top leaders are 

divided. In the case of student protests against the embassy bombing in Belgrade, “if students and 

others had not been permitted to vent their feelings against the United States, they no doubt 

would have found release through criticism of the Chinese government.”35 But toleration is less 

likely when there is a combination of high level of elite cohesion, relaxed Sino-US relations, and 

a low level of opinion mobilization. Nonetheless, the authors note that the framework is agnostic 

about the direction of causality, and therefore the actual mechanism of how the leadership 

responds to and is constrained by public opinion is still unclear. In addition, their empirics need 

updating: they only examined China between 1995 and 1999 under Jiang Zemin’s leadership 

against the background of Sino-US relations. 

Based on his study on the state–society interactions in China in the context of Sino-

Japanese relations from the 1980s to 2012, James Reilly reached a more balanced conclusion that 

the Chinese state responds to cyclically heightened public nationalist sentiments (“waves”) with a 

combination of repression, persuasion and censorship, and may shift foreign policy tactics but not 

general strategies in response to a high level of public outrage. Reilly describes the Chinese state 

as “smart,” as it has proactively utilized both security and propaganda apparatus to channel highly 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 Fewsmith and Rosen, “The Domestic Context of Chinese Foreign Policy”. 
35 Ibid., 182. 
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mobilized public opinion and contained protests, when they did happen, from turning against the 

regime. However, the general pattern Reilly identified is not sufficient to answer the question of 

how and why the Chinese state behaves differently vis-à-vis various nationalist protests.36 And, 

like Fewsmith and Rosen, Reilly only focuses on China’s relations with one country—in this case 

Japan—rendering an incomplete picture. 

In sum, the existing explanations have provided important insights for our understanding 

of how the Chinese state responds to nationalist protests but they suffer from a variety of 

shortcomings. To draw a more complete picture, I propose to examine not only the more 

prominent cases in which nationalist protest targeted China’s traditional “other”—i.e. Japan and 

the United States—but also cases in which other countries were potentially or actually targeted, 

including Russia and Indonesia. Finally, I want to emphasize that this dissertation proposes to 

examine the process of how an authoritarian state responds to and manages popular nationalist 

protests rather than dichotomous state decision-making at one point in time.   

The existing literature on nationalism and its political implications in contemporary 

China are summarized in Table 1 below:  

 
Table 1-Existing Explanations of Nationalism and its Political Implications in Contemporary 

China 
Scholars  Dependent Variable Independent Variable Scope conditions 

Lucian Pye, Zhao 
Suisheng, Zheng 
Yongnian, Wang 
Zheng 

Orientation of 
Chinese nationalism 

Policy preferences of 
the state, such as 
legitimacy 
considerations, need 
to demonstrate tough 
stance internationally 
etc.   

Nationalism of the 

People’s Republic of 

China  

Jessica Weiss State tolerates or 
represses anti-foreign 
protests 

State’s intention to 
send a signal of 
resolve or 
reconciliation 
internationally  

Anti-US and anti-

Japanese protests 

since the 1990s  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
36 Reilly, Strong Society. 
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Peter Gries Nature of Chinese 
nationalism  

Psychological and 
Chinese cultural roots 

Anti-American 

nationalism since mid 

1990s 

Susan Shirk Public opinion’s 
influence on foreign 
policy 

The rise of popular 
nationalism  

China’s foreign policy 

and domestic politics 

since Tiananmen 

Joseph Fewsmith and 
Stanley Rosen 

Public opinion’s 
influence on foreign 
policy 

Elite cohesion, Sino-
US relations, level of 
opinion mobilization 

Anti-American 

nationalism from 

1995 to 1999 

James Reilly  Public opinion’s 
influence on foreign 
policy 

Government response 
that combines 
persuasion, 
responsiveness and 
censorship 

Anti-Japanese 

nationalism from the 

1980s  

 

 

 

 

 

Concepts and Theory 

In this dissertation, I propose that:  

First, when conceptualizing state responses to nationalist protests under authoritarian 

regimes, it is more helpful to see state response as a process of response across time. The 

generally identified “repression–tolerance” dilemma in the comparative literature that assumes a 

static state strategy is not sufficient to capture all the variation concerning nationalist protests.37 I 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
37 Mark Irving Lichbach, “Deterrence or Escalation? The Puzzle of Aggregate Studies of Repression and Dissent,” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 31 no.6 (1987): 266-97; Jack Goldstone and Charles Tilly, “Threat (and Opportunity): Popular Action and State Response 
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conceptualize state management of nationalist protests as a two-stage process in which the 

government decides how to respond to such protests on at least two points in time. During the 

initial stage, which is characterized by heightened public opinion, attempts at organizing protests, 

and sporadic, small-scale protests, the state may either tolerate or repress mobilization, depending 

on the presence or absence of elite consensus and the state of recent bilateral relations with the 

target country. Andrew Yeo uses the concept “security consensus,” which he defines as “the 

shared perception and intersubjective understanding of the concept of national security held by 

host-government elites.” He cites Randall Schweller’s definition of “elite consensus” as “a 

measure of the similarity of elites’ preferences over outcomes and their beliefs about the 

preferences and anticipated actions of others.” 38 My definition of “elite consensus” is broader, 

encompassing not only elites’ perceptions and preferences about the handling of issues of 

bilateral or international implications, but also general factional differences, as it is hard to 

distinguish the two kinds of differences, and factional differences usually would be manifested in 

differences on the handling of highly visible issues such as a diplomatic crisis. As symptoms of 

the top leadership’s lack of cohesion, there would be disagreement over the handling of a specific 

issue that has the potential of triggering nationalist protests, and the observed government 

response would be mixed, slow or confusing, lacking resolution and decisiveness. While the 

reader may reasonably find that the natures of elite disunity or unity as discussed are not 

necessarily consistent in every case as discussed in later chapters, elite disunity, demonstrated by 

mixed signals from the government, conflicting media reports, and even rumors, nonetheless 

serves as a perceived “political opportunity”39 that opens a window for protesters to mobilize. 

The state’s response at the initial stage is set out in Table 2.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
in the Dynamics of Contentious Action,” in Ronald Aminzade, Jack Goldstone, Elizabeth J. Perry, William H. Sewell Jr., Sidney 
Tarrow and Charles Tilly, eds., Silence and Voice in the Study of Contentious Politics (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 179-94; Graeme B. Robertson, The Politics of Protest in Hybrid Regimes: Managing Dissent in Post-
Communist Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  
38 Andrew Yeo, Activists, Alliances, and Anti-U.S. Base Protests (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 13; Randall L. 
Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University, 2006), 48-49. 
39 Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow,and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001):112. 
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Table 2-State Response at the Initial Stage of Nationalist Protest 
State response  Degree of coercion Description 
Repression High Arrest early starters of 

protests; strictly ban protests; 
close campuses; censor 
information about the 
triggering event(s) and protest 
mobilization 

Tolerance Low Channel public opinion 
primarily with persuasion but 
little outright coercion upon 
early starters 

 

At the second stage, if the activities that were initially tolerated have escalated into highly 

visible mass demonstrations, the state response would be more nuanced, ranging from 

suppression through discouragement to monitored tolerance, with the degree of the state’s overt, 

physical intervention in nationalist protests ranging from high to low. I propose that important 

factors affecting state response at this stage include government perception of public support for 

the protests and the nature of the demands actually expressed by protesters, i.e., are the demands 

purely nationalist and specifically about the triggering event, or have they spilled over to other 

domains? Table 3 presents a summary of the state response at the escalation stage. 

 

 

Table 3-State Response at the Escalation Stage 
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The justification for dividing the process of government response to nationalist protests 

analytically into two stages is threefold. First, available explanations that conceptualize the state 

response as either “repression” or “tolerance” only focus on certain points in time, thus failing to 

do justice to the constant back and forth between the government and protesters and risking 

jumping to conclusions based on partial evidence.40 For example, Gries, Shirk and Fewsmith and 

Rosen all use the 1999 anti-US protests as evidence of the state’s incapacity to contain highly 

mobilized nationalist sentiments; Fewsmith and Rosen observe that “public outrage was so great 

that the Chinese authorities had no choice but to yield to the demand to take to the streets.”41 In 

contrast, Weiss argues that these protests were permitted because “China stood to gain more by 

showing resolve and taking a tough position” with popular nationalism at home.42 The seeming 

opposition between these arguments arises from the fact that both sides treat the state’s response 

as singular and homogenous. However, as Joe Migdal has argued, States are often faced with 

unexpected and unintended results, not the purposeful, monopolistic, and "successful" actors that 

some extensions of Weber's definition had made them to be.43 In contrast, an approach that 

considers the response as a process composed of separate stages, rather than a single event, will 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
40 Examining workers’ protests in late Mubarak Egypt, Dina Bishara also found the theoretical assumption that authoritarian 
incumbents face a “concession–repression dilemma” in dealing with popular mobilization was insufficient in capturing all situations 
of government response to popular mobilizations. Dina Bishara, “The Politics of Ignoring: Protest Dynamics in Late Mubarak Egypt,” 
Perspectives on Politics, issue 4, volume 13, 958-75.  
41 Fewsmith and Rosen, “The Domestic Context of Chinese Foreign Policy,” 182. 
42 Weiss, “Autocratic Signaling,”  
43 Joel S. Migdal, State in Society: Studying How States and Societies Transform and Constitute One Another (Cambridge: University 
of Cambridge, 
2001): 97-134 

State response  Level of coercion Description 
Repression High Publicly condemn and ban 

protests; arrest organizers and 
participants; censor 
information about the 
triggering event(s) and protest 
mobilization 

Discouragement Medium  Channel public opinion 
primarily with persuasion but 
little outright coercion upon 
early starters of protests 

Monitored tolerance Low Primarily use persuasion to 
damp the incentives to protest 
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allow us to tease out how the “nationalists” encountered different state responses at different 

points.  

Second, it is logically sound to assume that the configuration of conditions that affect 

state behavior vis-à-vis nationalist protests when the latter are only in the emerging stage is 

different from that when the public is highly mobilized. When nationalist protests are just 

emerging, the broader public is not yet mobilized by the demonstration of others’ nationalism, 

and the state has more flexibility to contain such early attempts. As popular protest escalates, the 

visibility and public resonance of the issue becomes higher, and the situation becomes more 

delicate for the government, as regime stability and legitimacy, more than foreign relations, are 

now at stake. If not handled properly, anti-foreign sentiments may very well turn against the 

government.  

Third, given how the government actually works, it is highly likely that different modes 

of decision-making are involved at different points in time during a wave of popular nationalist 

protests. In the case of nationalist protests that may have both international and domestic 

repercussions, the emerging phase may only involve lower, bureaucratic levels of decision-

making apparatus such as the Ministry of Propaganda, Ministry of Public Security, Ministry of 

Industry and Information Technology, local weiwen (stability maintenance) teams etc. But larger-

scale protests are more likely to draw the attention of the top leaders. In this respect, when the 

government juggles several tasks at the same time, different tasks tend to be treated with different 

degrees of urgency. In the wake of an event that requires attention to both foreign relations and 

domestic stability and legitimacy, especially when it is unexpected, the government apparatus 

should be mobilized first to handle the more urgent external relations, which is also what attracts 

most of the attention of the top leadership. But if and when domestic mobilizations escalate, 

international considerations are less likely to remain a priority for the government. Again, the 

reason why there have been different interpretations about the strength of the state and the nature 

of nationalist protests may be that different dynamics are at play at different points in time, and 
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breaking the process into two phases should give more analytical leverage. This approach does 

not make static assumptions about the state’s capability to control the society, but seeks to 

understand how state behavior is shaped in action. In other words, the state is not characterized 

purely and singly as “strong,” “fragile,” or “smart;” rather, it accounts for the fact that leadership 

cohesion, functional differentiation within the state, and different modes of decision-making at 

different times may paint a more complicated picture. As Lampton has observed: “Sometimes, 

the central government may not even ‘know’ what ‘it’ wants.”44 

While this two-stage conceptualization departs from existing explanations of how the 

government responds to and manages popular nationalist protests in contemporary China, it finds 

theoretical justification within the literature on social movements, which emphasizes that a 

relational or interactive approach is best at capturing the dynamics of state responses to social 

movements.45 Talking specifically about state repression of social protests, Gartner and Regan 

point out, “repression is not a dichotomous choice…but rather can be thought of as a continuous 

outcome.”46 More recently, examining the case of South Korea during the dictatorship of Park 

Chung Hee in the 1970s when the Korean democracy movement emerged, Chang and Vitale 

observe that “[s]tates not only have to make the decision to repress social movements but also 

have to decide on the type and extent of repression they will employ.”47 They concur with Earl, 

Soule and McCarthy that state repression can be conceptualized as a “two-stage process in which 

police must decide to attend a protest event and then decide what actions to take once they are 

present.”48  

Second, I propose that when explaining state responses to nationalist protests, both the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
44 David M. Lampton, "China's Foreign and National Security Policy-Making Process: Is It Changing and Does It Matter?," in The 
Making of Chinese Foreign and Security Policy in the Era of Reform, 1978-2000 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001), 1-
38. 
45 Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow,and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Doug 
McAdam and Sidney Tarrow, “Introduction: Dynamics of Contention Ten Years On.” Mobilization: An International Journal 16, no. 
1 (2011): 1-10. 
46 Scott Sigmund Gartner and Patrick M. Regan, “Threat and Repression: The Non-Linear Relationship between Government and 
Opposition Violence,” Journal of Peace Research 33, no. 3 (1996): 275. 
47 Paul Y. Chang and Alex S. Vitale, “Repressive Coverage in an Authoritarian Context: Threat, Weakness, and Legitimacy in South 
Korea’s Democracy Movement,” Mobilization 18, no. 1 (2013): 19-39. 
48 Jennifer Earl, Sarah A. Soule, and John D. McCarthy, “Protest Under Fire? Explaining the Policing of Protest,” American 
Sociological Review 68, no. 4 (2003): 585.  
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international context and state–society interactions should be factored in, but international factors 

should be less important in shaping government decisions after such mobilizations have escalated 

into larger-scale demonstrations. Typically, popular nationalist protests are triggered by 

unexpected events relating to bilateral or international relations. When there is lack of consensus 

within the central leadership, it is highly likely that there would be competing priorities and 

incentives within the government regarding how to respond at least in the initial period, to the 

effect that we would see slow position statements or mixed signals from the central government.  

One example is the Chinese government’s behavior in the wake of the 1999 NATO 

bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. News of the embassy bombing reached 

Zhongnanhai, China’s central government compound, a little over one hour after the bombing 

took place at 5 am on May 8, 1999. Within a few hours, the nation was swept by anger and anti-

American protests. But no top leader made any public appearance or statement about the incident 

in the first 35 hours. Dissatisfied with the central government’s slow moves, some Chinese 

“netizens,” or Internet users who are actively involved in online communities,49 posted on 

Internet discussion boards a “notice for missing persons” for the seven members of the Politburo 

Standing Committee.50 Finally, at 6 pm on May 9, Vice President Hu Jintao appeared on 

television and delivered a crisis-management type statement that called for calm and caution 

among protesters.51 Many ordinary Chinese, including journalists, were disappointed that it was 

Hu, instead of President Jiang Zemin, who delivered the speech on an incident of such a grave 

nature. Anecdotal evidence suggested that consensus was extremely hard to reach among the top 

leaders as to how to handle the US on the one hand and domestic protests on the other and that 

Jiang decided not to make the statement himself so that he would not bear the responsibility in 

front of the Chinese people if anything went wrong, a sign of Jiang’s insecurity about his position 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
49 Michael Hauben and Ronda Hauben, Netizens: On the History and Impact of Usenet and the Internet (Los Alamitos, CA: IEEE 
Computer Society Press, 1997). 
50 Chen Shi, Beijing: Who Knows the Truth? (Hong Kong: Pacific Century Press, 2000). 
51 “1999 Nian 5 Yue 9 Ri Hu Jintao Jiu Wo Zhunanshiguan Zaoxiji Fabiao Jianghua” [Hu Jintao’s Speech on the Attack on the 
Chinese Embassy to Yugoslavia on May 9, 1999], last modified May 25, 2003, accessed November 14, 2011, 
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2003-05-25/14421097103.shtml 
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within the Party as there had been rift between himself and Zhu Rongji, the Premier.52  

 

The Dependent Variable: Shifting Strategies  

The initial stage is defined as the period right after the triggering event which is characterized by 

(1) heightened public opinion and attempts to organize protests or apply for official permission to 

protest; and (2) localized, sporadic protests by participants who share the same occupations or 

other affiliations. Examples include applications by a women’s group and students in Beijing in 

August 1998 to protest against the anti-ethnic Chinese riots in Indonesia; the “big character” 

posters and anti-US slogans that appeared on Beijing campuses without government permission 

immediately after the news of the embassy bombing reached China on May 8, 1999; and petitions 

online and in the street by Chinese people against Japan’s bid for the permanent membership of 

the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). At this stage, the government enjoys the most 

flexibility to contain the “early risers” with the least worry about public appearances, as the 

protesters have not yet been able to establish political salience. Online mobilizations, planning 

attempts and small-scale, localized protests are also easier to terminate than large-scale, trans-

regional mobilizations. The options at this point, therefore, appear to be relatively straightforward: 

suppression or tolerance. But at the same time the government may not be speaking with one 

voice regarding how to deal with the domestic repercussions when it is preoccupied with crisis 

management regarding foreign relations. In general, the default position of China’s “stability 

maintenance” apparatus, including public opinion watchers, Internet management offices and 

public security bureaus, is to channel heightened public opinion and prohibit offline protests, 

especially those that are not motivated by local, material grievances.53 According to the 

demonstration law of China issued on October 31, 1989, Chinese citizens cannot demonstrate 

without applying for and obtaining permission from the local Public Security Bureaus, but such 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
52 Chen Shi, Beijing: Who Knows the Truth? (Hong Kong: Pacific Century Press Limited, 2000).   
53 On the central government’s incentive to tolerate localized, material-based grievances and the legitimacy deficit of local government 
when compared with the central, see Cai Yongshun, “Power Structure and Regime Resilience: Contentious Politics in China,” British 
Journal of Political Science 38, no. 3 (July 2008), 411-32. 
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permission is rarely given.54 However, nationalist protests are apparently motivated by patriotism, 

and how much force should be used to extinguish such demonstrations is never clearly 

established. As Nathan and Scobell note, nationalist protests are the only form of dissent that is 

occasionally tolerated in contemporary China.55  

In the second phase, mobilizations that are not contained swiftly develop into large-scale 

demonstrations that span multiple provinces and social groups; when this happens, higher levels 

of decision makers become involved. Of course, before the “seeds” of street demonstrations—

calls for action and planning attempts, for example—are acted upon, routine public opinion and 

Internet management are at work, too. To illustrate, collective protests in China are usually 

managed at the sub-provincial level and categorized into “ordinary collective protests” (5–100 

people), “somewhat large collective protests” (100–300 people) and “very large collective 

protests” (300–1,000 people). When the scale of protests reaches the level of “extraordinarily 

large collective protests” (over 1,000 people), the provincial government is tasked with offering 

unified leadership. If protests spill over from one or a few localities to multiple provinces, the 

central leadership will get involved.56 Even when the mobilizations have received full attention 

from high-level officials, decisions would still be hard to make: demonstrators act on “righteous” 

claims and might generate bargaining advantage internationally,57 but the consequences of losing 

control are not something the Chinese government would intentionally risk. As Deng Xiaoping, 

China’s paramount leader from 1978 to 1992, famously said at his meeting with President George 

H. Bush on February 26, 1989, “stability prevails over everything else in China.” He reiterated 

this point when meeting with several other central leaders in December 1990, saying, “I have 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
54 Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Jihui Youxing Shiwei Fa [Law of the People's Republic of China on Assemblies, Processions and 
Demonstrations], Issued October 31, 1989, accessed November 17, 2012, http://news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2005-
02/23/content_2608613.htm  
55 Andrew J. Nathan and Andrew Scobell, China’s Search for Security (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 198. Emphasis 
added.  
56 Jae Ho Chung, “Managing Political Crisis in China: The Case of Collective Protests,” in China's Crisis Management (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2011), 25-42. 
57 Weiss, "Autocratic Signaling," 1-35. 
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repeatedly emphasized that stability is above everything else.”58    

If nationalist protests are not contained forcefully and decisively early on, they may 

quickly lose momentum and die down because there are not enough resources or motivation for 

sustained participation; in this case, they require no further police intervention. But they may also 

snowball into large-scale and highly visible movements. Although the Chinese state has medium-

to-high coercive capabilities that should enable effective institutional constraints on grassroots 

level organization of protests, the synchronized anti-Japanese protests, for which no organizer 

could be identified, in dozens of provincial capitals in 2012 have revealed how ordinary citizens 

could use social media platforms and other communication tools such as text messaging to bypass 

institutional obstacles and catch the authorities by surprise. Moreover, despite the general 

impression that China has invested a lot in the prevention, monitoring and containment of social 

instabilities, my interviews with local law enforcement officers and journalists with official news 

agencies in from 2014 to 2015 suggest that the public security apparatus has often been short-

staffed, even in provincial capitals. For example, Beijing was on high alert for potential social 

instabilities in the run up to the 2008 Olympics, and yet the eruption of protests over Tibetan 

autonomy and human rights issues in March 2008 still caught the central authorities off guard. A 

journalist with Xinhua news agency (China’s state press agency that functions as the “eyes and 

tongue” of the CCP59) confided to me in an interview that even the bureau within the agency that 

was specifically tasked with monitoring Tibet-related issues failed to detect signs of unrest 

beforehand.60 A Law professor and the wife of a police officer in Chengdu, the capital city of 

Sichuan province, said that the 2012 anti-Japanese protests put enormous pressure on the local 

Public Security Bureau, which instructed officers to monitor the streets around the clock. But 

because of inadequate manpower, “they (the police officers) were usually just sitting in their 

police cars and watching, because they were all so tired;” “even retired policemen were recruited 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Deng Xiaoping, “Wending Yadao Yiqie” [Stability Overrides Everything Else], People.cn, accessed May 15, 2014. 
http://CCP.people.com.cn/GB/64162/64170/4467121.html 
59 “Lishi Yange”, Xinhua News Agency, accessed November 17, 2012, http://203.192.6.89/xhs/lsyg.htm .  
60 Author’s interview, Beijing, China, July 10, 2014. 
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back to replenish the police force at that time.”61   

“Escalation” is defined in two ways; demonstrations become trans-regional rather than 

local and/or participation becomes more diversified (i.e. spanning multiple occupations and 

groups). Existing scholarship has revealed how social networks—connections among different 

social groups or “weak ties”62—could give rise to and sustain popular mobilization.63 In the 

authoritarian context, “weak ties” may be more effective in mobilizing political contention than 

“strong ties” (such as “mobilizing structures” as defined by Tarrow64) due to their lack of 

conspicuousness and perceived lower potential risk to individuals. Eva Bellin observed that the 

“Arab Spring” was exceptionally potent because social media made it possible for protesters to 

convey messages, escape the state through anonymity, synchronize across regions, and organize 

without formal infrastructure.65  

In China, mass mobilization has, paradoxically, been historically emphasized to be 

important to political legitimacy. The right to rule was a “Mandate of Heaven” for the benefit of 

the ruled, a higher political morality that formed the basis for “challenging the mandate of heaven” 

from below. Even Mao Zedong’s “mass line” bears the mark of this time-honored Confucian 

concept that distinguishes Chinese Communism from its Soviet counterpart: while Stalin relied 

upon the secret police to enforce top-down order, Mao emphasized mass criticism, mass 

campaigns and the reciprocal relationship between the leader and the led.66 But the commitments 

of the “mass line,” while conferring legitimacy to the CCP, also enable villagers, rights activists 

and nationalists to engage in “rightful resistance,” as described by Kevin O’Brien.67 Perhaps 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
61 Author’s interview, July 31, 2014. 
62 Mark S. Granovetter, “The Strength of Weak Ties,” American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 6 (May 1973): 1360-80. 
63 Timur Kuran, “Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European Revolution of 1989,” World Politics 44 (October 
1991): 7–48; Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998). 
64 Tarrow, Power in Movement, 123.  
65 Eva Bellin, “Reconsidering the Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East,” Comparative Politics, January 2012, 127-49. 
66 Elizabeth J. Perry, Challenging the Mandate of Heaven. Social Protest and State Power in China (New York and London: M.E. 
Sharpe, 2001). 
67 According to O’Brien, “rightful resistance” is a form of popular contention that (1) operates near the boundary of an authorized 
channel, (2) employs the rhetoric and commitments of the powerful to curb political or economic power, and (3) hinges on locating 
and exploiting divisions among the powerful—“a form of partially sanctioned resistance.” Kevin J. O’Brien, “Rightful Resistance,” 
World Politics 49, no. 1 (1996): 31-55.  
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because the CCP came to power with the help of “mass line” strategies, Party leaders have been 

fully aware of the benefits and risks associated with mass mobilizations, especially those that are 

political and diffused in nature. As Elizabeth Perry points out, while Mao Zedong successfully 

employed the “mass line” strategy to seize and stay in power, he saw to it that contact between 

people in different localities, social groups and occupations was severely restricted 

institutionally.68 The household registration system that restricts human mobility is just one 

example of policies that sever ties between people residing in different localities. In China’s 

modern history, nationalist protests are mostly initiated by college students and intellectuals, but 

they become especially destabilizing only when people from other walks of life start to join.69 As 

discussed earlier, the CCP itself was born out of the “May 4th” student movement in 1919, and 

gained nationwide credentials for its role in leading the students in 1935 that called on the 

Kuomintang-led government to toughen its position against the Japanese. The history of the 

CCP’s coming to power, the more recent anti-Japanese protests-turned-pro-democracy movement 

in the mid to late 1980s, and the “third wave of democracy”70 in other parts of the world, have 

made it clear for the Party leaders in China how it is easier to rule a society where “mobilizing 

structures” are largely absent than one that is rife with established organizations or prior networks 

that help groups mobilize.71 

Once mobilizations have escalated into larger-scale street protests, “no intervention” or 

absolute tolerance is no longer an option given the importance of stability to the party state and 

the disruptive nature of mass protests, but at the same time, the state needs to handle protests with 

more finesse. While the state’s response may range over a spectrum from high to low levels of 

coercion, it is analytically useful to distinguish between repression (high level of coercion), 
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discouragement (medium level of coercion) and monitored tolerance (low level of coercion).72 An 

authoritarian regime as sophisticated in maintaining legitimacy as the CCP has in its repertoire a 

number of tactics other than force to cope with mass incidents, the most prominent being 

propaganda, information restriction,73 and differential treatments of the so-called protest leaders 

“with ulterior motives” and innocent followers “who did not understand the actual situation”; a 

small number of people “with ulterior motives” are usually severely punished to demonstrate the 

government’s disapproval and coercive capability, while the majority of the followers are treated 

leniently to save police resources and avoid antagonizing the population.74 

It is worth noting that “tolerance” at the initial stage or “monitored tolerance” at the 

second stage may be understandably interpreted as the central government trying to send signals 

of toughness by showing “tied hands” or “audience costs” to its foreign counterpart(s), and it 

seemed to be working for some in the US.75 For example, the popular outrage expressed by 

Chinese protesters in the wake of NATO’s bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 

led some US media to suggest that “growing popular discontent in Beijing poses risks that are 

just as serious for China’s leaders as they are for the US…[i]f they [President Jiang Zemin and 

Premier Zhu Rongji] are seen as being soft in the face of Western bullying, they will be attacked 

by hard-liners.”76 Amid heightened popular emotions, President Jiang Zemin even refused to 

listen to President Bill Clinton’s apology over the phone until May 14, six days after the bombing 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
72 Chang and Vitale operationalize the severity of state repression as a function of the qualitatively different types of repressive action 
the state used, aggregating different repression types into four categories with incrementally higher levels indicating more severe 
forms of repression, which range from “mild repression” to “extreme repression.” The categorization was determined by coders who 
did so by reading the narrative accounts of 1,043 repression events in their dataset. I developed my categorization based on my 
reading of news reports and scholarly articles about some of the nationalist protests under examination here. See Paul Y. Chang and 
Alex S. Vitale, “Repressive Coverage in an Authoritarian Context: Threat, Weakness, and Legitimacy in South Korea's Democracy 
Movement,” Mobilization, Volume 18, No. 1 (2013).  
73 Stockmann, Media Commercialization.  
74 Dong Tiance and Zhong Dan, “Dangqian Quntixing Shijian Baodao de Huigu yu Fansi” [Reflections on Media Reports of Current 
Mass Incidents], People.com.cn, last modified July 8, 2010, accessed November 14, 2012, 
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took place.77 But intentionally allowing or even staging popular nationalist protests in order to 

gain bargaining leverage is qualitatively different from referring to popular nationalist sentiments 

in diplomatic settings for negotiating advantages when domestic protests could not be effectively 

contained due to legitimacy or other considerations. Indeed, after the bombing, a number of 

Chinese “netizens” posted on Internet forums that “the Chinese government tried to make the 

public believe that they had been acting tough against the Americans but they were actually 

not.”78 One of my interviewees, who works closely with the central leaders, told me under the 

condition of anonymity that  

 

We government officials, including those in the Foreign Ministry and Ministry of 
Commerce, believe that we have plenty of tools at our disposal to deal with foreign 
governments such as that of the United States and Japan. Why would we want to cause 
trouble for ourselves (by manipulating popular nationalist protests) when we have so 
many other foreign policy levers? We generally hope the people will restrain their 
emotions in order not to exacerbate the situation. But if protesters have already taken to 
the streets, why can’t we (as the government) properly mention this to the foreign 
government?79   

 

His remarks were echoed by several other interviewees who were central and local 

government officials, official media journalists, university professors and scholars with 

government-affiliated think tanks.80 To identify the driving forces behind government behavior 

more clearly, we need to trace carefully the processes of government response to popular 

nationalist protests instead of making functionalist assumptions.  

 

Hypotheses  

Although foreign policy considerations, combined with domestic variables, may affect 

how the government responds to “early risers,” it should no longer be the case after mobilizations 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
77 “Clinton Apologizes to China over Embassy Bombing,” CNN.com, last modified May 10, 1999, accessed November 14, 2011, 
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80 Author’s interviews conducted between June 2014 and December 2015 in China.  
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have escalated. I hypothesize that nationalist protests at the initial stage will be allowed to happen 

when the two conditions are both present: (a) elite disunity; and (b) recent tense bilateral relations 

with the target foreign country. That nationalist protests are allowed by the government at the 

initial stage is a result of the interaction between elite disunity, which is manifested in lack of 

consensus on the handling of highly visible issues such as a diplomatic crisis, and tense bilateral 

relations, which gives incentive for certain factions to leverage the incident for domestic support 

or use domestic protests to demonstrate the degree of public indignation and generate bargaining 

advantage. 

This hypothesis builds on the assumption that, immediately after the occurrence of an 

unexpected triggering external event, the government is more likely to be preoccupied with 

handling the external relation itself rather than its domestic repercussions. At this stage, the 

decision-making regarding potential or emerging domestic protests may involve ministries that 

act on standard protocols rather than top leaders, and the sense of urgency may not be as high. 

Paradoxically, it should be easier for the government to contain the attempt at protests and 

channel public opinion at this early stage. Whether the “early risers” could make it to the streets 

and attract more to join them through demonstration effects, social networking and claims to the 

moral high ground is very much dependent on the existence of a “window” when the state does 

not pay enough attention to protest attempts or has not reached a consensus regarding what 

attitude should be adopted. Stern and O’Brien observed that “at times, a ‘disparity of attention,’ 

while leaders are occupied with ‘more vital other interests,’ can serve as a signal of tolerance or 

even encouragement for activists.”81 This is not to say that “stability above all else” is not always 

upheld by the government. As discussed earlier, regular propaganda and censorship as well as the 

monitoring and response system are at work all the time. While “stability above all else” has been 

held up as one of the most important principles by the CCP, there are other demands and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
81 Rachel E. Stern and Kevin J. O’Brien, “Politics at the Boundary: Mixed Signals and the Chinese State,” Modern China 38, no. 2 
(2011): 174-98. 
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priorities in operation at any point in time while the environment of handling foreign affairs can 

be complicated and noisy. The question here is not whether the state is capable of controlling 

protests mobilized by nationalist sentiments, but if, when and how it chooses to do so.82 The issue 

here, as David Shambaugh has observed, “is really one of selective enforcement.”83  

It might be argued that when the “triggering event” is not unexpected but something that 

happens repeatedly, such as the Japanese history textbook controversies, the Chinese government 

should be able to anticipate potential popular anti-Japanese protests and therefore focus on 

containing them. But recurring events or long-existing problems in bilateral relations rarely give 

rise to large-scale popular protests driven by intense nationalist emotions in the first place. For 

example, the Japanese history textbook controversy by itself never triggered popular nationalist 

protests either online or offline in China. Although the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands dispute between 

China and Japan has existed since the 1970s, protests were only attempted in response to 

unexpected Japanese “provocations” such as a Japanese right-wing group’s repairing of a 

lighthouse on the islands in 1990, Japan’s bid to become a permanent member of the UNSC in 

2005, and the Japanese government’s detention of the Chinese crew members after a boat 

collision in disputed waters in 2010. In April 2012, the Chinese government was taken aback by 

the Japanese government’s planned “nationalization” of the disputed Diaoyu Islands and felt 

ambushed as it was busy handling the Huangyan Island (Scarborough Shoal) standoff with the 

Philippines.84 Moreover, the handling of nationalist protests in China requires more finesse on the 

part of the CCP because of protesters’ claimed moral high ground and the potential legitimacy 

cost outright suppression would result. Due to the tricky nature of nationalist protests, how much 

force should be used in practice to put down the unrest has never been clear. In addition, civilian 

activities aiming at addressing outstanding historical problems between the two countries usually 

take the form of loosely organized small groups—not mass mobilizations—such as the “Bao Diao 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
82 Reilly, Strong Society, Smart State, 41.  
83 David Shambaugh, “China’s Propaganda System: Institutions, Processes and Efficacy,” The China Journal, no. 57 (January 2007): 
25-58. 
84 Author’s interview, October 14, 2015.  
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(Defending Diaoyu Islands)” Federation and groups that seek justice and compensation for 

Chinese “comfort women,” women who were forced into sexual slavery by the Japanese Army 

before and during World War II.85   

While China has seen an upsurge of “localized, non-political, and opportunistic” claims-

making activities, including petitions and protests, in recent decades, the default response to 

political and trans-regional protests has been suppression.86 The confounding nature of popular 

nationalist protests, as discussed earlier, is that they are triggered by events that have both 

international and domestic repercussions, and therefore put the central government in a position 

where it has to act on both external and domestic fronts. Because domestic stability has been 

regarded as of utmost importance, concerns over legitimacy costs associated with prohibiting 

anti-foreign mobilizations and temporary lack of attention are not sufficient for a “window of 

opportunity” of protest eruption to emerge.   

Therefore, recent tense bilateral relations with the target foreign country is the other 

necessary condition for mobilization, as it strengthens the incentive of the central government to 

use domestic protests to demonstrate the degree of public indignation and generate bargaining 

advantage. 

 My hypotheses on the initial stage of nationalist protests are as follows.  

The initial stage:  

H1-a: It is more likely that the state will tolerate initial attempts at protests in the wake of 

a triggering event when the following two conditions are present at the same time: (a) there are 

divisions or confusion among the elite regarding how to handle the incident and (b) recent 

bilateral relations with the target foreign country have been tense.87  

H1-b: Initial attempts at protest will be prevented quickly if recent bilateral relations 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
85 James Reilly, “China’s History Activism and Sino-Japanese Relations,” China: An International Journal 4, No. 2 (2006): 189-216.  
86 Perry, Challenging the Mandate of Heaven. 
87 Note that I am not implying that elite cohesion and bilateral relations co-vary. Rather, I hypothesize that nationalist protests are 
tolerated at the initial stage only when elite disunity over how to respond to the triggering event internationally and recent tense 
bilateral relations are both present. If either or both of the two conditions are absent, the state is more likely to quash nationalist 
protests early on.   
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with the target foreign country have been good.  

H1-c: Initial attempts at protest will be prevented quickly if there are no divisions or 

confusion among the elite regarding how to handle the incident.  

One example of elite unity is the Chinese government’s clear and consistent attitude 

toward anti-Taiwan independence protests. Anti-Taiwan independence protests (either against 

Taiwan or the US), have never been tolerated in contemporary China due to the Party-wide 

perception that the Taiwan issue is “a question of regime survival” as it directly relates to the 

CCP’s legitimacy.88 During the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, the Chinese government, in 

frustration, conducted missile tests and live ammunition exercises and mobilized forces across the 

Taiwan Strait to send messages about its tough stance. No street protests were allowed to happen, 

however, due to concerns that, because of the belief strongly and widely held among the Chinese 

population that Taiwan is an integral part of China, anti-Taiwan independence protests if tolerated 

may turn into calls on the government either to act tougher (i.e., wage war) or to step down.89 A 

2004 Social Survey Institute poll of 1,263 Chinese in 12 cities straight after the Taiwanese 

election revealed that nearly 92% of all respondents agreed that China should exercise its 

sovereign rights to deal with chaos in Taiwan.90 Goh Chok Tong, former Singaporean premier, 

also observed in a speech in 2004 that “No Chinese leadership can lose Taiwan and still 

survive.”91  

If protests have escalated into larger-scale, trans-regional and cross-occupational protests, 

then the issues of domestic legitimacy and stability become more urgent, higher levels of 

decision-making mode may be involved, and the state’s response becomes more reactive rather 

than proactive. Overt, sweeping use of force to terminate protests is more likely to be last on the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
88 Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower, 182.  
89 Andrew Scobell, “Show of Force: Chinese Soldiers, Statesmen, and the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis,” Political Science 
Quarterly 115, no. 2 (2000): 227-46.  
90 Eric Teo Chu Cheow, “Rising Chinese Nationalism over the Taiwan Question,” The Jamestown Foundation, last modified 
December 31, 2009, accessed November 17, 2014, 
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=3643#.VGqV9FfF-bJ 
91 Goh Chok Tong, “Keynote Address: Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong,” The IISS Asia Security Summit, last modified June 4, 2004, 
accessed November 17, 2014, https://www.iiss.org/en/events/shangri%20la%20dialogue/archive/shangri-la-dialogue-2004-
c269/opening-remarks-and-keynote-address-7cd7/goh-chok-tong-f455 
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government’s list of options, as it not only risks damaging popular support and trust in the long 

term, but also may tarnish the ruling party’s international image at a time when the government 

has been earnestly projecting China’s “soft power” overseas. As Bruce Dickson, Mingming Shen, 

and Jie Yan aptly observe, “coercive power has been used more selectively to sustain the CCP” 

over time.92 State response should primarily be a function of internal dynamics, or how the state 

deals with protesters on the street and the general public who are watching. As a central 

government official confided: “the most important factor that affects how such protests are 

handled is their internal impact, for example, if they are spilling over to other places or other 

issue areas, not the incident itself or which country they are protesting against.”93  

I put emphasis on two variables: (a) whether protesters target their demands primarily at the 

foreign country(ies) or also at the national government (e.g. if they demand that the government 

act tougher/wage war, if they call for more political liberties, democracy and justice, and if they 

voice support for or criticism of particular political leaders); and (b) whether the protests evoke 

broad public support. When protests appear legitimate to the public, using coercive force to end 

them may consequently risk antagonizing a sizable portion of the population. But if protests do 

not have much public support, the government has more leeway to use force. Here again, the 

Tiananmen Square incident serves as an example of how support from workers and urban 

residents for protesters (primarily college students) put the government in an extremely difficult 

position. According to Dingxin Zhao,  

 
When many activities occur at the same time and place, what makes a certain action 
dominate is not so much the minds of actors as the minds of the observers. An action 
dominates because it is better able to move the audience. It moves the audience more 
effectively, in turn, because it matches with the existing popular “schemata of 
interpretation” in society.94   
 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
92 Bruce Dickson, Mingming Shen, and Jie Yan, "Generating Regime Support in Contemporary China: Legitimation and the Local 
Legitimacy Deficit," Modern China, forthcoming, forthcoming. 
 
  
93 Author’s interview, Beijing, China, August 16, 2014. 
94 Zhao, Power of Tiananmen : State-society, 30-31. 
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Indeed, it took the government almost two months to act decisively as a cohesive entity, 

partially due to concerns over potential public backlash if harsh repression were used to end the 

protests.95 As Dingxin Zhao points out, while Western democratic regimes are based upon legal-

electoral legitimacy, the CCP regime has seen its basis of legitimacy shift from the Communist 

ideology during the Mao era to economic and moral performance in the 1980s.96 Obviously, the 

nationalist protests that I examine are different from the pro-democracy protests in 1989, but the 

former are also related to public perceptions of government performance and should give cause 

for concern for China’s central leaders.  

My hypotheses on the escalation stage of nationalist protests are as follows: 

H2-a (no coercion): There should be limited coercion if protests do not escalate.  

H2-b (repression): The level of state coercion should be high when popular support is 

low. While nationalist protests can only escalate with public support, that support may wane as 

the protests develop, at which point government will choose to use suppression.  

H2-c (discouragement): The level of state coercion should be medium when protests have 

high domestic popular support and diversified demands besides anti-foreign issues.  

H2-d (monitored tolerance): The level of state coercion should be low when (a) the 

protests have high domestic popular support and (b) the protesters’ demands are constrained to 

anti-foreign issues.  

Figure 1 summarizes the hypotheses proposed above. 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
95 Zhao, Power of Tiananmen : State-society.  
96 Ibid. 
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Figure 1: State Management of Popular Nationalist Protests 

 

Case Selection and Methodology 

Cases will be selected to explore variation on the dependent variable—i.e., the form of 

government management of popular nationalist protests at their initial and escalated stages. 

Therefore, only protests motivated by nationalist goals and sentiments at least partially from 

below will be selected. Moreover, I will only consider cases after the year 1989, since the 

Tiananmen incident represents a watershed incident that serves as a constantly refreshed lesson 

for the CCP leadership about the importance of domestic stability for regime survival.  

While Japan and the US represent two of the most prominent targets for nationalist 
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sentiments and anti-foreign protests in contemporary China, they are not the only ones. For 

example, in 1998, women and student groups in Beijing attempted, despite official bans, to 

protest against the anti-Chinese violence in Indonesia. Moreover, Russia represents a prominent 

“dog that did not bark”: Russia has annexted over 1.5 million square kilometers of land from 

China between 1858 and 1915 through unequal treaties, and ended the dependence of Mongolia 

on China in 1945. But bilateral incidents such as the 2009 New Star incident, in which the 

Russians fired at least 500 rounds at a Chinese cargo ship and killed three Chinese crewmembers 

as a result, did not trigger any protest attempts in China.97 To render a more complete picture of 

government response to potential and actual nationalist protests in contemporary China, I have 

included cases of countries other than the US and Japan as well.  

I divided my cases into two categories according to the government’s initial response of 

tolerance or repression. A case is categorized as “tolerance” if protests were not immediately met 

with government suppression according to published narrative accounts, including domestic and 

international news reports and secondary scholarly accounts of the mobilizations. I then test my 

hypotheses by conducting structured, focused comparative studies of cases of each category.98 

 

Table 4-Categorization of Cases 

Time Target 
country/region Triggering event 

Government’s 
initial response 

1990 Japan Japan’s announcement that it recognized a lighthouse on the 
Diaoyu Islands as an official navigation mark 

Suppression 
 

1993 US 
A Chinese container ship, “Yinhe,” was forced by the US 
Navy to stop in the international waters of the Indian Ocean 
for three weeks Suppression 

1993 US 
China’s loss of the bid for hosting the 2000 Olympic Games 
partially due to US objection over China’s human rights 
records Suppression 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
97  Richard Spencer, "Russian Navy Accused of Sinking Chinese Cargo Ship," The Telegraph, last modified February 19, 2009, 
accessed July 23, 2016, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/4697845/Russian-navy-accused-of-sinking-Chinese-
cargo-ship.html. 
98 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennet, “Chapter 3: The Method of Structured, Focused Comparison,” in Case Studies and 
Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 67-124. 
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1996 Japan Right-wing Japanese group built a second lighthouse on 
Diaoyu Islands; Japanese PM’s visit to Yasukuni Shrine Suppression 

1998 Indonesia 
Anti-ethnic Chinese riots in Indonesia Suppression 

1999 US 
NATO bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade Tolerance 

2001 US Collision between a US reconnaissance plane and Chinese 
fighter jet over the South China Sea  Suppression 

2005 Japan Japan’s bid for a permanent seat at the UNSC; the approval 
of new Japanese history textbooks Tolerance 

2010 Japan 
The seizure of a Chinese fishing boat by Japan  Tolerance 

2012 Japan Japanese government’s “nationalization” of the Diaoyu 
Islands Tolerance 
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Suppression at the initial stage: Yinhe 
incident with the US 1993; Loss of 
bid for Olympics 1993 

Tolerance at the initial stage:  Japan 
2005, 2010, 2012; US 1999  
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 Suppression at the initial stage: US 

2001 (relations warming but not 
particularly good; the theory predicts 

suppression even if it is agnostic 
about the state of bilateral relations); 

Japan 1990, 1996; Indonesia 1998 

None (theory predicts suppression at the 
initial stage) 

Figure 2: Categorization of Cases according to Elite Unity and Bilateral Relations 
 
 

I have collected evidence through interviews, news reports, government documents and 

scholarly works. In two field trips between 2014 and 2015, I conducted a total of 71 interviews. 
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These interviews, when triangulated with interview transcripts, newspaper reports, social media 

and blog posts, and secondary scholarly works, have led me to some interesting findings.99  

I conducted semi-structured interviews with scholars, students, independent intellectuals, 

journalists, lawyers, state crisis-management officials and officials from the Departments of 

Propaganda and Foreign Affairs, the State Council Information Office, the International 

Department of the CCP and the General Office of the CCP Central Committee. I also managed to 

interview several local police officers and provincial officials who are in charge of university 

work. I used modified chain referral to secure interviews with officials and academics in Beijing 

as well as in other localities that have seen major nationalist protests.100 I created an Excel 

spreadsheet of my contacts and a database of interview transcripts. To protect the interviewees’ 

identities, I saved the information in two password-protected hard drives and made sure not to 

access it with a computer connected to the Internet. Lastly, I fully realize that officials may be 

reluctant to tell the truth or the whole truth during interviews, that they might simply feed me 

post-hoc justifications of the government responses, or that what they think they know may not 

reflect the actual picture. That is why I conducted interviews with as many government officials 

from different departments as possible and compared the information collected from officials 

with the information obtained from other sources, including journalists, academics, media reports 

and official documents. Moreover, I used my advantages of being a Chinese citizen and native 

Chinese speaker to generate trust and mutual obligations with my interviewees by investing in 

building relationships so as to gain information that is closer to reality.101 During my second, 

eight-month, field trip, I was able to revisit several of my interviewees for follow-up interviews. I 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
99 According to O’Donoghue and Punch, “Triangulation is a “method of cross-checking data from multiple sources to search for 
regularities in the research data.” See O'Donoghue, T., Punch K. (2003). Qualitative Educational Research in Action: Doing and 
Reflecting.Routledge. T.A. O'Donoghue and Keith Punch, Qualitative Educational Research in Action: Doing and Reflecting (New 
York: Routledge, 2003): 78.   
100 My interviewees include people from Xinhua news agency, China Daily, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the International 
Department of the CCP, the General Office of the CCP Central Committee, local government stability maintenance research offices 
etc., besides scholars and university professors.  
101 Lily L. Tsai, “Quantitative Research and Issues of Political Sensitivity in Rural China,” in Contemporary Chinese Politics: New 
Sources, Methods, and Field Strategies, ed. by Allen Carlson et al. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Rachel Stein, 
Environmental Litigation in China: A Study in Political Ambivalence (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013).  
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also collected information as a participant in seminars and salons organized by some of my 

interviewees.    

It has been acknowledged among researchers that conducting field research is not easy, 

and the task is much more difficult within authoritarian contexts.102 When I visited China in 

summer 2014 for my first field trip, the central government had just imposed a ban on domestic 

journalists providing any information for overseas media in any form.103 Effectively, the ban 

prohibited any contact between domestic media workers and anyone with foreign affiliations.104 

Although I managed to obtain an affiliation with the Research Center for Contemporary China at 

the Beijing University, I found that many potential interviewees, especially local officials, were 

still suspicious of the motives of “researchers” and worried about the potential negative impact 

that such an interview may have on their career prospects. Due to the considerable challenges 

such a tight political atmosphere posed for me to reach interviewees, I started with several 

university professors who I already knew and asked them to refer me to more interviewees. I 

asked my friends and relatives for assistance in reaching local officials. Starting from July 2015, I 

have been able to have regular close contact with a former high-level Chinese diplomat, who 

accepted my interview and referred me to other central government officials who are familiar 

with the subject.   

Before going into the field, I had obtained three introductory letters to verify my identity 

and assure interviewees of confidentiality. These three letters are, respectively, from the 

Department of Political Science of the George Washington University, my advisor, Professor 

Bruce Dickson, and the Research Center of Contemporary China of Peking University, with 

which I was affiliated during my field trip.105 It turned out that the first two letters worked better 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
102 Tim Buthe et al., "Symposium: Transparency in Qualitative and Multi-Method Research," Qualitative & Multi-Method Research 
13, no. 1 (Spring 2015). 
103 Jing Qu, “Guojia Xinwen Chuban Guangdian Zongju: Jinzhi Jizhe he Jizhezhan Weijing Bendanwei Tongyi Sizi Kaizhan Piping 
Baodao” [State General Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television:Journalists are Prohibited from Reporting 
without Work Units' Permission], Xinhuanet.com, last modified June 18, 2014, accessed November 17, 2014, 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/legal/2014-06/18/c_1111204754.htm. 
104Author’s interview, Beijing, China, July 10, 2014 and Author’s interview, Beijing, China, July 3, 2014.  
105 See appendices A, B and C for copies of the letters.  
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for scholars and journalists, and the last one for local officials. But on balance, it was actually 

easier to conduct interviews without producing any introductory letter at all, as most interviewees 

felt more relaxed in an informal setting without formal introduction. Besides promising my 

interviewees confidentiality, I also made a point to promise my interviewees that I would not 

audio record them. The form of recording of the interviews, therefore, is concurrent notes and 

supplementary notes within one hour.  

Although it is desirable for considerations of data transparency,106 I decided not to 

include an interview methods table in this dissertation because of the possibility of any risk this 

may pose to my interviewees.   

Apart from having done as many interviews as I could during my field trips, I also 

compared data collected from multiple sources in order to reduce the likelihood of drawing 

conclusions from biased data.  

Given the relatively manageable number of cases, I used process-tracing analysis. For 

each case, the characteristics of the attempted or actual protest are studied using evidence 

gathered through primary sources (government documents, speeches by government leaders, 

news reports in both Chinese and English, interviews with government officials, and policy 

experts) and secondary materials. Because my initial field research revealed that it would be 

extremely difficult and costly for a researcher to gain access to them, I decided to stay away from 

nationalist protesters and leading activists because of feasibility and safety considerations (for 

both them and me). But I collected as many media reports and scholarly articles that include 

interviews with protest leaders and participants as possible, which led me to several journalists 

who became my interviewees.107    

 Another challenge was to measure public attitudes toward protests. The conventional 

wisdom, as reflected in many Western reports, has been that the Chinese government has 
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107 An example is “Yangshi Caifang Shenzhen Fanri Youxing Daza Fangbaochezhe” [CCTV Interviews Protesters Who Vandalized 
Police Cars]. Last modified October 22, 2012. Accessed November 17, 2014.  
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sufficient capability and means to manipulate public opinion through its strong propaganda 

machine. More rigorous scholarly works have argued that the combination of media 

commercialization and the state’s sustained control of media reporting on sensitive issues actually 

enables the government to continue influencing public opinion even at a time when 

commercialized media are more popular than the official channels.108 Moreover, more politically-

inclined citizens (e.g. members of the media, lawyers) may self-censor, refraining from 

transgressing the “permissible political action” in order to avoid clashes with the state.109 

Nonetheless, as has been well documented, there has been a consistent tension between the state 

and the commercialized media ever since the commercialization started in the 1980s. The 

professionalization of journalists and editors’ concerns for the “red line that cannot be crossed” 

have contributed to this tension.110 While it might be true at some point that “the politics of self-

censorship mark the boundaries of state society relations through silence in contemporary 

China,”111 the “boundaries” have inevitably become more porous as instant messaging, social 

media and other information sharing technologies become available to more Chinese people. 

Thus, rather than one completely controlling the other, Chinese state–society relation is more 

aptly conceptualized as a duel between “reluctant duelists”:112 the state constantly tries to preempt 

or keep up with challenges emerging from an increasingly vibrant and tech-savvy society, while 

the more politically-inclined sections of society tend to follow international news reports and, 

when information flow is restricted by the government, unofficial channels such as rumors.113 

According to a survey conducted by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, the Chinese think 

tank affiliated with the State Council, in 2012, Chinese people aged under 30 had higher trust in 
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109 Rachel Stern and Jonathan Hassid, “Amplifying Silence: Uncertainty and Control Parables in Contemporary China,” Comparative 
Political Studies 45 no. 10 (October 2012): 1230-54. 
110 Zhao, Power of Tiananmen; Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower. 
111 George and Bennet,Case Studies and Theory Development, 67-124. 
112 I am borrowing Melanie Manion’s metaphor here: “Introduction: Reluctant Duelists—The Logic of the 1989 Protests and 
Massacre.” In Beijing Spring, 1989: Confrontation and Conflict: The Basic Documents. eds. Michel Oksenberg et al. (Armonk, NY: 
M. E. Sharpe, 1990), xii—xlii. 
113 Mingxin Zhang and Wei Liu, “Hulianwang de Zhengzhixing Shiyong yu Woguo Gongzhong de Zhengzhi Xinren” [Online 
Political Activities and Chinese Citizens’ Political Trust], Gonggong Guanli Xuebao, no. 1 (2014).  
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social media than in state media.114 

 Since my dissertation focuses on the configuration of conditions that affects state 

behavior vis-à-vis nationalist protests, I code public attitude as supportive or not for the protests 

by studying how protests are received in the social media and bystanders’ reactions during the 

protests. The Chinese government still wields strong influence on public opinion through the state 

propaganda system, as demonstrated by scholars like Shambaugh and Stockmann.115 It should be 

noted, however, that along with the Chinese state’s transformation from an ideology-based 

totalitarian regime into a performance-based authoritarian regime, such influence has been 

shifting from the state’s virtually total control of the masses’ minds in Mao’s era to the state’s 

attempts at shaping public opinion through more refined approaches such as guiding, channeling, 

message framing and interacting with the population. This shift itself indicates the increased 

complexity of shaping public opinion. Socio-economic structural changes brought about by 

China’s market reform which started in 1979 have inevitably given rise to a political system that 

is semi-open, tolerating more expression of interests from below but still not providing 

institutional, legal channels for such expression, which, according to political opportunities 

theorists, is most likely to see social mobilization.116  

The case study approach aims to adjudicate between the particular hypotheses contained 

within the narrative supported by the initial analysis, but by performing process tracing I 

accounted for the possibility that the identified independent variables may interact in a different 

fashion to bring about the government response, or that unidentified independent variables have 

more explanatory power. In addition, performing detailed process tracing enables explanation in 

the event of a shifting response in one case, or changing patterns of response over similar cases 

over time due to the learning effect, or other complicating factors that may arise.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
114 Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, “Report on the Life Quality of Chinese Urban Citizens,” Chinese Social Development 
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115 Shambaugh, “China’s Propaganda System,” 25-58; Stockmann, Media Commercialization.  
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Plan of the Dissertation 

This dissertation includes seven chapters. Chapter one presents the theory, concepts and methods 

of the dissertation. Chapters two and three illustrate aspects of state–society relations in 

contemporary China and set the context of government response to nationalist protests. Chapter 

two explores the nature and development of Chinese nationalism, arguing that nationalism in 

contemporary China poses less of a risk to the CCP’s ruling position than the Party has deemed it 

to be. Chapter three explains why, despite high public support, the CCP leadership still feels 

insecure vis-à-vis social forces and potential instabilities. Chapters four to six are case studies of 

government responses to potential and actual nationalist protests. To make the organization of 

cases clearer, cases about disputes with Japan are grouped together in chapter four. Similarly, 

chapter five presents cases in which anti-US sentiments were triggered. Chapter six includes 

cases in which there were potentially triggering incidents with other countries and regions but 

protests either did not happen at all or did not escalate. Chapter seven concludes the dissertation.     
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Chapter 2: Development of Nationalism in China 

 

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, it has increasingly become the consensus among China 

watchers that the “resilience” of the rule of the CCP is explained by the dual pillars of economic 

growth and nationalism that bolster the Party’s legitimacy. The story goes that, since the adoption 

of reform and opening-up in the 1970s, the CCP’s imported Marxism-Leninist ideology has lost 

much of its appeal and therefore the CCP has intentionally encouraged and even manufactured 

nationalism—or “patriotism” in the Party’s preferred wording—to fill the ideological vacuum and 

provide a unifying force for an increasingly pluralistic society. Claiming to be committed to the 

grand cause of the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation, the CCP has presented itself as the only 

legitimate representative and defender of the national interest. As Thomas Christenson quipped, 

“Since the Chinese Communist Party is no longer communist, it must be even more Chinese.”117  

True, by most accounts, nationalism has been consistently strong in China in the past two 

decades or so.118 Salient manifestations of this trend include the mushrooming of books with titles 

such as “China Can Say No” since the late 1990s; nationwide demonstrations by angry students 

and residents in protest of the 1999 US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade; the series 

of online petitions by Chinese netizens in 2005 against Japan’s proposal to be granted a seat as a 

permanent member of the UNSC; the student-initiated “anti-CNN” online movement in 2008 in 

protest against what was deemed biased reporting on China by the Western media; expeditions by 

grassroots activists to the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands etc. Most recently, anti-Japanese 

protests broke out in over 200 Chinese cities against the Japanese government’s nationalization of 

the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in August and September 2012. I will come back to these cases in 

my empirical chapters.   
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Whether the upsurge of nationalism in China is the result of the nurturing and 

mobilization by the Chinese state119 or the development of a popular base independent of state 

actions120 remains hotly debated. Regardless of its origins, many agree that nationalism in 

contemporary China is a double-edged sword, indicating the state’s ambivalence toward the 

phenomenon: while the state-nurtured patriotism provides the much needed sense of collective 

identity and unifying force for the country, the CCP faces the dilemma of coping with the 

expressions of popular anger against foreign countries that are potentially destabilizing without 

losing too much of the nationalist credentials on which its legitimacy is based. Consequently, 

many have argued that the rise of nationalism would have significant implications for both 

China’s domestic politics and its foreign policy.  

In an attempt to pin down the elusive nature of Chinese nationalism, this chapter traces 

the evolution of nationalism in China and examines the role of nationalism in China’s state–

society relations. On that basis, it is argued in this chapter that instead of amounting to a potent 

political force that pushes the government around, nationalism in contemporary China has, at best, 

only limited impact on short-term state behavior, but not the CCP’s long-term strategy or its 

ruling position. This is due to the joint effect of the relative emptiness of Chinese nationalism, the 

CCP’s diverse strategies in generating legitimacy, and its ever-updating tactics to smooth out the 

destabilizing effects of heightened nationalist sentiments. Moreover, while in Western countries 

social movements or contentious politics, in Sidney Tarrow’s words, occur “when ordinary 

people…join hands in confrontation” with the state,121 China’s cultural traditions rooted in 

dynasties, unique experiences with colonization and the path through which contemporary 

nationalism has developed have led to a state–society relationship today in which the society may 

interact with, test, petition or cooperate with, but not squarely confront, the state. Even in the 

benchmark style student pro-democracy movement in 1989, students started by following the 
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practice of seeking justice from higher authority in imperial China: they sent their representatives 

to kneel in front of the Great Hall of the People with a petition in their hands, “begging” for a 

meeting with then Premier Li Peng.122  

 

The Evolution of Chinese Nationalism 

Asian nations, including China, are correctly regarded by students of nationalism as latecomers to 

the era of nation states and nationalism, as nationalism only came about as a product of social 

constructions relatively recently in human history—in the eighteenth century—with the 

emergence of the nation state in Europe and thereafter spread to the rest of the world with the 

creation of modern nation states. In other words, nationalism is a modern sentiment. But this 

modern sentiment necessarily has its roots in shared historical memories and a collective sense of 

how a people is unique and precious in contrast to other peoples, which responds to the times and 

evolves as the society interacts with other nations.123  

The evolution of nationalism in China, however, is different from that in most African 

and other Asian countries with experiences of European colonial rule. To put it bluntly, Chinese 

nationalism has been deprived of its content—the “collective ideals and shared inspirations which 

can be coherently expressed in meaningful symbols and myths”124—by the combined force of 

Chinese intellectuals’ sustained violent attacks on their own historical and cultural heritage, the 

country’s unique interaction with the Western powers through the treaty port system, and the rule 

of a party with an imported ideology—Marxist-Leninism.   

China has experienced repeated chaos, movements and revolutions as the population 

struggled to seek a way out of its weak position vis-à-vis Japan and the Western powers since the 

first Sino-Japanese war of 1894–95, which ended with a military fiasco for China and what the 

Chinese considered to be a humiliatingly unequal treaty, the Treaty of Shimonoseki. Nationalism 
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first emerged in modern China during the May 4th movement in 1919, 125which was started by 

college students who took to the streets in protest at the Chinese government’s weak response to 

the Versailles Treaty at the end of World War I. In particular, it had allowed Japan to take over 

the Chinese territories that had been surrendered by Germany after the Siege of Qingdao. The 

movement spread across the nation as public outrage targeted Japanese imperialist ambitions, 

Western hypocrisy and the Kuomintang government; it continued to simmer, and then evolved 

into the so-called “New Culture movement” that lasted from 1915 to 1921.  

A distinction must be drawn, however, between the May 4th movement and the New 

Culture movement.126 While the May 4th protests sowed the seeds of nationalism with calls for 

defending the integrity and dignity of the nation against foreign powers as well as the weak 

republican government that came into power following the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1912, 

the New Culture movement was a campaign dedicated to attacking and burying the Chinese 

culture and advocating the comprehensive adoption of Western ideals of democracy and science.  

In the nineteenth century, Euro-centrism, a worldview centered on Western civilization, 

emerged as the predominant historical, anthropological and sociological thought in Europe and 

the United States.127 As China signed unequal treaties with the West following the Opium War in 

1842, large numbers of Christian missionaries went to China, some of whom, deeply influenced 

by Euro-centrism, launched “research” about “Chinese characteristics,” which highlighted the 

“backwardness” of the Chinese as a race and the cultural and ethnic superiority of the Western 

nations. Arthur H. Smith, a missionary of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 

Missions noted for spending decades as a missionary in China, wrote on the Shanghai-based 

North-China Daily News a series of essays commenting on the “backward elements” among the 

Chinese, which were later published as the book Chinese Characteristics in New York in 1894 
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and Japan in 1896.128 The Japanese edition had wide influence among the Chinese students 

studying in Japan, including Lu Xun, a leading figure of modern Chinese literature and one of the 

pioneers of the New Culture movement. Similar works include Chester Holcombe’s The Real 

Chinaman and John Macgowan’s Men and Manners of Modern China, which, in general, 

depicted a China that was backward and on the path toward failure.129   

After the failure of the Revolution of 1911, Chinese intellectuals, represented by Yan Fu 

and Liang Qichao, realized that the strategy of “Chinese learning for fundamental principles and 

Western learning for practical application” (zhongxue weiti, xixue weiyong) advocated and 

followed by the conservative reformers in the Qing court had not worked in making China 

stronger. Influenced by Western ideas, they claimed that China’s “chronic weakness” should be 

attributed to the “fundamental principles” of the Chinese culture. Such a belief was widely 

echoed by young Chinese intellectuals who had studied in the West and Japan, such as Cai 

Yuanpei, Chen Duxiu, Lu Xun and Hu Shi. Yan Fu wrote, “It is true that China is the sick man of 

Asia.” Liang Qichao added, “It is indeed no slander that they call the Chinese the sick men of 

Asia.” Chen Duxiu wrote: “The Chinese people are a plate of loose sand and a bunch of useless 

fools. They are all selfish and do not have the country in their hearts at all.” In 1915, Chen Duxiu 

established the vernacular Chinese periodical New Youth (Xin Qingnian), which quickly became 

one of the most popular and widely distributed journals among the young in China and the main 

“base” for the New Culture movement. The establishment of the periodical has been regarded as 

the start of the movement.130 

Pioneers of the New Culture movement, including Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, who later 

founded the CCP, argued that China’s current weakness was caused by the nation’s traditional 

“feudal” culture and conservative morality such as Confucianism, and that for the nation to 

survive, China’s existing culture must be completely abandoned. It was argued that previous 
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nation-saving causes had mostly ended up in vain because the larger sections of the people 

“treated them as fire on the other side of the river and were not moved at all;” it was the decadent 

lifestyle and characteristics of the Chinese population that was the “chronic disease that causes 

ethnic extinction and the death of the nation.” Hu Shi, a renowned Chinese philosopher, essayist 

and diplomat, widely recognized today as a key contributor to Chinese liberalism and leader of 

the “May 4th” literature revolution, wrote repeatedly in the late 1920s and 1930s that “we must 

admit that we are not as good as others (the West) in every way: in machinery, political system, 

morality, knowledge, literature, music, art, physical fitness, everything.”131 This view widely 

resonated in the Chinese intellectual sphere.  

To save the nation, therefore, the intellectuals argued, the “Chinese characteristics” must 

be fundamentally transformed. Even the Chinese language was criticized as a “dead language” 

and was subsequently “simplified.” Lu Xun, who has been considered China’s greatest modern 

writer, and some other influential intellectuals believed that as the Chinese culture had become 

something “ossified and dead,” the cause of saving the nation rested on abandoning the Chinese 

language and history. The Chinese language was said to be “the inferior class in hieroglyphic,” as 

“it is hard to learn and write; the meanings of the characters are vague and imprecise; the 

language has nothing to express the new ideas and phenomenon; and it was used mostly to record 

Confucius’s thoughts and the Tao fallacies. Therefore, such a language absolutely cannot be used 

in the new era of the  twentieth century any longer.”132 In December 1935, 688 intellectuals, led 

by Cai Yuanpei, Lu Xun, Guo Moruo and Mao Dun, proposed: “China has arrived at a crossroads 

of life and death. We must educate the masses to get through the difficult times. But there is a 

huge obstacle to educating the masses, which is the Chinese written language, which is hard to 

learn…what the Chinese masses need is Latin characters.”133 In other words, “enlightenment” 

required completely reforming, or even discarding, the Chinese language and the Chinese culture 
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it conveys.  

The intellectuals’ attacks on China’s own historical and cultural traditions and the 

“backward nature” of the Chinese people ran parallel to the Western depictions, or “imaginations,” 

of the inherent “backwardness” and “primitiveness” of the “Chinese characteristics,” and 

followed Western efforts of “cultural colonization” in China after the first Opium War in 1842. 

Cheng Wei, a historian at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, in his 2013 book, The 

Chinamen: Racist Imagination on the Titanic, observed:  

 

Lu Xun…discovered the spiritual “numbness,” “stupidity” and “weakness” among the 
Chinese population, defined them as “markers” of the Chinese race, attributed such 
characteristics to the Chinese culture, and vowed to “transform” these spiritual 
characteristics with the complete Westernization of culture. But when he used concepts 
such as “characteristics of the race,” he was actually describing something 
epiphenomenal as fundamental and inherent, and totally ignoring the fact that the 
“spiritual paralysis” among the Chinese population was, to a large extent, the result of 
persistent physical aggression and cultural colonization by the Western powers and Japan 
since 1842. The cure to such “spiritual paralysis” is not complete Westernization, which 
is exactly one of the root causes of this “disease.” The real cure should be to constantly 
relive the “grand moments” and remember the heroic spirit in national history.134 

 

Cheng continued by arguing that “cultural colonization” was a gradual and long process, 

especially for a half-colonized country like China. Cultural colonization was to make people in 

the colony gradually psychologically accept their own inferiority compared to the colonizers. 

Literature, education and television were persistently used to penetrate the life, awareness, 

sentiment and imagination of the Chinese population, nurturing a widely shared self-debasement 

and sense of inferiority that were strong enough to destroy the nation’s collective will, quietly 

changing the way the population looked at their history and themselves, and eventually seizing 

the cultural leadership and spiritual control of the nation. Therefore, cultural colonization is more 

difficult to discern and to root out. The illusion of still possessing—or partially possessing 
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sovereignty (what Prasenjit Duara calls “indirect control”135)—made it hard for the self-claimed 

pioneering Chinese intellectuals to realize that the right of education had been shifted to the hands 

of foreigners. Instead, the intellectuals volunteered themselves as the “local agents” of the 

cultural colonization of the West, “paving the way” for the “civilized” Western culture by 

destroying the “barbarian” and decadent local culture, much in the fashion of the “Macaulay’s 

Children” in India.136   

The illustrative example for Cheng’s argument was how Western media reported the 

eight “Chinamen” on the Titanic—all poor sailors who found themselves out of work because of 

the coal strike in Britain—after the ship sank in 1912 and how the “Chinese inferior 

characteristics” as manifested in the Chinese sailors were retold widely and accepted by the 

Chinese intellectuals themselves.  

In the wake of the accident, major Western newspapers such as the New York Times 

reported the story of “Chinese stowaways” dressing up like women in order to escape. Taking 

pride in the “chivalry” demonstrated by the “white men,” Anglo-American male passengers on 

the Titanic, who reportedly gave the chance of getting on the lifeboats to women and children, the 

Denver Post wrote that “[h]ad the Titanic been a Chinese vessel, manned by Chinese sailors, not 

a woman or child would have been saved…it is the duty of sailors when a Chinese vessel goes 

down to save men first, children next and women last,” and that that when two “Chinamen” were 

found on a lifeboat, the officer in charge of the boat shot them to death immediately. The six 

Chinese who survived were threatened with death by other passengers, held incommunicado after 

being rescued and expelled from the country as soon as humanly possible.137 The New York Times 

also ran the headline, “China Reverses Sea Rule: Women and Children Saved Last in Disaster 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
135 Prasenjit Duara, Sovereignty and Authenticity: Manchukuo and the East Asia Modern (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 
2003).  
136 P. Balaram, “Macaulay’s Children,” Current Science 81, no. 7 (October 10, 2001): 733-34. 
 
137 "Word Pictures of Saved Show How 1,595 Perished," The Denver Post, April 19, 1912, 1. 
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Like the Titanic.”138 The reported Stories of the “despicable escape” of the “Chinamen on the 

Titanic,” however unsupported by evidence, were widely spread in the Anglo-American world 

after the tragic sinking of the Titanic. The stories of the “Chinamen” who dressed themselves as 

women and sneaked onto the lifeboats at a time when the Anglo-American male gave the chance 

of survival to women and children also appeared on English and Chinese newspapers in China, 

such as the Shanghai-based Shun Pao. The stories were even later adopted in Chinese textbooks 

in the Republic of China to show the inferiority of the Chinese and to sing high praise of the 

morality of the Anglo-American passengers and officers. The stories were still being recounted in 

the 1930s and called “another national shame” of China.139  

The combined impact of the Western cultural influence and the home-grown New 

Cultural Movement have been profound and can still be felt in today’s Chinese society, where 

self-debasing phrases such as “the ugly Chinese” and “the people’s deep-rooted flaws” are still 

commonly heard in daily conversations. 

 The awakening of the collective sense of “we-ness” and “they-ness” that is the basis of 

nationalism in China was thus accompanied, paradoxically, by sustained discrediting of the 

nation’s “past”—its historical and cultural heritage—by its own population, led by the 

intellectuals who saw total Westernization as the only viable way to strengthen the nation. At the 

same time, China’s experience under the treaty port system, which was first established by the 

British in China at the conclusion of the first Opium War in 1842 and which opened port cities to 

foreign trade under unequal treaties, resulted in a huge gap between the foreign concessions, 

which had experienced modernity through foreign trade and contact with the developed world, 

and the poverty-stricken and politically unstable hinterland of China. People living in foreign 

concessions such as Shanghai, despite their contributions to the country’s economy, were 

attacked for their direct experience with modernity by political elites in interior China as “tainted,” 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
138"China Reverses Sea Rule; Women and Children Saved Last in Disasters Like the Titanic.," The New York Times, April 18, 1912.   
139 Hong Hu, “Tiedanihao Shang de Guochi,” Xifeng, no. 2 (October 1, 1936): 147. 
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impure Chinese and therefore undeserving of a legitimate role in the nation’s political life. While 

other post-colonial countries in Asia were subsequently led by people with knowledge and 

appreciation for both modernity and traditional culture such as Nehru, Gandhi and Sukarno, 

China’s ruling Party since 1949 was led primarily by people like Mao Zedong, who did not really 

have any life experience of modernity.140 The revolutions and political campaigns under Mao not 

only continued to denounce China’s “decadent” traditional culture, but also violently attacked the 

“corrupted capitalist values and lifestyle” of the West that were associated with imperialism. 

 While Chinese nationalism based on the awareness of an “us” and “them” distinction was 

awakened by the humiliating defeat in the 1894-1895 war with Japan, a country China had 

traditionally regarded with condescension, anti-Japanese nationalism grew as Japan expanded in 

China after the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, which, as recounted above, led to the May 4th 

movement, from which emerged the “first generation of Chinese nationalists.”141 Anti-Japanese 

nationalism was further reinforced in China by Japanese invasion in the 1930s and 1940s. As 

Suisheng Zhao pointed out, “for historical and geopolitical reasons, Japan occupies a central 

place in the rise of China’s nationalism.”142 For many Chinese, the defeat by Japan and Japanese 

aggression were especially humiliating, shocking and intolerable when compared with the 

encroachment of Western powers, as Japan had been long dismissively seen as “a speck of dust in 

its own backyard.”143 This undercurrent of resentment against Japan in China runs till this day, as 

reflected in the fact that contemporary China has seen frequent anti-Japanese protests, which are 

discussed in chapter 5.   

 Nonetheless, following Japan’s defeat in 1945 and the CCP’s coming to power after 

winning the civil war with the Kuomintang, the CCP under Mao Zedong promoted Marxism-

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
140 Pye, “How China's Nationalism was Shanghaied,” 107-33. 
141 Suisheng Zhao, Construction of Chinese Nationalism in the Early 21st Century: Domestic Sources and International Implications 
(London and New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), 41. 
142 Ibid.  
143 Liah Greenfeld, “Roots of China-Japan Rivalry,” Korea Herald (September 27, 2012), available at 
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20120927000324  
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Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought,144 which opposes colonialism and imperialism, aims to 

create an international communist society, and emphasizes the superiority of peasants as a social 

class in establishing a successful revolution and socialist regime in China.145 Under Mao, the 

traditional social fabric in China was almost completely torn apart. Decades of indoctrination, 

personality cult and political campaigns that repeatedly attacked both China’s own past and the 

seeds of modernity left the country with a hollowed nationalism without a core that is deeply 

rooted in time-honored traditions and history and that with only a “shell” based on anti-foreign— 

primarily anti-Japanese—sentiments and an us–them distinction.     

 From partial colonization to a widespread belief in the inferiority of their own nation 

among intellectuals and the population at large, from the removal physically and psychologically 

of traditional values and social order to the emphasis on an alien ideology combined with a 

personality cult, the unique path of development of modern China has left Chinese society 

disillusioned, diffident and devoid of a substantive nationalism. There was not a strong 

foundation from which such a nationalism can be nurtured, either.  

 

Hallowed Nationalism  

Anti-Japanese sentiment surged in the mid 1980s, ignited by Japanese Prime Minister Yasuhiro 

Nakasone’s 1985 visit to the Yasukini Shrine, where the spirits of 14 “Class-A” Japanese war 

criminals have been commemorated since 1978. At the same time, college students attributed 

deteriorating living conditions and inflation to China’s huge trade deficit with Japan and 

corruption within the government. Such grievances, mingled with anti-Japanese sentiment and an 

urge to have a say in how their country is governed, gave rise to a series of student protests and 

eventually the bloody showdown between pro-democracy student protesters and the CCP in 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
144 Mao Zedong Thought was created by “integrating the basic tenets of Marxism-Leninism with the concrete practice of the Chinese 
revolution” according to the Constitution of the CCP. See "Zhongguo Gongchandang Zhangcheng" [Constitution of the Chinese 
Communist Party], Xinhuanet.com, last modified November 18, 2012, accessed July 5, 2016, 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/18cpcnc/2012-11/18/c_113714762.htm. 
145 Maurice Meisner, Mao’s China and After (New York: Free Press, 1999), 43. 
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Tiananmen in 1989. This domestic political upheaval coincided with the political unraveling and 

collapse of Communism in the former Soviet Union. Thus Chinese society was yet again upended, 

psychologically and ideologically.   

Although the development path of Chinese nationalism, especially the nationwide 

ideological indoctrination and personality cult of the Mao era, makes it unlikely that nationalism 

can be a rallying flag around which challengers to the regime are mobilized in contemporary 

China, the CCP’s experience of coming to power as the “savior” of the nation from the Japanese 

aggressors and the Tiananmen incident make two issues of uppermost importance in the minds of 

the top leaders: social stability and the Party’s image as the rightful representative and defender 

of the national interest among the population. The two are, of course, somewhat connected. Given 

the development path of Chinese nationalism, especially the “historical fault lines” created during 

the Mao era as a consequence of power consolidation, mobilizations triggered by nationalism 

itself in contemporary China may not pose a meaningful threat to the survival of the regime; 

however, as a one-party regime, the perception of fragility in the face of social discontent has 

only been reinforced over the years since Tiananmen.146 It is not nationalist protests itself that the 

government is most concerned about, but the spillover effects and large-scale grievance-based 

protests that potentially follow. As discussed in chapter 1, mass mobilization has occurred 

throughout Chinese history to the present. Localized, material-grievance-based social protests 

have been tolerated to some extent by the central government (under the condition that the 

protests have reached the central government), hence the familiar phrases in Chinese folklore 

such as “gao yuzhuang” (bring an accusation against somebody before the emperor),147 to put 

pressure on local governments to govern better, on the one hand, and cultivate an image of a 

“benevolent king” on the other. However, as nationalist protests triggered by bilateral or 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
146 Minxin Pei, “Is CCP Rule Fragile or Resilient?” Journal of Democracy, 23, no. 1 (January 2012): 27-41 
147 “Gaoyuzhuang,” also translated as “petitioning the emperor,” is a deep-seated tradition in Chinese history and the subject of 
numerous Chinese legends, which usually are about how innocent individuals who have suffered injustice finally get their redress in 
front of a wise emperor or his loyal and upright underlings after being repeatedly turned down by local authorities and undergoing 
many ordeals on the way to the capital. See Lianjiang Li, Mingxing Liu, and Kevin J. O’Brien, “Petitioning Beijing: The High Tide of 
2003-2006,” The China Quarterly, no. 210 (June 2012): 313-34. 
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international incidents do not only affect one or two localities at a time but may resonate with the 

population nationwide, it is likely that nationalist protests will develop into a wave of material-

grievance-based mobilizations that span multiple locations and draw participants from different 

walks of life. Using Martin Whyte’s metaphor, nationalist protests may trigger the eruption of 

many social volcanoes that are previously dormant at the same time.   

 In an attempt to bolster legitimacy and national unity after Tiananmen, and to answer the 

identity question following the fall of the Soviet Union, the CCP started to promote a nationalist 

view of history based on a victimization narrative: the “century of humiliation”, which ran from 

the first Opium War of 1840 to the defeat of the Japanese in 1945. History textbooks were 

rewritten and museums were built all over the country in early 1990s to educate the population 

about past national humiliations inflicted upon China by the Western powers and Japan and the 

revolutionary traditions of the CCP.148 The “new Chinese nationalism,” therefore, was 

constructed on the basis of a crude anti-foreign (Japanese and Western powers) mentality and a 

determination to stand up to the Western powers and Japan under the leadership of the CCP, a 

party that asserted legitimacy based on overcoming the foreign powers.  

 

Japan as “the” Other in Nationalism in Contemporary China  

However, as the CCP’s legitimacy to rule is primarily based on leading China to victory over 

Japanese military aggression in 1945, the role of Japan as the enemy in constructing the us–them 

distinction after the founding of the People’s Republic of China has been fundamental. To a large 

extent, Japan has represented a counterpart to the routinized conflict which is essential to the 

national identity and “ontological security”149 of the People’s Republic of China. A nation’s 

coming to see another nation as an “other” is a function of both memories of the other nation’s 

historical conduct and recent interactions with it, while the nature of recent interactions is also 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
148 Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation.  
149 Jennifer Mitzen, “Ontological Security in World Politics: State Identity and the Security Dilemma,” European Journal of 
International Relations 12, no. 3 (2006): 341-70. 
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partially subject to historical memories. In contrast, when a particular bilateral relation does not 

play a big role in the construction of the national identity, or is not part of what the national 

identity is supposed to “answer to,”150 the salience of the dispute attached by the nation will tend 

to be lower. As the CCP came into being and came to power at a historical juncture when the 

primary enemy of the country was Japan, the collective memory of Japan as the “other” has been 

persistently reinforced, especially in the post-Tiananmen era, with state propaganda and 

education programs. Such a reactive, targeted nationalism, after being nurtured among the 

population, may be self-reinforced and self-perpetuating. The interaction between state nurturing 

and public response makes anti-Japan sentiments increasingly entrenched and sweeping in 

Chinese society, and perceptions that Japan is the biggest enemy of the state run deep, while other 

parts of Chinese history, such as Russia’s encroachment on China’s sovereignty and territory 

since China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese war of 1894–95. (Although in 1917 Lenin renounced 

“unequal treaties” imperial Russia had signed with other countries, including China, in practice, 

the Soviet Union never returned the stated territory in the treaties to China.151) As Iain Johnston 

put it:  

 

The effect (of how adversaries are described) is often the narrowing of public discourse. 
As public discourse narrows and as conventional wisdoms become habituated, it becomes 
more difficult for other voices to challenge policy orthodoxies.152  
 

As an indication of the fundamental, and fundamentally different, role of Japan as the 

primary enemy in the social construction of nationalism in contemporary China, based on 

analysis of a nationwide representative survey of urban Chinese residents conducted in 2014, 

Jackson Woods and Bruce Dickson unpacked Chinese nationalism into two different dimensions: 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
150 Xavier Guillaume, “Foreign Policy and the Politics of Alterity: A Dialogical Understanding of International Relations,” Millennium 
– Journal of International Studies 31, no. 1 (January 2002): 1-26. 
151 "1919 Nian 7 Yue 25 Ri: Su E Fabiao Diyici Duihua Xuanyan" [25 July 1999: USSR Issued the First Announcement toward 
China], People's Daily, accessed July 5, 2016, http://www.people.com.cn/GB/historic/0725/2425.html.; Alfred D. Low, The Sino-
Soviet Dispute: An Analysis of the Polemics (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1976): 281. 
152 Alastair Iain Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s New Assertiveness?” International Security 37, No. 4 (Spring 2013): 
7-48. 



58	
  
	
  

patriotism that derives from pride and anti-foreign sentiments informed by victimization 

narratives. They concluded that these two different types of nationalism have different effects: in 

particular, “the effects of anti-foreign resentment are limited to the specific feelings toward 

Japan”. In other words, “the ‘victimization narrative’ does not seem to play the major role 

assumed by so many commentators in shaping Chinese public opinion” in general toward other 

big powers including the US and Russia, but only resonates strongly among the public when it 

comes to memories and conflicts relating to Japan.153 In the Chinese academic and policy spheres, 

even when discussing issues related to Japan behind closed doors, it is the customary practice to 

open one’s remarks by recognizing China’s painful historical encounters with Japan. A scholar at 

the Institute of Japanese Studies of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences revealed that, in the 

Institute’s internal workshops, it is standard practice to “badmouth” Japan first before discussing 

the topics at hand. “It is to ensure political correctness,” he said. This phenomenon is not seen in 

other institutes such as the Institute of American Studies or the Institute of Russian, Eastern 

Europe and Central Asian Studies.154 The combined effect of the government’s need to erect 

Japan as the “enemy” and public response to this narrative has hardened a hostile attitude toward 

Japan among the population and led to the difficult situation in recent decades in which the 

government has to tread a tightrope managing anti-Japanese mobilizations driven by genuine and 

morally justified “nationalist sentiments.”   

 

Conclusion 

As China grew more prosperous, its society inevitably grew more pluralist and vocal. Since the 

mid 1990s, the other side of the state-promoted patriotism—the so-called popular nationalism—

started to emerge. For scholars who believe in the power of this strand of Chinese nationalism, 

Chinese popular nationalism is primarily anti-foreign, expressed through social media and offline 
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activities such as petitions and even street protests, and some of them correctly observe that the 

popular strand of nationalism has been regarded by the Chinese government with ambivalence. 

However, it is misleading to put the government attitude to such mobilizations into either of the 

two boxes: that a fragile Chinese government is prone to be taken hostage by heightened 

nationalist sentiment due to the weakened legitimacy of the CCP and its leaders’ vulnerability, or 

that heightened nationalist sentiments are purely government-staged in order to gain foreign 

policy leverage.  

 This chapter argues the development path of Chinese nationalism has deprived it of a 

coherent set of myths, themes, values, ideals and inspirations that are so essential to a meaningful 

and vibrant nationalism. That is to say, such a nationalism only has a shell but lacks deep roots or 

a solid core: the memory of national victimhood—being robbed, bullied and humiliated as a 

nation over one hundred years—has been kept alive and constantly reinforced by the state 

through its powerful propaganda and education systems, which has made it easy for anti-foreign 

sentiments to rise and have wide resonance in the society when triggering incidents take place. 

Figuratively speaking, the “shell” of Chinese popular nationalism has been hardened and tends to 

rebound strongly when hit. But it is also because the content of Chinese nationalism is primarily 

the victimization narrative of the “one hundred years of humiliation” and lacks culturally-rooted 

knowledge and pride about the nation’s past as well as its present, that nationalism in 

contemporary China cannot provide the power of belief that truly moves and sustains a nationalist 

protests. Along this line, Neil Diamant went so far as to say that those Chinese protesters who 

march on the streets “only to disband and return home several hours later after stopping off for a 

caffe latte at Starbucks or buying Japanese-made products” cannot be called “nationalists” at all, 

but at best spectators.155 Contemporary China has witnessed one after another wave of heightened 

nationalist sentiments and even offline activities that were all reactive and short-lived, but not 
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having a real impact on the government’s foreign policy or mounting a challenge to government 

behavior. Chinese nationalism is filled by the CCP with a narrative that highlights modern 

China’s victimhood and the CCP’s role as the sole savior of the nation from foreign aggression 

and internal chaos. Popular nationalism that emerged amid socio-economic development and 

growing pluralism, despite its relative autonomy from the official position, thus is only 

potentially destabilizing when there is deemed foreign “provocation.” The “shell” of Chinese 

nationalism, or the awareness of the distinction or even confrontation between “us” and “them,” 

has been hardened as a result of intense national education programs and propaganda campaigns, 

but its “content,” as discussed above, is mainly a narrative of national victimization and its 

redemption by the CCP, equating the Party with the nation and incapable of providing the 

ideological foundation for any group to challenge the ruling party.  

 As economic development and technological advancement continue to equip the Chinese 

population with the will and capability to expand their “public sphere”156 (or even the shadow of 

it), it is likely that popular nationalism is not going to go away. At the same time, the government 

is learning how to handle such heightened sentiments better. The combination of the inertia of 

traditionally patriarchal state–society relations and the ruling party’s permanent perception of 

insecurity and fear of domestic instability has resulted in two outcomes: on the one hand, popular 

nationalism and related social activities are not going to constitute a substantial threat or even 

impact on the government’s foreign policy making and strategic principles; on the other hand, the 

government, due to its sense of fragility and overriding imperative to stay in power, primarily 

aims at maintaining domestic stability when responding to popular nationalism. Such a dynamic 

equilibrium may be described as “contentious stability.” 
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Chapter 3: Domestic Stability Overrides Everything Else 

 

When the Chinese public reacts strongly to external relations incidents with fervent, anti-foreign 

nationalist sentiments, what would be the government’s most important consideration when 

weighting its options as to how to respond to potential and real mobilizations?  

In November 2015, when I asked a Chinese high-level official who is a Politburo 

member about the government’s attitude toward popular nationalism, he burst out:  

 

I can only say, those in the West who thought that the nationalist sentiments and activities 
were stage-managed or encouraged by the government do not understand China at all. 
Look at Vietnam. They allowed nationalist protests and then what? Their regime was 
almost toppled.157 You cannot do this (encourage or allow nationalist protests) in a 
Communist country.158   

 

Regime Resilience and Perception of Fragility 

This official’s remarks again demonstrate the deep collective sense of fragility among top and 

bureaucratic level members of the CCP vis-à-vis social forces. As explained in chapter 2, the 

nature of nationalism in contemporary China and the inertia of China’s traditional, patriarchal 

state–society relations have made it unlikely that social activities fueled by nationalist sentiments 

will constitute a real challenge to the rule of the Party.  

Two characteristics of China’s culturally-rooted state–society relations have contributed 

to the “contentious stability” in contemporary China: the relatively firm position of the ruling 

party based on high public support for the central government; and the lasting and real perception 

within the Chinese leadership that domestic stability is the key to the Party’s political survival.  
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potentially explosive amount of dissent in Vietnamese society” at a time when the country was suffering from a slowing economy. See 
Joshua Kurlantzick, "Vietnam Protests: More Than Just Anti-China Sentiment," Council on Foreign Relations, last modified May 15, 
2014, accessed July 5, 2016, http://blogs.cfr.org/asia/2014/05/15/vietnam-protests-more-than-just-anti-china-sentiment/. 
;http://www.voanews.com/content/hanoi-changes-tack-over-anti-china-protests-/1916973.html.  
158 Author’s interview, November 15, 2015. 
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First, as mentioned above, Chinese society sees the state as a parent, who is obligated to 

make sure that people’s livelihoods are provided and their grievances addressed; the interaction 

between the ruler, be it an emperor or a single party, and the laobaixing, the ordinary people, is 

more like the negotiation within a family than the checks and balances of power and interests 

between the elected and constituents that are more familiar to Western societies. Bruce Dickson 

concluded that social activities in China are primarily “aimed at making the state govern better, 

not govern differently,”159 a goal that converges with that of the state: “the CCP is pursuing a 

variety of political reforms that are intended to enhance the capacity of the state to govern.”160 

Despite the common impression that the Chinese have lost trust and confidence in their leaders 

and are demanding democratic reforms, various independent surveys show that the CCP still 

enjoys a high level of political support.161 Most recently, Bruce Dickson’s analysis of two waves 

of a survey conducted in China during 2010 and 2014 reveal that the Party’s high public support 

(about 80%) is generated by four factors: material interests, political values including state-

promoted nationalism and certain Confucian values that legitimize one-party rule, better local 

governance and the provision of public goods.162 Tianjian Shi’s analysis of the China section of 

the East Asia Barometer survey shows that traditional values of hierarchy and collectivism 

contribute to generating support in contemporary China, which provides a degree of resilience for 

the rule of the CCP when certain performance indicators encounter a downturn.163  

Although there was a long period of time during which it was widely believed among the 

general public that most of the Chinese officials were corrupt, public resentment was primarily 

directed at local rather than central officials. Despite the increased number of contentious 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
159 Bruce J. Dickson, "Updating the China Model," The Washington Quarterly 34, no. 4 (2011):  39-58. 
160 Bruce J. Dickson, "Populist Authoritarianism: The Future of the Chinese Communist Party" (paper presented at Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace Conference, Washington, November 2, 2005). 
161 Jie Chen, Popular Political Support in Urban China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004); “The 2008 Pew Global 
Attitudes Survey in China: The Chinese Celebrate Their Roaring Economy, as They Struggle with its Costs,” Pew Research Center, 
last modified July 22, 2008, accessed September 8, 2015, http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/07/22/the-chinese-celebrate-their-roaring-
economy-as-they-struggle-with-its-costs/ 
162 Bruce J. Dickson, The Dictator's Dilemma: The Chinese Communist Party’s Strategy for Survival (Oxford University Press, 2016).  
163 Shi, “China: Democratic Values Supporting an Authoritarian System”; Andrew Nathan, “Authoritarian Resilience,” Journal of 
Democracy 14, no. 1 (January 2003): 6-17. 
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activities—both petitions and social protests—since the late 2000s,164 the nature of China’s state–

society relations render them incapable of amounting to a force that can topple or threaten the 

regime. In contrast, low-intensity social conflict that does not fundamentally harm the regime’s 

legitimacy may even function as a safety valve that mitigates more lethal systemic risks.  

According to Xi Chen, the dismantling of most of the institutional arrangements between 

the central government and the lower-level social strata—including the official agricultural 

communes and many state-owned enterprises—in the 1980s and 1990s has led to fewer channels 

for aggrieved individuals to seek redress, leading to increased numbers of visible social protests.  

However, social conflict and official response have, up to now, settled into an 

equilibrium, however uneasy it is. This is the combined result of the old and the new: the old 

tradition of the Chinese society of regarding the ruling class as the “parent” who naturally 

commands respect and compliance, and the intrinsic gap between what the central government, 

aka the Party, promises and what the local governments are capable or willing to deliver. The rule 

of the CCP is rife with contradictions: while the government claims to follow the “mass line” and 

the principle of “san min zhu yi” (of the people, for the people and by the people), political power 

is highly centralized in the hands of several dozen people; the central government makes many 

promises and announces specific measures to the public to improve governance, but the local 

governments more often than not fall short of implementing these policies and measures 

faithfully for various reasons, including weak enforcement of relevant laws and regulations and 

lack of financial resources.   

As stated above, diffuse support for the CCP remains high in China today despite the 

higher number of social protests registered in recent years, or dissatisfaction on specific issues, 

such as pollution, corruption or unjust treatment from local governments. In addition, although it 

is true that economic development and lower organizational dependence, combined with the rise 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
164 Xi Chen, Social Protest and Contentious Authoritarianism in China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Alan Taylor, 
"Rising Protests in China," The Atlantic, last modified February 17, 2012, accessed June 17, 2016, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2012/02/rising-protests-in-china/100247/. 
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of social media, have enabled the society to organize and mobilize resources more efficiently, 

economic prowess and technological development also empower the state to respond effectively 

to the newly emerging social forces. As power and resources have been highly centralized in 

China for several decades, the more complete and accurate characterization is that the Internet 

and related new media as well as social media enable both the state and society, and the power 

balance has yet to be tipped by the new developments in the Chinese society.165 

Second, and somewhat paradoxically, the Chinese leadership has an inherent fear of 

social instability, which is seen as the utmost threat to the regime’s survival. In China: Fragile 

Superpower, Susan Shirk documents the internal vulnerabilities and insecurities within the CCP 

leaderships presided over by the third-generation core, Jiang Zemin, and the fourth-generation 

core, Hu Jintao, respectively, and concluded that ever since the “pro-democracy movement” in 

1989, the Chinese government has been afraid of its own citizens. In particular, she points out 

that the fervent nationalism of the Chinese people, combined with their passionate resentment of 

Japan and attachment to Taiwan, have caused China’s foreign relations to be taken hostage by 

public opinion and thus become a minefield.166 Minxin Pei also believes that the rule of the CCP 

is more fragile than resilient and that the CCP has for long been insecure.167  

Shirk and Pei may have overestimated the strength of society and the potential for a 

state–society confrontation in the Chinese context, and underestimated the Party’s capability of 

managing social problems as well as handling foreign relations independent of impact from 

society. Scholars and policy practitioners (particularly strategists) differ in that while the former 

usually have the luxury to focus most of their attention on one single issue, the latter do not. It is 

only realistic to acknowledge that, at any point in time, policy makers have to face a wide range 

of issues and decisions are made after weighing matters, both internal and external, of different 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
165 David Shambaugh, “China’s Propaganda System: Institutions, Processes and Efficacy,” The China Journal, no. 57 (January 2007): 
25-58; Jie Dalei, “Public Opinion and Chinese Foreign Policy: New Media and Old Puzzles,” in Avery Goldstein, Jacques deLisle, 
and Guobin Yang, eds., The Internet, Social Media, and a Changing China (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2016):150-160. 
166 Shirk, China: A Fragile Superpower. 
167 Pei, “Is CCP Rule Fragile or Resilient?”. 
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degrees of importance and urgency, as the state seeks a broad range of goals,168 with political 

survival being of the utmost importance. The perception of fragility and insecurity does exist 

within the leadership and government apparatus. The fear is not that if the state does not respond 

to fervent nationalism with tougher foreign policy positions then the public is going to be so 

disappointed and outraged at the Party that they are going to mobilize to topple the regime. 

Instead, the fear is of a broader range of variables that may induce any form of social instability 

that will potentially develop into organized collective resistance against the rule of the CCP.  

In this context, heightened nationalist sentiment is more of a domestic concern than a 

potential foreign policy instrument, as social discontent stemming from nationalist sentiments is 

different from localized, material-grievance-based mobilizations in that acting upon nationalism 

not only has natural legitimacy, but also potentially has the unifying power that crosses the 

boundaries between different localities. While localized, material-grievance-based social protests 

are to some extent tolerated in contemporary China as they do not threaten regime stability, 

mobilizations that started as nationalist have the highest likelihood of providing the basis for 

trans-regional, large-scale social movements that threaten the regime. The more widespread 

nationalist protests are and the longer they last, the more costly it will be for the government to 

put out the fire, and the more easily confounding factors get involved. One illustrative example is 

how the Chinese government either suppresses or coopts the so-called patriotic organizations, to 

which I will return later.  

The two somewhat conflictual characteristics of state–society relations in contemporary 

China, namely, regime resilience that is based on diffuse support generated by traditional values 

that can compensate for the downturns of performance indicators such as foreign policy, 

economic growth and corruption, and the CCP leadership’s perception of fragility and fear of 

social forces, reinforce each other to contribute to the regime’s survival: “In T.H. Rigby’s classic 

formulation, the CCP has become part of the ‘normal order of things’ for most Chinese. Although 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
168 Stephen D. Krasner, “State Power and the Structure of International Trade”, World Politics 28, No. 3 (April 1976): 317-347. 
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complaints are raised about specific policy issues, the regime and its accomplishments enjoy 

general support.”169 Existing literature that reaches the conclusion that the potential foreign policy 

leverages that may be gained by encouraging or tolerating nationalist protests underestimate the 

perceived importance of domestic stability and risk that may result from doing so in the minds of 

the Chinese decision makers.  

To establish that the CCP has a strong sense of vulnerability vis-à-vis social forces 

despite actual regime resilience, which undergirds my argument that the Chinese government 

would be most concerned about domestic stability in times of escalated nationalist protests, the 

rest of this chapter first illustrates the Chinese government’s perception of vulnerabilities—

despite its high public support—with its reaction, or overreaction, to the so-called “Jasmine 

Revolution” in China in the wake of the outbreak of the “Arab Spring” uprisings in 2011. I then 

trace how student movements, primarily those in the 1980s, developed from student protests 

against specific government policies and Japan to an intense government–student confrontation at 

the Tiananmen Square in Beijing in 1989. The 1989 protests almost toppled the Chinese regime 

and resulted in a deep trauma in the collective memory of Chinese society that remains to this day.    

 

 

The “Overreaction” to the Jasmine Revolution 

 The Chinese government’s handling of attempts by social forces at organizing a Chinese 

“Jasmine Revolution” in 2011 demonstrates the high importance the government attaches to 

stability.  

 In January 2011, the Chinese government started to respond to the so-called “Arab 

Spring,” uprisings that swept the Arab world after the political upheaval, also known as the 

“Jasmine Revolution,” in Tunisia, by blocking news of the unfolding events and tightened 

Internet control of words related to the revolutions in the Middle East and collective activities.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
169 Dickson, Dictator’s Dilemma.  
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The censored “sensitive words” not only include key words of the uprisings, such as 

“revolution,” “protests” and “Arab Spring,” but also words such as “jasmine,” “today,” 

“tomorrow,” and names of possible sites of congregation in Beijing, such as “Wangfujin” and 

“McDonald’s.”170 All web portals (such as Sohu and Sina News) and social media webpages 

(primarily Renren, the Chinese version of Facebook, and Sina Weibo, the Chinese equivalent of 

Twitter) that released or reposted news reports or information about the Arab Spring were 

temporarily closed. All text messages that included the censored words were intercepted by 

China’s major state-owned communication service providers, and the “group send” function of 

instant messaging apps such as Feixin was temporarily disabled.171  

As “jasmine” represents the uprising in Tunisia and also is one of the favorite flowers in 

China, flower deliveries to the long Chang’an Street in Beijing, where Zhongnanhai, or China’s 

central government compound, is located, were prohibited from February 2011. The ban was not 

lifted until after early June, the sensitive anniversary of the so-called pro-democracy Tiananmen 

incident in 1989. Between February and March, all the offices on Chang’an Street, including 

banks, newspaper offices, publishing houses and law firms, were instructed to keep all the 

windows shut to ensure the safety of the central government officials.172 These measures were 

adopted after a Twitter post and an article published on a US-based community website in late 

February calling for a “Jasmine Revolution” in China and announcing the times and locations of 

planned congregations.173 In addition, it is reported that over one hundred rights activists in China 

who were suspected of having been involved in the preparation of the “Chinese Jasmine 

Revolution” were arrested and detained.174 Foreign journalists from media organizations such as 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
170 Ian Johnson, "Calls for a ‘Jasmine Revolution’ in China Persist," The New York Times, last modified February 23, 2011, accessed 
July 5, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/24/world/asia/24china.html?_r=1. 
171 Yo Tong, "Jasmine Revolution and Censorship in China," East Asia Gazette, last modified March 3, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, 
https://asia-gazette.com/china/2011/3/jasmine-revolution-and-censorship-china. 
172 Author’s interview with a civil servant who works in Chang’an Street, July 20, 2014.  
173 Johnson, "Calls for a ‘Jasmine," The New York Times. 
174 "Wangmin Chang Dingqi Molihua Jihui Jinghu Shubairen Juji Weiguanzhe Zhong" [Netiznes Call for Regular Jasmine 
Congregations; Hundreds in Beijing and Shanghai Congregated; Many Were Watching], Mingpao, last modified February 21, 2011, 
accessed July 5, 2016, http://life.mingpao.com/cfm/basicref3b.cfm?File=20110221/braa03a/gaa1.txt;  
"Jinghu Deng 13 Chengshi Molihua Geming Chuci Jihui Shou Zhenya" [First Jasmine Revolution Congregation in 13 Chinese Cities 
Including Beijing and Shanghai Was Repressed], RFI, last modified February 21, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, http://cn.rfi.fr/中国
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the BBC, the Telegraph, DPA, Bloomberg and VOA, who were present at the rumored 

congregation sites, were chased away or detained.175 In the meantime, China’s higher education 

authorities also issued announcements that discouraged college students from leaving the campus 

and banned them from participating in the so-called “Jasmine Revolution.” According to Radio 

France International, the Chinese education authorities’ preemptive measures were aimed at 

preventing college student protests similar to those in 2010 that were triggered by the seizure of a 

Chinese fishing boat by Japan.176 On March 1, 2011, the central government announced tighter 

controls on using the Internet, communication tools and the media to “incite subversion of state 

power,” “spread rumors,” “harm public order” or “conduct other activities that are harmful to the 

interest of the state, society and the collective.”177   

Many analysts regard the so-called “Chinese Jasmine Revolution” as never having 

existed, that the sequence of events was just a manifestation of the Chinese government’s 

“overreaction to the possibility of social unrest and the Western media’s exuberance to cover 

it.”178 This is because, despite the high-level alert and tight controls of the government, the 

“Jasmine Revolution” never had a chance of developing into a real challenge to regime stability 

in the wake of the Arab Spring. The “revolution” was first initiated by a small group of people 

(about 20 individuals), the majority of whom were based overseas and thus had low credibility 

among the public. Their overseas background not only limited their ability to mobilize resources 

to organize protests, but also created suspicion that their appeals were out of ulterior motives 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
/20110221-京沪等13城市「茉莉花革命」初次集会受镇压. 
175 "Waiguo Jizhe Zaijing Baodao Zao Zunao" [Foreign Correspondents' Reporting in Beijing Obstructed], VOA, last modified 
February 27, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, http://www.voachinese.com/content/article-20110227-foreign-correspondents-beijing-
targeted-117006718/778564.html. 
176 “Weifang Molihua Geming Jihui Zhongguo Yixie Daxue 'Ruanjin' Xuesheng" [Some Chinese Universities Put Students under 
'House Arrest' to Prevent Jasmine Revolution Congregations], RFI, last modified February 21, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, 
http://cn.rfi.fr/中国/20110221-为防茉莉花⾰革命集会-中国一些大学「软禁」学⽣生. 
177 "Wenxin Tishi: Jinzhi Liyong Hulianwang Deng Congshi Weifa Huodong" [Gentle Reminder: It is Prohibited to Use the Internet 
for Illegal Activities], China Daily, last modified March 1, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/hqcj/2011-
03/01/content_12097118.htm. 
178 Scott J. Henderson, “Wither the Jasmine: China’s Two-Phase Operation for Cyber Control-in-Depth,” ASPJ Africa and 
Francophoneie, 2014, 35-47, http://www.au.af.mil/au/afri/aspj/apjinternational/apj-s/2014/2014-2/2014_2_05_henderson_s_eng.pdf 
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other than making China’s political system more liberal and enhancing people’s rights.179 The 

organizers themselves also had difficulties in sustaining the movement in the early stages due to 

fear of the associated risk, disagreement over a variety of issues and different degrees of 

commitment.180 More importantly, the basic conditions in China and the affected Arab states were 

fundamentally different. While Tunisia, Egypt and other countries that were swept up in the Arab 

Spring had long been suffering from economic stagnation, income inequality and high 

unemployment, China’s economy had been growing and the regime enjoyed high public support. 

The state–society relations in China are also radically different from those in the states of the 

Middle East and North Africa. As a matter of fact, the so-called “Chinese Jasmine Revolution” 

never really took a breath of life, and was no more than a few webpages hosted by websites 

(Twitter, Facebook and Boxun) that are blocked in China. One or two crowds of several hundred 

people appeared at the “planned sites” in Beijing and Shanghai but, according to reports and eye-

witnesses, the majority of the people congregating there did not know what was happening and 

were just there out of curiosity, especially after knowing that there were foreign journalists 

present.181 There were no conditions for a real Jasmine Revolution to take place in China. At the 

minimum, the majority of people were not interested in participating in uprisings at the cost of 

sacrificing the stability of their lives.  

The Chinese government never lowered its level of alert regarding social instability, 

however. As one of the most prominent examples, although the 1989 Tiananmen protests took 

place almost 30 years ago, the government still starts to tighten security measures in April every 

year as the June 4th anniversary approaches. Not to mention the fact that security has always been 

very strict around the Tiananmen Square area. Private cars are prohibited from opening their 

windows when passing in front of the gate of Tiananmen all year round. Plainclothes police 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
179 Mao Zedong’s saying that “imperialism will never abandon its intention to destroy us” and the belief that the US-led Western 
world has never stopped trying to launch a “color revolution” or “peaceful revolution” in China still resonates with many in China.  
180  "Zhongguo 'Molihua Geming' Faqizhe de Shengming" [Declaration of Advocates of Chinese 'Jasmine Revolution'], 
boxunblog.com, last modified February 22, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, http://www.boxunblog.com/2011/02/blog-post_22.html. 
 
181 Author’s interview with a witness of the scene, July 20, 2014; "Wangmin Chang Dingqi Molihua," Mingpao. 
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officers keep a close watch on visitors’ activities on the Square and are ready to prevent anything 

that may potentially generate instability. The Tiananmen Square, although open to the public, is 

closed about half an hour after the daily flag-lowering ceremony, which is around 6 pm; and 

anyone who wants to get onto the Square must go through a security check.182  

Despite the high public support it has enjoyed, the Chinese government’s annual 

expenditure on internal security (or public security, as used in the government work report) has 

been on the rise, a reflection of the CCP’s sense of fragility. As Bruce Dickson points out,  

Despite presiding over a rapidly growing economy and an ever-increasing presence in 
international affairs, they (China’s leaders) remain wary of the potential of a popular 
upsurge that would threaten their hold on power. For this reason, they crack down hard 
on real or perceived efforts to promote popular protests. While their actions can seem 
heavy-handed and exaggerated to outside observers, the consistency of their responses to 
signs of protest indicate that they remain insecure about the stability of the regime.183 
 

 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
182 Author’s own experience, August 2014. On the way leading to the Tiananmen Square, every several hundred meters there was a 
patrol team of three helmeted police officers and a white police car. I tried to take a picture of one of the patrol teams but was called 
off.  
183 Bruce J. Dickson, “No ‘Jasmine’ for China”, Current History (September 2011): 211-16.  
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Figure 3 China’s Internal Security Expenditure, 2006–2014. 
Source: Ministry of Finance of People’s Republic of China, http://www.mof.gov.cn. Compiled by 
the author. 
 

Why the CCP Is So Worried about Domestic Stability 

The Chinese government’s sense of vulnerability is not unfounded. The traditional belief about 

the “mandate of heaven” runs deeply in Chinese society to this day.184 Generations of CCP 

leaderships have drawn and handed down lessons—through boot camps in the Party School of the 

Central Committee of the CCP, regular collective study sessions where “ideological purity” is an 

important performance indicator etc.—from social protests before and after the Party took power 

in 1949.185  

In particular, the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989, which ended in a bloody 

confrontation between the government and student protesters and resulted in years of 

international sanctions of the regime, has left an indelible mark on the Party leadership as well as 

a lasting psychological trauma for Chinese society. An examination of the waves of student 

protests in the 1980s—from small-scale anti-Japanese protests in 1985, followed by larger street 

demonstrations in 1986triggered by such mundane issues as the poor quality of food in student 

canteens and universities’ policy of cutting the electricity in student dormitories too early at night, 

and eventually to the massive pro-democracy, regime-threatening upheaval in 1989—provides 

clues as to why the Chinese government reacted to the above mentioned “Chinese Jasmine 

Revolution” so quickly and energetically.  

It was during the late 1980s, when there were signs of student restiveness and rifts within 

the central leadership over economic reforms, when Deng Xiaoping, China’s paramount leader 

from 1978 to 1992, came to the conclusion that “for China, the overriding need is for stability”; 

“without a political environment of stability and unity or stable social order, nothing can be 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
184 Perry, Challenging the Mandate of Heaven. 
185 Author’s interview with Central Party School professor, July 6, 2015.  
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accomplished. Stability overrides everything else.”186 This quote still rings very true for Chinese 

top leaders today, not only because the CCP has a tradition of upholding the principles put 

forward by revolutionary elders and previous leaders (not including those who were ousted and 

discredited, of course), but also because the risk of tolerating social activities has been 

demonstrated by history time and again. 

 

From “Mass Line” to Tiananmen: The Legitimacy of Nationalist Protests and the Risk of 

Tolerating Them  

 

Although the CCP under Mao Zedong forcefully discredited the traditional Chinese values, 

prominently Confucianism, as obsolete, unjust and “feudal,” Mao’s emphasis and reliance on 

mass mobilization—such as mass criticism and mass campaigns—to consolidate power for 

himself and for the Party was distinctly Chinese, not Communist. Mass mobilization occupies a 

unique place in both Chinese history and the CCP’s revolutionary tradition, which is why the 

CCP tolerated the student movements in the mid 1980s, the momentum of which was carried on 

to the 1989 Tiananmen protests that posed the biggest threat to the survival of the Communist 

regime since the end of the Cultural Revolution. However, the tolerance of mass protests in the 

1980s proved to be extremely risky and costly.   

Chinese history, as Elizabeth Perry has documented in detail in her book, Challenging the 

Mandate of Heaven: Social Protest and State Power in China,187 is rife with popular protests, or 

“rebellions, revolts, and mass movements that have repeatedly punctuated dynastic rule.”188 The 

continually impressive record of popular protests in China’s long history is due to the fact that 

“central elements in Chinese political culture have directly encouraged such protests,” as the 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
186 "Why and How the CPC Works in China," China.org.cn, last modified June 30, 2011, accessed July 5, 2016, 
http://www.china.org.cn/arts/2011-06/30/content_22890344_23.htm. 
 
187 Perry, Challenging the Mandate of Heaven. 
188 Lucian W. Pye, "Review: Challenging the Mandate of Heaven: Social Protest and State Power in China," Foreign Affairs, 
March/April 2002, accessed July 5, 2016, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/capsule-review/2002-03-01/challenging-mandate-
heaven-social-protest-and-state-power-china. 
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Confucian concept of a “mandate of heaven” practically dictates that any rebellion that topples 

the existing regime is bestowed with instant legitimacy, because if it has succeeded in taking 

power, it must have been given the mandate by the higher power, or it is destined, to rule; and the 

regime that was overthrown must have failed the “mandate of heaven” to deserve the fate. 

For example, in 1966, in order to tighten his grip on power and remove political enemies, 

Mao mobilized the masses, especially the young Red Guards, to struggle against Party moderates 

and their supporters. To jumpstart the mass campaign that subsequently wreaked havoc on the 

social fabric, he famously asserted, “To rebel is justified.”189 Indeed, the mass line concept, which 

is essentially “an interactive process of ‘from the masses, to the masses,’ was one of the 

quintessential elements of Mao Zedong Thought, the so-called ‘Sinification’ of Marxism-

Leninism.” The mass line concept has since been repeatedly quoted by post-Mao Chinese leaders, 

including Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, Wen Jiabao and Xi Jinping, to show 

consistency of the Party’s position as well as legitimize reforms.190  

Mao’s heavy reliance on mass mobilization, as well as post-Mao Chinese leaders’ 

emphasis on the “mass line” principle, not only echo what has been embedded in the Chinese 

traditional belief about dynasties, but also the CCP’s practical strategy to maintain its rule. 

Claiming to represent the working class, the CCP came to power and won legitimacy as a 

revolutionary vanguard Party, but the Communist doctrines lost their luster with the general 

public in the post-Mao era, as they appeared far-fetched to a population that was still primarily 

rural and struggling on the edge of subsistence. The elements of the “mass line,” such as sending 

cadres down to the rural areas to live and work with the locals and consistent rhetoric about how 

the Party represents the interest of the broadest sector of the society, are an attempt to strike a 

balance between the actual high degree of power centralization and the stated mission of 

empowering the people. In other words, it is a tactic that, by affording the public the feeling of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
189 Xing Lu, Rhetoric of the Chinese Cultural Revolution: The Impact on Chinese Thought, Culture, and Communication (Columbia, 
SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2004), 58. 
190 Dickson, The Dictator’s Dilemma.  
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being consulted in decision-making, allows the CCP to maintain public support without being 

accountable.191  

Although mass mobilization is regarded as having a degree of legitimacy, as stated in 

such assertions as “to challenge the mandate of heaven” and “to rebel is justified,” the underlying 

conditions in contemporary China do not provide the grounds for cross-class, multi-regional and 

material-grievance-based social movements to develop. On the other hand, mass mobilizations, 

especially student nationalist protests, are closely connected to the founding of the CCP, and were 

encouraged by the Party in the pre-1949 era. It was not by chance that Mao found young students 

were the easiest to mobilize and he gave the Red Guards a mandate to safeguard his political 

position. In Jeffrey Wasserstrom’s words, the May 4th movement in 1919 occupies “a place in 

China’s political mythology roughly comparable to that of the Boston Tea Party.”192 To start 

with, the May 1919 student movement, triggered by the then Chinese government’s weak 

response to the Treaty of Versailles, has a particularly venerated place in the history of the CCP. 

Not only did the protests create the climate for the founding of the CCP, but also many of the 

Party’s founders were activists who led and participated in the movement. To a lesser extent, the 

May 30th protest in 1925, although more associated with workers than with students, also has a 

celebrated place in the CCP lore, as it was organized by CCP groups with the participation of 

students and workers, and was seen by some as a continuation of the 1919 struggle. Similarly, the 

anniversary of the December 9th movement, which was a mass protest led by students in Beijing 

on December 9, 1935 to demand that the Chinese Nationalist government actively resist Japanese 

aggression, is remembered and marked to this day, as it further boosted the profile and prestige of 

Communist student activists at a time when the Nationalist Party-led government was actively 

suppressing Communists.  

Because of the importance of student nationalist movements in the pre-1949 era for the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
191 Ibid.  
192 Jeffrey Wasserstrom, “Chinese Students and Anti-Japanese Protests: Past and Present,” World Policy Journal 22, no. 2 (Summer 
2005): 59-65. 
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founding of the CCP and its legitimacy, not only are their anniversaries marked by government 

offices and in schools, but also these events are vividly described, in favorable terms, in middle 

school history textbooks so that young students can learn how the CCP, with the support of the 

masses, defeated the Nationalists and the Japanese to bring China redemption. Notably, the frieze 

that commemorates the CCP revolution at the base of the Monument to the People’s Heroes on 

the Tiananmen Square include depictions of the May 4th student demonstrators, which have since 

inspired and encouraged successive generations of Chinese students to emulate their 

predecessors.193 Just as Mao Zedong, as the founding father of the CCP, cannot be discredited 

publicly by the Party no matter what wrong decisions he made, the CCP is hostage to its own 

hailed revolutionary history. Because student movements constitute an important source of the 

CCP’s legitimacy, it would be costly to repress them with force. But as the CCP tries to remain in 

power in China, nationalist protests, like other forms of social protests, are threats to domestic 

stability, which is so vital to the incumbent regime. This is why the CCP faces a conundrum as to 

student and/or nationalist protests, and why the CCP views such protests with ambivalence. As a 

senior professor of political science at the Beijing University told me: “The Communist Party of 

China is so limited by its selected path and historical source of legitimacy that it will not be able 

to realize a ‘soft landing’ (as to both political reform and repressing dissent, whichever it 

opts).”194 

 

Lessons from the Tiananmen Square Incident 

Although it is costly to repress social protests, the Tiananmen Square incident in June 1989 shows 

that nothing, be it domestic legitimacy or international image and relations, is more important 

than handling immediate existential threat. If the CCP was inexperienced in terms of the risk 

associated with certain kinds of social protests in the 1980s and had to resort to holding protesters 
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at gunpoint when things went out of control, then the government’s high level of alert in the post-

1989 period has shown that it has learnt its lessons from the Tiananmen Square incident and the 

series of events that led to it. Indeed, in its over 60-year rule of China, the CCP regime has only 

been challenged by social forces once—in 1989.   

What are the lessons that the CCP has drawn from the protests in the 1980s? First and 

foremost, the spontaneous protests and the eventual confrontation between the government and 

protesters pushed the Communist regime to the brink of collapse in a dramatic way for the very 

first time since the CCP took over. The fear of being overthrown as well as the status of 

international pariah in the first few years after the incident brought it home to Party leaders that 

social stability is the single most important precondition to survival of the regime and 

development of the country.195  

Second, as Mao Zedong proclaimed, “a single spark is all it takes to start a prairie fire.” 

Small-scale protests, however seemingly innocuous, if not checked, may very well spin out of 

control and develop into movements similar to that in 1989. So social activities (and “sparks” of 

them), especially those that potentially have a broad appeal and develop into multi-regional and 

cross-class mobilizations (nationalist protests, for example), should, whenever possible, be 

monitored and contained at an early stage. The experience in 1989 has shown Party leaders that in 

a one-party regime, where there is no institutional arrangement through which a dissatisfied 

public can vote out the incumbent government, the government needs to be constantly vigilant of 

social activities, as the possibility of being overthrown by social forces cannot be removed 

absolutely. In this context, nationalist protests are first of all protests, and then nationalist, to the 

government. And because of their historical and moral legitimacy as “nationalist,” they are more 

dangerous to social stability and trickier to tackle. In addition, in a society where people do not 

enjoy many political rights, despite improved living standards, anti-foreign venting and protests 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
195 Slater points out that the elite’s perception of endemic and unmanageable threat is essential in generating the kind of elite collective 
action that underpins strong state and regime institutions. See Dan Slater, Ordering Power: Contentious Politics and Authoritarian 
Leviathans in Southeast Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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are a tempting and relatively safe alternative to public expression of dissatisfaction with aspects 

of the political system.  

Third, the experience with the Tiananmen Square incident has shown the CCP leadership 

the importance to regime stability of remaining publicly unified over strategically important 

decisions.196 The hesitation and indecision of the central government toward student activities as 

well as mixed signals the public received from the government in the years leading to the 1989 

protests revealed to the public that the top leaders were divided over economic and political 

reforms, which not only emboldened student protesters and fueled dissatisfaction over the 

existing social conditions among them, but also gave them time and opportunities to mobilize 

resources and develop channels for more efficient mobilization in the future. In the context of 

China’s state–society relations, in which society has a natural respect for the government, the 

recognition that they had sympathizers and supporters within the central leadership gave 

protesters confidence and made them believe that they were fulfilling a mandate from the higher 

authority. Jeffery Wasserstrom put this dynamism aptly: “A series of short-lived student 

struggles—anti-Japanese rallies in the autumn of 1985, demonstrations triggered by varied 

grievances in the winter of 1986–87 and so forth—preceded and helped set the stage for the June 

4th Movement.”197 

 

Student Protests in the 1980s: From Anti-Japan to Pro-Democracy 

It is indisputable that the student protests in 1989 and the subsequent government crackdown on 

them was a watershed moment in the history of the People’s Republic of China. But there are two 

points that need to be made about the understanding of what happened in that eventful year.  

First, both the Western democracies and the Chinese authorities tend to describe the 1989 

student movements in overly simplistic terms and ignore the many nuances of those movements. 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
196 Guillermo A. O’Donnell and Philippe C. Schmitter, Transitions from Authoritarian Rule. Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain 
Democracies (1986; repr., Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013).  
 
197 Wasserstrom, “Student Protests in Fin-de-Siècle China”. 
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Western media, participants and supporters of the movement, as well as many analysts, have 

regarded the Tiananmen Square incident as a purely pro-democracy movement and regularly 

depict it as a straightforward confrontation between student protesters and a cruel, totalitarian 

government, which ended in the government’s crackdown on protesters and the loss of many 

courageous young lives. From the perspective of the CCP, however, the protests were movements 

instigated by “outside forces” and people with ulterior motives in an attempt to overthrow the 

regime and thrust the country back into disorder and chaos like that during the Cultural 

Revolution. As many detailed accounts of the 1989 protests have demonstrated, however, there 

was a lot of back and forth between protesters and government (they were like “reluctant duelists,” 

in Melanie Manion’s words198) and the protests actually developed from minor demands to more 

politically charged ones. As discussed in chapter 1, the existing literature about the protests in 

1989 has largely ignored the fact that it was the element of nationalism, or the demand that the 

government take a tougher stand vis-à-vis Japan, in addition to requests for more consultation in 

the decision-making process or even for Western-style democracy, that won broad popular 

support for and participation in the movement among students and the rest of society. To a large 

extent, the 1989 student movement was similar to that in 1919, when workers and residents in 

Beijing and other major cities of China (including Shanghai, Tianjin, Guangzhou etc.) joined 

students in protests, shouting slogans such as “Struggle for sovereignty externally, get rid of the 

national traitors at home,” “Do away with the Twenty-One Demands,” and “Don’t sign the 

Versailles Treaty.” While protesters in 1919 voiced their anger at the Allied powers’ betrayal of 

China, denounced the government’s “spineless” inability to protect Chinese interests, and called 

for a boycott of Japanese products, those in 1989 were built on the momentum of the anti-

Japanese protests of 1985 and used nationalism as a rallying flag to win broad support from 

society. 
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Second, the Tiananmen Square protests in 1989 that came to be remembered by many as 

a “pro-democracy” movement actually developed naturally from a series of student protests that 

started with anti-Japanese protests in 1985. The unchecked momentum of social activities and 

mounting tensions between the government and society laid the groundwork for the 1989 protests.  

The grave consequences for the regime of not preventing the Tiananmen Square protests 

at the outset and the linkages between these protests and protest events that have significant 

places in the CCP’s revolutionary history, as elaborated earlier, have presented a conundrum to 

the CCP when handling subsequent nationalist protests. The government’s dilemma, however, is 

not between domestic stability and international leverage, but between domestic stability and the 

risk of damaging its legitimacy with repression. This was fully demonstrated in the government’s 

response to the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests. The stalemated negotiations between students 

and the government in the lead up to the final confrontation revealed the government’s concern 

that outright repression might hurt its legitimacy and public support; but eventually it was clear to 

the top leaders that repression had to be resorted to if the regime was to stay in power. When 

struggling with social forces for political survival, the international consequences of their internal 

decisions were not high on the Chinese leaders’ agenda.  

The following sections of this chapter trace the development of protest movements in the 

1980s and how the 1989 protests were initially inspired by nationalism and then “sidetracked” to 

a movement that has been remembered as pro-democracy and aimed at toppling the Communist 

regime. Government tolerance of nationalist protests in 1985 allowed the momentum of the 

student movement to be carried forward and eventually led to the student movement in 1989, 

during which the element of nationalism played an important role in creating popular support for 

the movement. The CCP’s experience with handling the social movements in the 1980s that were 

either inspired by nationalist sentiment or included elements of nationalism demonstrated the 

potential threat that unchecked nationalist protests may pose for the regime’s survival. Belief in 

this threat has been kept alive and constantly reinforced within the central leadership.   
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Protests in 1985 and 1986-87 

If the government sending tanks into the Tiananmen Square and clearing the Square by force in 

the early morning of June 4, 1989 was the “hard approach” in dealing with student protests, then 

its response to student protests in 1985 that were inspired by anti-Japanese nationalism and the 

protests in 1986–1987, which were to some extent a continuation of them, was fairly “soft.” In 

both instances, the government, due to considerations of cost to legitimacy and the venerated 

position of mass mobilization as well as of student protest, tried to prevent protests by persuading 

students not to take to the streets by instructing Party Committee leaders to go the universities and 

talk directly to the students. At no time did the government use physical coercion or even threat 

of punishment.199  

Trade between China and Japan had developed rapidly since the normalization of 

diplomatic relations between the two countries in 1972. In 1985, the 40th anniversary of the end 

of World War II and China’s victory over Japanese aggression, trade between the two countries 

grew by 4 billion US dollars over the previous year, with China registering a trade deficit of 5.22 

billion US dollars.200 As the pace of economic reform in China that started in the early 1980s 

quickened, social problems such as serious inflation, corruption, widening income gap, crime and 

loss of faith among the youth emerged. There was dissatisfaction in urban areas over the 

worsening economic situation of the country. Intellectuals and students, already unhappy about 

lowered living standards on campus reflected in poor quality food and short supply of electricity 

in dormitories, accused the government of “selling its soul” with its open-door policy and of 

doing business with anyone. It was widely rumored that some Japanese businesses took 

advantage of the fact that China had backward technology, rampant corruption and limited access 

to information to dump obsolete facilities and inferior products in China, the Baosteel project 
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being the primary example. There was public resentment that, after Japanese aggression in World 

War II, Japan was now again trying to invade China through economic means.201  

The central leadership had also been divided over the pace and degree of economic 

reforms that started in 1978, as the conservative faction, represented by Chen Yun, Li Xiannian, 

Li Peng and Yao Yilin, tried to reverse reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping and his protégés, Hu 

Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang.202 In the same period (early 1980s), the opening-up policy made it 

possible for liberal ideas of the West to come into China.  

In this context, on August 15, 1985, the 40th anniversary of Japan’s surrender, Yasuhiro 

Nakasone, the then Japanese Prime Minister, and his cabinet ministers paid an official visit to 

Yasukuni Shrine in full morning dress. This move had great symbolic significance as they visited 

the shrine in an official capacity and demonstrated that the Japanese government was reasserting 

its respect for the spirits of the ancestors killed in battle, including 14”Class-A” war criminals 

from World War II.203 

Students in Beijing quickly started to mobilize street protests against Nakasone’s visit to 

Yasukuni Shrine as well as Japan’s “second occupation” of China, a reference to Japan’s 

increasing commercial presence. Students of Beijing University wrote “big character posters” to 

call for student demonstrations at the Tiananmen Square, where the May 4th movement 

originated. These protest attempts immediately met with government containment. As the 

September 18th anniversary of the 1931 Mukden Incident drew near, the CCP Beijing Committee 

instructed colleges to organize some “appropriate” campus activities to commemorate the 

anniversary and firmly prohibit students from displaying any more “big character posters” and 

from going to the Tiananmen Square.  

But student activism continued to spread. On September 18th, over 2,000 students of 

Beijing University gathered on campus in preparation to march outside. Ding Shisun, the then 
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president of Beijing University, addressed the students and tried to persuade them not to take to 

the streets. Angry students criticized the university and government. As the university locked the 

gates to prevent students’ “overreaction,” some students tried to force their way out at the 

southern gate, but did not succeed due to police presence outside the campus.204 

On the same day, students who managed to leave campus individually from Beijing 

University and other universities of the city, about 1,000 in total, assembled at the Tiananmen 

Square.205 The protesters shouted anti-Japanese slogans such as, “Down with the second 

occupation!” “Down with the resurgent militarism!” and “Patriotism is innocent!” They went 

further, protesting against the opening-up policies and expressing demands for greater freedom 

and democracy along with familiar complaints about inflation and poor living conditions. 

The students marched twice around the perimeter of the Square and laid wreaths at the 

Monument to the People’s Heroes while uniformed policemen watched without acting to halt the 

demonstration. As the protesters were allowed to go unpunished, there were suggestions that 

there was support from factions within the CCP leadership.206 Jeffery Wasserstrom observed that  

 

Some conservative leaders within the CCP tried to further factional agendas then by 
sponsoring the student rallies against Japanese “economic imperialism”, hoping these 
would embarrass more reformist officials, such as Hu Yaobang, who had been pushing 
for China to open its markets more quickly to trade with capitalist countries.207 
 

Things did not calm down after September 18. On campuses in Beijing, “big character 

posters” and circulars continued to appear. These posters and circulars supported the protests on 

September 18, criticized Japan’s trade policy toward China, accused unnamed Chinese officials 

of inviting “the wolf to the door” by promoting Japanese investment and trade, and suggested that 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
204 "Jingshen de Meili: Jiaoyujia Ding Shisun" [Power of Spirit: Ding Shisun the Educator], CCTV.com, last modified March 22, 
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205 John F. Burns, "1,000 Peking Students March in Resentment Against Japan," The New York Times, last modified September 19, 
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some officials were “bartering the nation’s integrity for personal gain.” In language reminiscent 

of the Cultural Revolution, one pamphlet referred to some of those now in power as “vampires 

who suck the blood of the working people.”208  

In October, anti-Japanese protests broke out in Xi’an, Wuhan and Chengdu, where tens of 

thousands of students and residents took to the streets. In November, hundreds of students in 

Beijing staged their second protest against Japan and the government’s “open-door” policies.209 

More localized protests took place on the arrival of the 50th anniversary of the December 9th 

Movement—student protests in Beijing in 1935 that prompted the formation of the anti-Japanese 

alliance between the Kuomintang government led by Chiang Kai-shek and the CCP led by Mao 

Zedong.210  

The government’s initial response was to attempt to persuade students to demonstrate 

their “patriotism” in work and study instead of by protesting. During the CCP’s national 

conference from September 18 to 23, 1985, the decision was made that Party Committee leaders 

should go to universities and hold direct “dialogues” with students. High-level diplomats, 

represented by Fu Hao and Sun Pinghua, went to campuses to give lectures about China–Japan 

relations and try to appease students. According to Yang Jisheng,  

 

The guiding principle for Hu Yaobang (then General Secretary of the Communist Party) 
to put out the fire (of student protests) this time was to hold dialogues between leaders 
and students on an equal footing and to channel students’ emotions.211 
 

Besides direct dialogues with students, the government also used tougher official rhetoric 

toward Japan in an effort to appease heightened nationalist sentiments and public dissatisfaction 

against the government. Following the September 18 protests triggered by Nakasone’s visit to the 
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Yasukuni Shrine, a Foreign Ministry spokesperson stated on September 19 that the visit by 

members of the Japanese cabinet had hurt the feelings of Chinese people, urging the Japanese 

government to implement its promises and steadily develop “China–Japan friendship.”212 On 

September 20, Xinhua reported that the Chinese government had requested Japan to handle the 

Yasukuni matter with prudence, as it had “seriously hurt the feelings of the Chinese people.” The 

report also urged the Japanese government to halt more visits to Yasukuni and “not to take the 

path of militarism again.”213 On September 21, Deng Xiaoping criticized Japan’s trade surplus 

with China when meeting with members of the Japan-China Economic Cooperation 

Association.214 

However, as the fiftieth anniversary of the December 9th movement drew near and 

protests against Japan as well as aspects of the “open-door” policy and corruption had been going 

on and off for three months, Party leaders, conservative and reformist alike, realized that 

heightened student sentiments, regardless of the matter that triggered them, could not be taken 

lightly. A People’s Daily editorial on December 10, 1985 noted that it was the fanaticism of the 

youthful Red Guards that made the Cultural Revolution possible.215 The message about the role of 

student movements in building the Party and as an instrument for disaffected factions to promote 

opposition to the Party’s line in the CCP’s history was also not easily lost on government leaders.  

Moreover, to counter the recent student unrest, the Chinese government, besides 

prohibiting further unapproved protests, organized a large-scale ceremony with the participation 

of 4,000 high school students in the Tiananmen Square to mark the 50th anniversary of the 

December 9th movement. Again, to appease the anti-Japanese sentiments that had been running 

high, Hu Yaobang, the then Party general secretary, publicly stated that it would be another 40 

years before China could forget what Japan had done there before 1945. But, at the same time, the 
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213 “China Urges Japan to Avoid the Path of Militarism,” Xinhua News Reports, in FBIS (September 20, 1985, Section D, p.1).  
214 Tian Huan, Zhanhou Zongri Guanxi Shinian Biao, 545.  
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ceremony was used to send the message that, although the government understood and may have 

tolerated the nationalist impulses that had infused the protests, attacks against the reform and 

“open-door” policy were not approved. In a symbolic move, veterans of the 1935 protest were 

brought forward to urge students to support the “reform and opening-up” policy spearheaded by 

Deng Xiaoping, as it was the only viable path toward a strong and independent China.216 The 

People’s Daily even resorted to quoting Mao Zedong’s 1946 speech that “only by following the 

Communist Party can students embark on the correct road.” Such expressions had been extremely 

rare in recent years as Deng Xiaoping had climbed to the position of the paramount leader of the 

CCP and had been pushing forward economic reforms as well as more interaction with the rest of 

the world.217 

As the government’s generally “soft approach” in 1985 emboldened students and 

intellectuals, and the political atmosphere within China continued to relax, calls for political 

reform started to reemerge in 1986. Dissidents such as Fang Lizhi, Liu Yanbin and Wang 

Ruowang went to universities to give lectures that demanded political reforms and democracy 

and met with fanatical support from students. Aspects such as corruption and poor living 

standards on campus that were the subjects of protest in 1985 did not show obvious improvement. 

Within the government, the struggle between conservatives and reformists was still ongoing.218   

The wave of student activism in 1986-87 started in Hefei on December 5, 1986, when 

thousands of college students from the Chinese University of Science and Technology, Hefei 

University of Technology, Anhui University and Anhui Medical University marched in the city 

and shouted slogans such as “Down with feudalism and dictatorship!” “Fight for real democracy!” 

and “Down with bureaucracy!” The demonstration was triggered by criticism of the lack of 

democratic procedures in the election of people’s representatives of local districts and counties in 

November, and the momentum had been built through “big character posts” and circulars on 
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campuses. Fang Lizhi, then vice president of the Chinese University of Science and Technology, 

addressed a meeting between representative candidates and voters on December 4 and 

encouraged students to “fight for real democracy instead of waiting for it to be granted from 

above.”219 On December 9, over 2,000 students stormed into the building of Hefei’s municipal 

government. Circulars appeared on campus that claimed, “The Communist Party of China has 

become the major obstacle to the development of democracy.”220 

Student activism rapidly spread to other major cities across the country. Protests erupted 

in Beijing, Shanghai, Wuhan, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Chengdu, Xi’an, Tianjin and Changsha. In 

Beijing, after over 3,000 students marched on the streets, the municipal government issued the 

“Beijing Municipal Government Several Provisional Regulations on Marches and 

Demonstrations” on December 26 in an attempt to contain further demonstrations. However, 

students were outraged by the restrictions, such as the requirement to obtain official approval in 

advance, laid out in the Regulations. Right after the issuance of the Regulations, over 200,000 

demonstration requests were submitted by students and residents in Beijing, and protests that 

demanded political reforms and democracy continued to break out.  

Such widespread and large-scale spontaneous protests as those that started in December 

1986 had been unprecedented since the founding of the People’s Republic. On December 30, 

Deng Xiaoping convened a meeting with Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang, Wan Li, Hu Qili, Li Peng 

and He Dongchang, Party leaders from both conservative and reformist factions. At this meeting, 

Deng showed his determination to maintain social order even with force:  

 

Measures should be taken on those who attempt to force their way into the Tiananmen 
Square...no concession should be made on the implementation of the regulations on 
marches and demonstrations issued by the Beijing Municipal government, which should 
be regarded as law.221  
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Deng also made it clear that the softer approach may no longer be appropriate now that 

protests had escalated to the extent that social order had been damaged and laws broken.  

The following day, the government organized a rally in which 3,600 primary school 

“Young Pioneers” participated in front of the Monument to the People’s Heroes to prevent 

college students from demonstrating in Tiananmen Square. But hundreds of students still 

assembled in the adjacent area and unfolded banners with slogans such as “Fight against tyranny” 

and “Freedom of speech.” Despite dozens of arrests during the day, student protests continued 

into the early morning of the next day. 

According to Yang Jisheng, the protests in Beijing on January 1, 1986 stirred student 

congregations and demonstrations in universities in 28 cities of 18 provinces. Even Lhasa, the 

capital city of Tibet, saw “big characters posters.”222 

Hu Yaobang continued to emphasize “communication” and “dialogue” with students, 

insisting upon a soft approach and “cool treatment” of leading figures in the student unrest, which 

upset Deng Xiaoping and caused dissatisfaction from some senior leaders, represented by Deng 

Liqun, Wang Zhen, Hu Qiaomu, Peng Zhen, Bo Yibo and Yang Shangkun, within the leadership. 

Wang Zhen, the then Deputy Director of the CCP Central Advisory Commission, even lashed out 

at a meeting: “You have three million college students, but I have three million PLA soldiers! 

This time I am going to behead a bunch of people!” On January 16, 1986, Hu was forced to 

resign as Party Secretary at a Politburo meeting on the grounds that he had been too lenient with 

student protesters and for moving too quickly toward free market style economic reforms. 

When compared with its management of the 1985 anti-Japanese protests, after the student 

unrest continued for two weeks from December 1986 to January 1987, the Party moved more 

resolutely to restore order. In mid January, the leadership of the Chinese University of Science 

and Technology was reshuffled, with both its president, Guan Weiyan, and vice president, Fang 

Lizhi, removed from their posts. Fang Lizhi was also expelled from the CCP. Two other 
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prominent leading figures of the student protests, Wang Ruowang and Liu Binyan, were also 

expelled from the CCP. The Central Committee issued a circular warning that “anyone who 

violates the disciplines and principles of the Party will be punished.” 

With the severe punishment of some prominent “agitators” of the student movement and 

the approach of the winter vacation in late January, this wave of protests seemed to have calmed 

down. Although students continued to meet secretly, in public there were fewer dissident voices 

as the Party launched a campaign against bourgeois liberalization.   

 

Protests in 1989: Out of Control, Beyond Expectation 

Social resentment against problems such as price hikes, slow progress of reform, corruption and 

the income gap continued to simmer, however. The factional struggle between liberals led by Hu 

Yaobang’s successor, Zhao Ziyang, and conservatives led by Chen Yun and Li Peng, had become 

more prominent. In the summer of 1988, the grave of Zhao Ziyang’s mother was desecrated. In 

Chinese culture, digging up the tomb of a family member constitutes the harshest form of 

humiliation and revenge, and this incident was seen as either a reflection of how indignant the 

Chinese public was against the central government, or the feud between the factions within the 

leadership.223  

Small-scale protests reemerged in the spring of 1988 and again in 1989 at Beijing 

University. Dissidents such as Fang Lizhi continued to criticize the government and frequently 

gave interviews with foreign journalists. Liberal newspapers represented by the Shanghai-based 

World Economic Herald published a number of articles advocating political reforms that 

criticized existing policies, which started to have more and more influence in the academic sphere. 

In the fall and winter of 1988, students started to organize seminars and salons on campus and 

invite famous dissidents including Fang Lizhi, Yan Jiaqi, Su Shaozhi and Bao Zunxin to give 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
223 Yang, Zhongguo Gaige Niandai de Zhengzhi, 348; Clifton D. Bryant, Handbook of Death and Dying (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 2003), 984. 



89	
  
	
  

talks. Fang even called Deng Xiaoping in January 1989 to demand an amnesty for political 

prisoners. According to Yang Jisheng, “in the spring of 1989, the air in Beijing spelt like 

gunpowder. A tiny spark could have caused an explosion.” 

That “spark” was Hu Yaobang’s death on April 15, 1989. As Hu advocated political and 

economic reforms and had been removed from his post for his soft attitude toward student 

protests in 1986–1987, students in Beijing marched to the Tiananmen Square for commemorative 

activities. On the 18th, hundreds of students congregated in front of the Great Hall of the People 

to request a meeting with members of the standing committee of the National People’s Congress 

and submitted a letter that requested more political rights. Then more students joined them to sit 

in the Tiananmen Square. By the evening of April 18, over 20,000 students participated in the 

demonstration at Tiananmen.  

Things soon went out of control. Students from other major cities, including Tianjin, 

Nanjing and Shanghai attempted to travel to Beijing to support the student movement. 

Demonstrations also spread to other parts of the country and there were severe conflicts between 

the police and protesters. 

On April 26, the People’s Daily published a front-page editorial titled “It is necessary to 

take a clear-cut stand against disturbances,” which was a reflection of the decision reached at a 

Politburo meeting on the 24th. Deng Xiaoping approved the hardline stance by observing that the 

protests were “a pre-planned plot that is aimed at overturning the leadership of the Communist 

Party of China and the socialist regime.”224  

As the editorial effectively branded the student movement to be an anti-party, anti-

government revolt,225 it backfired and squarely antagonized students against the government.226 In 

response, on April 27, some 50,000–100,000 students from all the Beijing universities marched to 
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the Tiananmen Square, breaking through police lines and receiving widespread public support 

along the way, particularly from factory workers.227 Student leaders toned down anti-Communist 

slogans and chose to present a message of “anti-corruption, anti-cronyism” but “pro-party” in 

order to show the patriotic nature of the movement.228  

The government made certain concessions by sending officials to meet with the students 

and adopting a softer tone toward the movement. This satisfied the majority of the student 

protesters, who began to lose interest in the movement in early May. But the protests escalated 

after radical student factions mobilized for a hunger strike and restored the movement’s 

momentum. By the afternoon of May 13, some 300,000 were gathered at the Square.229 The 

movement evolved and divisions within the CCP leadership over how to respond to it continued 

to intensify until the confrontation developed to the extent that “[t]he state leaders were left with 

only two choices, either to repress the students or to face the prospect of eventually stepping 

down, as the communist leaders in Eastern European countries had done.”230 On May 20, Party 

authorities declared martial law, and mobilized as many as 300,000 troops to Beijing. On the 

morning of June 4, PLA (People’s Liberation Army) troops were sent to Beijing and cleared the 

Tiananmen Square with force under the instructions of Deng Xiaoping. The estimated number of 

deaths that occurred in the clearing up of the Square ranged from 202 (36 students and 166 PLA 

soldiers) to over 3,000.231 

The CCP paid a high international cost by ending the confrontation between government 

and protesters with brute force, and China’s hard-won image of an anti-Soviet ally committed to 

reform and modernization was left in tatters. Amid widespread denunciation of the Chinese 

government from Western governments and media, the World Bank, the Asian Development 

Bank and Western governments suspended development loans to China, foreign direct investment 
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commitments were canceled, and the US and Western Europe implemented arms embargos 

against China that are still effective today.232 For several years, China fell into international 

isolation, which made it extremely difficult for the country’s reform and development efforts.  

 

Conclusion  

State–society relations in contemporary China rest on an uneasy equilibrium of “contentious 

stability” that is the result of the combination of high diffusion of public support for the regime 

(despite lower support regarding specific issues and local government) and the government’s 

inherent sense of fragility generated from memories and experiences of the role of social 

movements in modern China as recent as the 1980s. In particular, the seeds of the 1989 protests 

were sown in the anti-Japanese protests a few years before and the Tiananmen Square incident 

was actually triggered by demands other than (and more trivial than) sweeping political reforms, 

but the mostly patriotic, more moderate student protests were soon “hijacked” by the radical 

student factions as the movement grew and sentiments heightened. 

It is the CCP’s sense of fragility and belief that “stability overrides everything” that 

explains the government’s high state of alert post-1989 to potential social instabilities, especially 

those that are not localized and based on material grievances, as the government “overreaction” to 

calls for a Chinese “Jasmine Revolution” in 2011 demonstrated. Moreover, the student protests in 

1985 were triggered by anti-Japanese sentiments and those in 1986 were set off by such trivial 

issues as students’ calls to end compulsory exercise on campus, but the momentum that had been 

accumulated was ultimately released in 1989, which eventually turned into a watershed year in 

China’s recent history. As mentioned earlier, even the 1989 protests that were remembered as 

demands for political reforms and democracy started with patriotic calls to improve governance, 

not questions concerning the government’s legitimacy. The lesson, therefore, was that what was 

important is not why the protests happen, but the fact that any large-scale, trans-regional or cross-
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class protest is a threat that must be put down whenever possible. Therefore, the government’s 

dilemma when it comes to responding to nationalist protests is not between domestic stability and 

international leverage, but between domestic stability and the risk of damaging its legitimacy by 

repressing “nationalist” protests, which have a celebrated position in China’s modern history as 

well as the CCP’s revolutionary history. The CCP after Tiananmen is not confident enough to 

tolerate nationalist protests intentionally in order to gain international leverage, which, when 

generated, can only be the “by product” of internal dynamics.  
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Chapter 4: Government’s Handling of Anti-Japanese Protests in Contemporary China 

 

In this chapter, I examine attempted and actual anti-Japanese protests from the 1990s to 2012.  In 

1990 and 1996, when the right wing Japanese nationalists landed on and claim Japanese 

ownership of the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea, the Chinese 

government, which just experienced the Tiananmen Square Incident and were bearing the 

international cost of the crackdown, did not allow domestic nationalist protests to happen because 

relations between China and Japan had been warm, and the CCP was unified in the purposes of 

maintaining social stability and achieving economic development. In 2005, 2010 and 2012, anti-

Japanese protests erupted and escalated in China. “Escalation” is defined in two ways—either 

demonstrations become cross-regional rather than local and/or participation becomes more 

diversified (i.e. spanning multiple occupations and groups).  

As predicted by the theory, the Chinese government only allowed anti-Japanese protests 

when the two conditions were present at the same time: tense recent bilateral relations, and lack 

of elite consensus, as are the cases in 2005, 2010 and 2012. While “at any time, the top priority of 

the CCP should be to maintain its rule, which is hinged upon domestic stability. All policies, no 

matter they are domestic or foreign affairs are aimed at that goal. This has never changed since 

Tiananmen Square,”233 the co-existence of the two above mentioned conditions compromised the 

government’s capability in effectively and promptly preventing nationalist protests. Specifically, 

from the 1990s to the 2000s, the CCP leadership had experienced a structural transition from 

personality rule to collective rule as the strong influence of Deng Xiaoping faded away.234 With 

this transition, it has become inevitable that elite consensus is more difficult and takes more time 
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“So long as he has a pulse, Deng is more an institution than a man, and a certain public awe shapes the political environment…Who 
will get the top job is largely unpredictable, but whoever he is, he cannot possibly achieve the stature of Mao Zedong or Deng 
Xiaoping. This is a structural change, not just a comment on available leaders. World War II produced Roosevelt, Truman, 
Eisenhower, Churchill, and de Gaulle. Similarly, only the stresses of the revolution could produce leaders of Mao's or Deng's stature. 
The governance of China after Deng will be spread among many leaders, and their policies will depend more on broad support and the 
consensus of elites than individual predilection.” See William H. Overholt, "China after Deng," Foreign Affairs 75, no. 3 (May/June 
1996): 63-78. 
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to reach. That said, the priority attached to stability means that even though protests were allowed 

to erupt, the CCP would take measures to contain them once they escalated. In addition, 

according to a Chinese high-level diplomat, “when there are signs that things are getting out of 

control, the ‘top’ can act in a very strong and resolute manner without much opposition from 

within the Party, because the threat is on everyone.”235At this stage, due to the nature of 

nationalist protests, the CCP’s response to escalated protests would be dependent on whether the 

nationalist protests enjoy public support and whether the protests raised demands other than anti-

foreign.  

  Before getting into details of government responses to anti-Japanese protests in different 

cases, however, a few more words are needed to spell out why we see frequent anti-Japanese 

protests in China in the post-Tiananmen era. There are several reasons. First, Japan represents 

THE country that triggers the broadest genuine contempt and indignation among the Chinese 

public. In other words, anti-Japanese sentiments in China are country-based, while anti-foreign 

sentiments against other countries, such as the United States, France, Russia and Indonesia, are, 

to a large extent, incident-based; second, because the War of Resistance Against Japan from 1937 

to 1945 led by the CCP (according to Chinese history textbooks) constitutes the foundation of the 

CCP’s legitimacy to be the ruling Party, the CCP will find it difficult to morally justify the visible 

suppression of anti-Japanese protests, which may be used as a cloak for protesters with demands 

other than nationalist ones.  

As discussed in chapter three, interaction between the ruler and the ruled in China is more 

like negotiations within a family than the checks and balances of power and interests between the 

elected and the constituents that are more familiar to the Western societies. As resentment against 

Japan runs so deeply in the Chinese society due to both collective painful memories about 

Japanese aggression in China that started in the turn of the 20th century and the CCP’s intentional 

propaganda and educational campaigns in the post-Tiananmen era, Japan has become the country 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
235 Author’s interview with a former Chinese diplomat, June 21, 2015.  
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that is most likely to trigger strong nationalist sentiments among the Chinese public.  As Woods 

and Dickson found in their analysis of a survey implemented in over 280 cities across China in 

2014, 

“Agreement with the victimization narrative has a negligible impact on attitudes toward 

specific countries, with the important exception of Japan. Although official media and public 

education routinely frame the actions of other countries towards China in terms of the century of 

humiliation, this frame has no discernible effect on feelings toward major powers other than 

Japan.”236  

 As anti-Japanese activities, although not officially allowed by the government, naturally 

carry the “moral high ground” and broad resonance among the public, they present the biggest 

dilemma to the Chinese government because the latter’s legitimacy has been partially built on 

China’s victimization under the roughshod of Japan and the CCP’s role in bringing the Chinese 

nation redemption from that humiliating past. For example, even in the 2010s, it is still the 

routine practice for scholars at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences to denunciate Japan to 

show “political correctness” before they discuss anything about the country in seminars and 

conferences.237 While the majority of the population know protests against countries other than 

Japan or protests in general are not approved by the government and will for sure result in 

suppression or punishment, anti-Japanese protests represent an opportunity of taking to the streets 

with the possibility of airing some demands or venting some grievances, anti-Japanese or not, 

without being severely punished by the government. This is why we have only seen anti-Japanese 

protests, not protests against other countries, escalate to multiple regions and last for relatively 

long period of time, reflecting the government’s conundrum and the protesters’ taking advantage 

of it, but not other anti-foreign protests, with the exception of the anti-US protests in 1999, on 

which I will elaborate in chapter five.  
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
236 Jackson S. Woods and Bruce J. Dickson, “Victims and Patriots: Disaggregating Nationalism in Urban China,” Journal of 
Contemporary China, forthcoming.  
237 Author’s interview with a scholar at CASS, July 6, 2015.  
 



96	
  
	
  

 

Anti-Japanese Protests Suppressed in the 1990s: the Initial Phase  

While the Chinese government’s primary goal has been to stay in power, the methods that are 

necessary to achieve that goal are often in conflict. In the 1990s, popular expressions of 

nationalist sentiments, which were partially inspired by the government’s intense patriotic 

campaigns, were forcefully put down before they could materialize into street protests. When 

there are international disputes and the government has to juggle so many balls at the same 

time—social stability, domestic legitimation, and international relations--domestic criticism over 

the government’s prevention of nationalist protests as “unpatriotic” is the least the government 

needs to worry about, especially when the government does not have to please a constituency in 

order to remain in office and has control over the security apparatus. Not to mention the cost of 

suppressing any “spark” of nationalist protests that naturally have a nation-wide and cross-class 

appeal is lower than having to suppress protests that have grown out of control, a hard lesson the 

CCP has learned in 1989.  

 

 The 1990 Lighthouse Incident  

Good Bilateral Relations before the Lighthouse Incident 

China faced international condemnation and isolation after the Tiananmen Square incident in 

June 1989.238 Within one month after June 4, 1989, all the G7 member states, then the world’s 

most powerful countries halted high-level exchanges with and military sales to China. 

International financial institutions such as the World Bank postponed or deferred considerations 

of loans to China. On July 15 of the same year, the G7 Summit of Arch in Paris adopted Political 

Declaration on China that condemned the Chinese government’s “violent repression in China in 

defiance of human rights.” The then Japanese Prime Minister Toshiki Kaifu, however, worked 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
238 Jeffrey T. Richelson and Michael L. Evans, eds., "Tiananmen Square, 1989: The Declassified History," The National Security 
Archive, last modified June 1, 1999, accessed June 19, 2013, http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB16/. 
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with the then US president, George H. W Bush, to soften the language in the Declaration, as 

Japan rejected use of the term “sanctions” in referring to its actions towards China in the wake of 

the Tiananmen Square incident and criticized some steps taken by the United States as overly 

punitive against China, which may deepen China’s isolation.239  

On the part of the Chinese government, it moved quickly to try to amend the damages 

done to its international status by the Tiananmen Square Incident, and turned first to Japan. To 

facilitate better relations with Japan, the Chinese authorities, within days of the Tiananmen 

Square Incident, instructed journalists and scholars not to write or publish anything negative 

about Japan.240  

Japan also intended to restore high-level relations with China out of concerns for regional 

stability and perhaps a “residual guilt” from the war past.241 Moreover, China represented a large 

market for Japanese goods and investment that Japan did not want to see compromised.242 Four 

days after the Tiananmen Square Incident, on June 8, Japanese Prime Minister Sosuke Uno 

explained to Diet members that “Japan-China relations differ from the US-China relations” and 

that “with China facing domestic uncertainty, we should avoid making any statements about what 

is right and wrong.”243 He also stated that imposing sanctions against China “is very impolite to a 

neighboring country.”244 Among the G7 countries, Japan’s punitive policies against China were 

the most restrained, which was noted by the Chinese government that had decided to seek 

Japanese assistance early on. As Qian Qichen, the then Chinese Foreign Minister, recalls,  

Japan was a reluctant member of the Western bloc of countries that imposed sanctions 
against China. It endorsed the resolution of the G7 Economic Summit imposing sanctions 
imply because it wanted to take the same position as the other six countries…China 
regarded Japan as a weak link in the united front of Western countries that had imposed 
sanctions against China—and therefore the best target for attacking such sanctions.245 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
239 Ezra F. Vogel, Ming Yuan, Akihiko Tanaka, The Golden Age of the U.S.-China-Japan Triangle, 1972-1989, P. 106. 
240 Ezra F. Vogel and Yuan Ming, eds., The Golden Age of the U.S.-China-Japan Triangle, 1972-1989 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Asia Center, 2002), 105. 
241 Peng Er Lam, Japan's Relations With China: Facing a Rising Power (London; New York: Routledge, 2006), 38. 
242 Author’s interview, official from the People’s Bank of China, September 2, 2015.  
243 Quoted in Jessica Chen Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China's Foreign Relations (New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 106.  
244 East Asia Daily Report, June 8, 1989, p. 2, in FBIS.  
245 Qian Qichen, Ten Episodes in China’s Diplomacy (New York: HarperCollins, 2005), 150.  
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The United States also left room for resumption of normal exchanges with China due to 

considerations of China’s potential role as a partner against the Soviet Union. Between June and 

December 1989, President George H. W. Bush sent Brent Scowcroft, his National Security 

Advisor, to two missions to China to make sure that the US-China relationship could be 

preserved,246 which was also a cue to Japan that resuming contact with China would be 

acceptable to the United States. At this signal, Japan started to plan the resumption of loans to 

China and received Zou Jiahua, the head of China’s State Planning Commission, a ministerial 

level official. In December 1989, Japan resumed negotiations for the third yen loan package and 

sent a delegation from the Japanese Association for International Trade Promotion to Beijing. 

Several months later, in late May 1990, Japan decided to end its sanctions against China, which 

led to a series of visits to Beijing by Japanese officials and businessmen and paved the way for 

ending China’s post-Tiananmen isolation.247  

 

Elite Cohesion 

As social order was just back and the memories about the Tiananmen crackdown were fresh, 

“stability” was the prevailing theme in China, and the Chinese leadership was unified in being on 

high alert of signs of potential social instabilities. On June 4, 1990, on the one-year anniversary of 

the Tiananmen crackdown, the phrase “wending yadao yiqie” became a front-page headline in the 

People’s Daily.248 At the same time, as mentioned above, the Chinese government was unified in 

courting Japanese assistance to get out of its international isolation. In a speech delivered to the 

Japanese delegates from the Japanese Association for International Trade Promotion in December 

1989, Deng Xiaoping, who remained China’s “great architect” and paramount leader, stated: "At 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
246  "George H. W. Bush: Foreign Affairs," Miller Center, accessed June 19, 2016, http://millercenter.org/president/biography/bush-
foreign-affairs. 
247 Vogel and Yuan, The Golden Age of the U.S.-China-Japan, 106-7.  
 
248 Qian Gang, "Preserving Stability," China Media Project, accessed June 19, 2016, http://cmp.hku.hk/2012/09/14/27074/. 
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a time when the international monopoly capitalism imposes sanctions on our country, you lead 

such a big envoy to us. This move is reflective of genuine friendship."249 Deng’s statement 

demonstrated the Chinese government’s collective intention and resolve in keeping a good 

relations with Japan. The unifying effect of the psychological impact of the Tiananmen Square 

Incident, combined with the strong leadership of Deng Xiaoping, who was the last Chinese top 

leader with the revolutionary stature and had enjoyed great influence and broad loyalty in the 

Party, resulted in consensus within the Chinese government on many other aspects, including the 

trajectory of economic reform, the status of Hong Kong, etc.250 

Neither of the two necessary conditions for protests to break out, namely, recent tense 

bilateral relations with the target country and lack of elite consensus, were present when there 

were attempts at anti-Japanese protests in 1990 over the lighthouse incident. The Chinese 

government was fully capable in moving preventively and effectively in suppressing nationalist 

protests.  

 

The Incident 

On September 1990, or four months after Japan announced its decision to end sanctions against 

China (note that although the resumption of Japanese assistance to China was announced in May, 

the loan agreement was not formally signed until November), it was reported by Japanese media 

that the Japanese Maritime Safety Agency was going to allow the Nihon Seinensha, or the 

Japanese Youth Federation, a group with ultra-nationalist views, to renovate a lighthouse 

structure they had erected on the Diaoyu islands in 1978 and approve it as an official navigation 

indicator.251 Taiwan immediately delivered a written protest to the Japanese government, and Wu 

Tung-yi, Major of Taiwan’s second largest city of Kaohsiung, responded by sending two fishing 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

249 Deng Xiaoping, Selected Works, 347, cited in Yong Deng, "Chinese Relations with Japan," 380.  

250  Overholt, "China after Deng," 63-78. 
251 Han-yi Shaw, "The Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands Dispute: Its History and an Analysis of the Ownership Claims of the P.R.C, R.O.C., 
and Japan," Maryland Series in Contemporary Asian Studies, no. 3 (1999): 17.  



100	
  
	
  

boats to deliver the Olympic Torch of “Taiwan Area Athletic Games” to the Diaoyu islands to 

claim Chinese sovereignty. Despite having notified the Japanese authorities, the Taiwanese boats 

were chased away by Japanese vessels and helicopters, the footages of which were shown on 

Taiwan television stations and caused a public outcry and protests participated by thousands of 

people in Taiwan. Large anti-Japanese protests triggered by the lighthouse incident also took 

place in Hong Kong and overseas.   

As a demonstration of Japan’s intention to prevent the issue from further escalation, on 

October 22, Japan’s chief cabinet secretary, Misoji Sakamoto, although reaffirmed Japan’s claim 

of sovereignty over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, recalled Deng Xiaoping’s 1978 statement that 

the disputes should be left to later generations.252 The next day, the Japanese Prime Minister 

Toshiki Kaifu promised that Japan would adopt a “cautious attitude” when handling the 

lighthouse issue, and the Japanese Foreign Ministry stated that Japan did not plan to deploy 

military ships to patrol the disputed islands.253  

Unlike Taiwan and Hong Kong, the Chinese government did not publicly comment on 

the lighthouse controversy until October 18, under the occasion of a regular Foreign Ministry 

press conference when the spokesperson was prompted to answer a question regarding the issue 

and stated that the recognition of the lighthouse was a violation of China’s sovereignty.254 The 

Chinese Vice Foreign Minister, Qi Huaiyuan, when meeting with the Japanese ambassador on 

October 27, issued a mildly worded statement which, while reaffirming China’s sovereignty over 

the Diaoyu Islands, urged Japan to agree to shelving the disputes and joint development of the 

area’s resources.255 On October 30, it was reported that the two countries had agreed to let the 

dispute quietly drop and refrain from further provocative actions.256   

Internally, the Chinese government sought to minimize the significance of the lighthouse 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
252 Kyodo, October 23, 1990, in FBIS, Daily Report: East Asia (hereafter FBIS-EAS), October 23, 1990, p.3. 
253 Kyodo, October 24, in FBIS-EAS, October 24, 1990, p.2.  
254 Erica Strecker Downs and Phillip C. Saunders, "Erratum: Legitimacy and the Limits of Nationalism," International Security 23, no. 
4 (Spring 1999): 114-46.  
255 “Qi Huaiyuan Makes an Urgent Appointment with the Japanese Ambassador to China to Discuss Issues of Territorial Rights and 
Military Policy,” Renmin Ribao Overseas Edition, October 29, 1990, p. 1, in FBIS-CHI, October 29, 1990, pp. 8–9. 
256 Willy Wo-lap Lam, “China: Beijing Turns a Blind Eye,”South China Morning Post, October 31, 1990, p.15.   
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incident by imposing a media blackout on the issue as well as to ban street protests. The 

government issued a circular to local party committees stressing that tensions over ‘these 

economic and strategically insignificant islands should not affect friendly relations between 

China and Japan’.”257 When students applied to hold demonstrations on campuses in Beijing, the 

Beijing municipal government refused to grant permission (recall that the Chinese government 

issued the “Law of the People's Republic of China on Assemblies, Processions and 

Demonstrations” in October 1989 that banned citizens from protesting without the permission 

from the Public Security Bureau. But permission, of course, has been rarely given258). The central 

government ordered public security officials to ban student demonstrations, called for intensified 

ideological education, and instructed officials and the general public to guard against people with 

ulterior motives who might exploit anti-Japanese sentiments among students.259  

The CCP’s clampdown on protests was not without cost. Despite the government’s ban 

on Chinese media reports, students in Beijing learned about the lighthouse incident as well as 

protests overseas from foreign media such as the BBC and VOA, and sought to stage anti-

Japanese protests to express their anger over the Japanese “illegal occupation” of the islands in 

October, 1990. After the applications to hold rallies were refused by authorities, many students 

and intellectuals criticized the government of being too soft on Japan, and even accused the 

government of ceding territory to Japan in return for Japanese loans.260 Downs and Saunders note 

that “China’s leaders were afraid that demonstrations might not only jeopardize the resumption of 

Japanese lending but also turn into antigovernment protests,” which aptly summarizes the CCP’s 

need to maintain good relations with Japan and more generally, rebuild its international image for 

economic reform and development on the one hand, and ensure domestic social order for the sake 
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258 "Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Jihui Youxing Shiwei Fa" [Law of the People's Republic of China on Assemblies, Processions and 
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259 Document cited in Lo Ping, “Policy on Islands Angers Students,” Cheng Ming, November 1, 1990, pp. 6-7. 
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of regime stability, on the other.261  

 

The 1996 Dispute over Diaoyu Islands 

Need of Maintaining a Low International Profile and Good Relations with Japan 

By 1996, although both CCP’s domestic and international positions had significantly improved 

when compared to 1990, it still faced huge challenges home and abroad. As discussed in previous 

chapters, in order to maintain regime stability in the post-Tiananmen years, the CCP had to resort 

to nationalism and economic development to rebuild public support.262 As the CCP’s nationalist 

credential lies primarily in its revolutionary history in the 1930s and 1940s of fighting against the 

Japanese aggression, history textbooks described China’s victimhood in the hands of the Western 

powers, especially the Japanese, during the “one hundred years of humiliation” in great, even 

gory detail,263 official propaganda had routinely emphasized the Chinese nation’s suffering and 

the CCP’s heroic battles and wise leadership, and large-scale ceremonies were held across the 

country in schools, districts and work units to mark important anniversaries in China’s anti-

Japanese aggression war. Museums were built across the country to commemorate sites and 

events with significance in that history and central leaders would pay regular tribute to former 

CCP base camps to reassert their legitimacy and remind the public of what contribution the CCP 

has done to save the nation264, a tradition that has been inherited till today.265  

In the lead up to the 1996 Diaoyu islands dispute, China had again faced tense 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
261 Downs and Saunders, "Erratum: Legitimacy and the Limits," 114-46. 
262 According to a retired senior editor in his 70s who worked for the People’s Daily, after G7 announced sanctions against China, the 
Chinese central government called upon officials to discuss how to unify the country again and came up with promoting nationalism, 
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leading the army,” was held. See, for example, Yu Dong and Xiaoqiao Yue, "Xi Jinping Nianqian Hui Yanan You He Shenyi" [Why 
did Xi Jinping Visit Yanan before Spring Festival], People.cn, last modified February 14, 2015, accessed June 21, 2016, 
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international situation, as the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait crisis not only affected its relations with 

the United States, but also made countries in the region, especially Japan, wary of China’s tough 

posture. Domestically, the government sponsored patriotic campaigns that aimed at gaining more 

public support were well underway, but China was also seeking Japanese loans and assistance, as 

well as the Japanese market to achieve economic growth, and did not want to see relations with 

Japan deteriorate, especially after Japan suspended concessional loans to China in protest of 

China’s nuclear tests in August 1995.266 As an indication of how important a trade partner Japan 

had become for China, Chinese export to Japan stood at 30.9 billion dollars in 1996, and Japan 

imported 20% of China’s total exports in that year.267  

Obviously, the 1996 Diaoyu Islands dispute took place at a time when the Chinese 

government was in a tough position in terms of international relations. As Downs and Saunders 

point out, the “demands of efforts to rebuild legitimacy through economic performance and 

nationalist appeals” are conflicting with each other.268 Moreover, the complicated international 

situation and the importance of social stability required a pragmatic foreign policy to keep a low 

military profile on one hand, and clampdown on “sparks” of nationalist protests, on the other.  

 

The Incident 

On July 14, 1996, the Nihon Seinensha erected a second lighthouse on the Diaoyu Islands. On 

July 20th, the Japanese Diet ratified the “United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea,” 

establishing a 200-nautial mile exclusive economic zone that included the Diaoyu Islands and 

excluded any foreign fishing.  Earlier, when China ratified the Convention in May, it refrained 

from specifying China’s territorial baseline around Taiwan to avoid triggering a dispute with 

Japan over the Diaoyu Islands.”269    
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As the Nihon Seinensha continued its activities by applying again to the Japanese 

Maritime Safety Agency to have the lighthouse officially recognized as a navigation mark, 

Japanese Prime Minister Hashimoto visited the Yasukuni Shrine on July 29, which was seen as a 

further provocation to China. On August 28, Japanese Foreign Minister Yukihiko Ikeda stated in 

Hong Kong that “The Diaoyu Islands have always been Japan’s territory; Japan already 

effectively governs the islands, so the territorial issue does not exist.”270 

Triggered by the Japanese rightwing groups’ activities and the Japanese government’s 

attitude, serious confrontations between the Japanese Marine Self-defense Force and activists 

from Hong Kong and Taiwan lasted for months. Anti-Japanese sentiment surged after David 

Chan, an activist from Hong Kong, drowned as the Japanese patrol boats were trying to prevent 

his boat from landing on the Diaoyu Islands on September 27, and Taiwan and Hong Kong saw 

large-scale anti-Japanese protests.271  

While trying to seek a diplomatic settlement of the Diaoyu Islands dispute in 1996 

through getting Japan on board for joint exploration of the area’s resources, the Chinese central 

government again suppressed expressions of nationalist sentiment triggered by the dispute. As 

mentioned earlier, in the lead up to and during the dispute, the Chinese government had been 

seeking Japanese economic assistance as well as trying to soften the impression of a “China threat” 

in the region caused by its strong show of strength in the Taiwan strait crisis. As to the handling 

of the Diaoyu Islands dispute, the Chinese government had adopted a conciliatory position when 

dealing with the Japanese. When Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen met with Japanese 

Foreign Minister Ikeda at the UN General Assembly in New York on September 24, both sides 

agreed that the dispute should not affect good bilateral relations.272 As China intended to repair its 

relations with Japan, the central government was also adamant in damping protesting attempts.  
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During the dispute, Chinese citizens sent over 37,000 letters and petitions with more than 

150,000 signatures to the People’s Daily and the People’s Liberation Daily, demanding the 

central government to toughen its position when handling the Japanese activities to claim the 

Diaoyu Islands.273 Students in Beijing expressed their support to reporters for anti-Japanese 

demonstrations in Hong Kong and Taiwan as well as the ships sent to the Diaoyu Islands to 

declare Chinese sovereignty from these two regions. In Shanghai, students and residents hung 

posters and circulated handbills to criticize the government’s “insufficient response” to the 

Japanese provocation.274  

As in 1990, the government’s efforts in suppressing nationalist protests started from 

controlling the campuses. President Jiang Zemin banned student protests, and the government 

turned down applications from students and other social groups for public demonstrations against 

Japan’s deemed illegal occupation of the Diaoyu Islands and Japanese militarism. Reports on 

protests in Hong Kong and Taiwan were banned within China, and once the authorities found that 

over 200 posts on campus Bulletin Board Systems calling for anti-Japanese protests were being 

circulated, they were immediately deleted.275    

In mid-September, the State Education Commission of China instructed university 

officials to channel students’ nationalist sentiments properly and prevent “drastic words and 

deeds” that may pose a threat to social stability and economic growth. Schools were also ordered 

to hold meetings among students and tell them the government was capable of defending the 

nation’s territorial integrity and dignity, and that if students wanted to show their patriotism, they 

should work to maintain social stability, which is a precondition for a strong nation.276 Five 

members of the social organization, China Federation of Defending Diaoyudao, who were leading 
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275 Note that China officially connected to the Internet in 1994 and its very first campus BBS was built in August 1995. See Willy Wo-
lap Lam, “Keeping Western Influence at Bay,” South China Morning Post, October 2, 1996, p. 17; and Steven Munson, “Chinese 
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a petition drive in Beijing to protest Japanese control of the Diaoyu Islands, were banished by the 

authorities from the Capital city as the anniversary of Japan’s invasion of Manchuria on 

September 18  approached.277 Tong Zeng, founder of the Federation and long-time nationalist 

activist, said the Chinese government accused him of "interfering in foreign affairs and affecting 

anti-Japanese relations."278 The central government also ordered local officials to quash attempts 

at anti-Japanese protests for fear that nationalist activities may develop in an unwanted direction, 

lead to social disturbance, and be used by groups with grievances, such as the unemployed and 

migrant workers, as a pretext for anti-government demonstrations.279 In some cities, influential 

scholars and writers were warned by the authorities not to comment on the Diaoyu Islands 

dispute.280 In early October, the central government issued a circular to instruct provincial 

governments to prioritize domestic economic development and prevent anti-Japanese protests: 

“the central government is determined to prevent elements of the Hong Kong public from 

destroying relations between Japan and China by intensifying their criticisms of Japan.”281 No 

large-scale anti-Japanese protests as those in Hong Kong and Taiwan were reported on mainland 

China because of the CCP’s heavy-handed clampdown on protesting attempts and the public’s 

fear of being punished.282  

Indeed, as the Chinese government was facing a complicated external environment, 

heightened nationalist sentiments internally and the need for economic development during the 

period from 1995 to 1996, the CCP led by Jiang Zemin did see opposition from the military as to 

how to handle the Diaoyu Islands dispute. Some military hardliners expressed dissatisfaction over 

the Foreign Ministry’s downplaying of the dispute when dealing with the Japanese, and Qian 
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Qichen, the Foreign Minister, was personally criticized by generals for his soft stance on 

territorial issues. 283 However, the Chinese Foreign Ministry, according to experts from the 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, the Central Party School and the Xinhua News Agency, is 

more of an “operating unit” rather than a “decision-making” unit. In other words, decisions 

concerning foreign policy positions are mostly made by central leaders and then carried out by 

the Foreign Ministry.284 In the exaggerated words of a professor from the Chinese Academy of 

Social Sciences, the Foreign Ministry “ranks the 42nd in importance among ministries and 

government agencies in China.”285)One Chinese military expert claimed that “government 

officials preoccupied with economic ties to Japan who apparently ignore the nationalist 

sentiments among soldiers” should be warned, and 35 generals reportedly sent a joint letter to the 

Chinese leadership demanding a tougher Chinese stance over the Diaoyu Islands.286 But the 

government’s “gag order” on the Dispute, its resolute response to protesting attempts and 

instruction to provinces to contain nationalist demonstrations have shown that members of the 

central leadership, including those who might have preferred a stronger foreign policy stance, 

were decisive in maintaining social stability at a time when the government was caught in a tough 

position and the government’s nationalist credentials could be undermined temporarily in return 

for long-term, sustained economic development and social stability at the time. 

 

Anti-Japanese Protests in the 21st Century 

We see large-scale, cross-regional anti-Japanese protests in China in 2005, 2010 and 2012, 

respectively. These protests not only erupted, but also escalated into protests that cut across 

different social groups and spilled to multiple locations. In all three cases, the coexistence of 

tense relations with Japan and lack of elite consensus affected the Chinese government’s ability to 
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effectively and promptly prevent protests, but moved to contain and terminate them once they 

escalated.  

 

2005 Protests over Japan’s UNSC Bid and History Textbook 

Tense Bilateral Relations Before the Incident  

After China’s accession to the World Trade Organization in December 2001, the country had 

seen rapid export-driven economic development as well as improvement of its international 

position, and had been less dependent on Japanese assistance and loans. In the early 2000s, China 

and Japan saw their relations deteriorate because of tensions over Taiwan and the East China Sea. 

The Taiwan Strait crisis in the mid-1990s made Japan worried about a more aggressive China and 

the potential political and economic repercussions a conflict over Taiwan would have. In the 

mean time, China saw Japan’s moves to strengthen its alliance, particularly its growing 

cooperation with the US on missile defense as undermining its core national interest of territorial 

integrity and national unification. Japanese political leaders made visits to Taiwan, and retired 

military officials travelled both ways.287 In December 2004, Japan angered China by granting a 

visa to Taiwan’s former president Lee Teng-hui.288 The Japanese Self-Defense Agency concluded 

in the “National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG)” released on December 10, 2004 that 

Japan must remain “attentive” to China’s future actions as it developed “nuclear and missile 

capabilities, as well as naval and air forces, and expanding its areas of operations at sea.”289 China 

responded with “strong dissatisfaction” and concern over the change of Japan’s defense 

strategy.290  

On the East China Sea, Chinese energy companies had started in May 2004 to build an 
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exploration rig in the Chunxiao gas field, which caused domestic outcry in Japan as the Chinese 

side did not recognize Japan’s demarcation line of exclusive economic zones. Diplomatic efforts 

and working-level meetings went on for months but to no avail. In February 2005, Japan 

demanded China to stop exploration activities on the Japanese side of its claimed demarcation 

line and provide data on the activities, which China refused.291 On March 2, the opposition 

Democratic Party of Japan introduced a draft bill calling for the Japanese Coast Guard to support 

Japanese energy companies operating in the area.292  

It was against the backdrop of tensions between China and Japan over both Taiwan and 

the East China Sea when the anti-Japanese demonstrations took place in the end of March and  

April of 2005, which were triggered by Japan’s effort to gain a permanent seat on the United 

Nations Security Council and the fact that the Japanese Education Ministry approved history 

textbooks that downplayed Japan’s responsibility in a number of issues during  Japanese 

aggression against China in WWII. According to Jessica Weiss, anti-Japanese protests occurred 

across the country in at least 38 cities including Chengdu, Shenzhen, Beijing, Guangzhou, 

Shanghai and Shenyang. She also cites estimates that “280 organizations and units, 107 

universities, 41 technical schools, and 28,230,000 internet users signed petitions against Japan’s 

bid for a permanent seat on the U.N. Security Council.”293  

 

Lack of Elite Cohesion at the Initial Stage  

Popular nationalist sentiments in China were heightened as a result of the series of deemed 

Japanese provocation, and Chinese citizens started to petition online and attempt to organize 

street petitions and protests. But the Communist Party was sending mixed messages concerning 

protests at the initial stage. An online petition initiated by overseas Chinese that urged the 

Chinese government not to support Japan’s bid for a seat in the UNSC were featured by 
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government sponsored web portals in China. Official newspapers represented by Xinhua news 

agency and People’s Daily carried reports and photographs that criticized Japan for its hypocrisy 

in seeking to join the UNSC and at the same time trying to deny its wartime responsibilities. 

While official media were harshly criticizing Japan, however, the Foreign Ministry was clearly 

conciliatory and also aimed at appeasing the public so that online activities and boycott would not 

develop into street protests.  When asked about the “anti-Japan” online petition on March 24, Liu 

Jianchao, the Foreign Ministry spokesperson, said the petition was a request for Japan to face up 

to its historical responsibilities rather than “anti-Japan.”294 In the following days, Mr. Liu 

Jianchao repeated the calls for Japan to adopt a “right attitude” toward historical issues but 

emphasized that the petitions and boycott of Japanese goods within China were not “anti-Japan” 

or directed at the Japanese people when prompted to comment on these activities,295 When asked 

about the reason why there were such mixed messages, a former diplomat who worked at the 

Asian Affairs Department of China’s Foreign Ministry explained that “there is an inherent 

conflict between the position of the people who solve international problems and those who are 

responsible for propaganda. The propaganda people need to erect targets and create enemies for 

the domestic public, which may hamper the work of those who handle international affairs.”296  

Specifically on government instructions to universities about nationalist protests in 2005, 

the messages were also mixed. One interviewee who was the Communist Youth League branch 

secretary of a university in Tianjin at the time said that the university was clearly not encouraging 

students to go out of the campus to protest, but it did not forcefully prevent them from doing it, 

either:  

“It is only normal that the university bans protests, and the university would under no 

condition encourage them. But this time (in 2005), it seemed that the university was not sure 
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whether to allow protests or not. The teachers told us to stay in our dormitories and they would 

take turns to watch us, making sure we were not causing trouble. But then the next day, they 

wanted to know who would like to volunteer to protest against Japan. I was asked to take down 

names but actually none of my classmates came forward, because they thought it was a trick 

played by the university to identify in advance the trouble makers.”297 

However, another interviewee who experienced the 2005 protests in Beijing said that her 

university held meetings with faculty members and students and told them not to “cause trouble” 

and obey the “government’s instruction.” She also recalled that the university even threatened to 

expel students if they participate in anti-Japanese protests.298  

 

Government Response at the Escalated stage: Monitored Tolerance 

The 2005 protests took place at a point when there were outstanding political frictions between 

China and Japan and mixed signals from the central government in the initial phase. As the 

following paragraphs will show, petition and protest activities in cities across China were 

primarily anti-Japanese and did not spill over to other issue areas such as unemployment and 

political reform. Street petition activities against Japan’s efforts in gaining a seat in the UNSC 

had gained high public support, as the Chinese public had taken great pride from China’s 

membership in the UNSC and regarded it as a symbol of China’s international status as a great 

power that holds a candle to Western powers. So the protests, although escalated, the government 

responded with low level of coercion, or monitored tolerance: it sent police forces to monitor the 

crowds and maintain order but did not actively intervene unless there was violence and 

vandalizing.  

Offline activities started first in traditionally more liberal southern cities of Guangzhou 

and Shenzhen. On March 26, street petitions took place in Guangzhou. The next day, over 30 
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private car owners in Shenzhen initiated the first peaceful march of cars in Shenzhen and received 

high support from residents, who cheered the motorcade by singing China’s national anthem. The 

report of the event was published on Xinhuanet, the website of the official Xinhua News 

Agency.Protesters in Shenzhen congregated on April 3 to commemorate revolutionary martyrs 

before taking to the street for peaceful protest against Japan. 299 More protesters marched in 

Guangdong and Shenzhen on April 10. It was estimated that over 10,000 people participated in 

the demonstrations.300 Protests in Guangzhou were reported to have lasted from 10 am to 4 pm, 

with some angry protesters attempting to break into the Japanese consulate and vandalize 

Japanese-branded stores as they clashed with the heavy police presence. As protests got bigger 

and violent, more riot police were sent to the site and eventually dispersed the crowds. It was 

reported that thousands of armed police, riot police and plainclothes police were sent to the scene 

to maintain order and dozens were detained.301Protests broke out again on April 17 in Shenzhen, 

with a total of reportedly 100,000 participants marching and then congregating in the business 

district of the city. The demonstrations were largely peaceful, and received applause and cheers 

from the residents. In Guangzhou, however, heavy police presence prevented protests that were 

planned on the same day as the China Import and Export Fair was underway in the city. 

While street petitions took place across the country in cities including Mianyang, 

Zhenzhou , Ningbo, Haerbin, Baoding, Dongguan, Luoyang, Huizhou,  protests broke out in 

cities such as Shijiazhuang, Chengdu, Beijing and Shanghai. There was high public support for 

these anti-Japanese and mostly peaceful protests, as residents put bottled water on the marching 

routes for protesters and cheered and applauded them.302 In Chengdu, over 3,000 people 
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congregated in front of Ito Yokado, a Japanese general merchandise store, on April 2 to call for a 

boycott of Japanese goods before policemen dispersed them and cordoned the central Hongxinglu 

Square. On April 19th, 500 police officers were seen being deployed overnight to prevent the 

crowds in downtown area of the city.303  

Street petitions and protests started in Beijing on the morning of April 9. Thousands of 

people broke off the police blockade and marched across the city. The crowd kept growing 

mostly peacefully as the march went from the central Zhongguancun area to Dongcheng District 

until armed police blocked main roads. While onlookers were no longer able to join the protest, 

they showed the “V” sign to show their support.304 Other marches following different routes on 

the same day similarly grew under heavy police watch and were stopped by police blockades later 

in the day.305 While some marches were restrained, others became violent and attacked Japanese 

stores and the Japanese embassy before they were dispersed by police.  

In Shanghai, anti-Japanese protests participated by students and residents broke out on 

April 16 despite the local government ban on street demonstrations.306 As protests grew violent, 

police intervened and put them down. In the following days, over 40 people, mostly working 

class youth,  were arrested or detained for their involvement in the vandalism during the protests. 

Major media outlets in Shanghai called for restraint and rationality and cautioned against “illegal” 

street activities. As the weeklong May Day holiday was approaching, the municipal public 

security bureau emphasized that all street activities were banned. Meetings were held in middle 

schools and colleges to warn faculty members that protests must be prevented, or punishment 

would follow. Middle school students were told that anyone who participated in street protests 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
303 “China nationalists burn Japanese flag, police limit damage,” The Asahi Shimbun, Aug 20, 2012. accessed August 2, 2013. 
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/special/isles_dispute/AJ20120820009 

304 Author’s interview with people who experienced the 2005 anti-Japanese protests: March 25, 2015 with an individual interviewee, 
2015, Beijing; with a group of three interviewees, May 15, 2015, Beijing.   
305 Ibid.  
306 "Shanghai Jingfang Chongxin: Wei Shouli Pizhunguo Renhe Shiwei Youxing" [Shanghai Police: Never Accepted Application or 
Granted Permission for Protests], Jiefang Daily, last modified April 30, 2005, accessed June 22, 2016, 
http://old.jfdaily.com/gb/node2/node17/node167/node58169/node58172/userobject1ai895564.html. 
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would be stripped of the eligibility of taking part in the national college entrance examination.307 

Similar developments were reported in Wuhan, Fuzhou, Hangzhou, Nanjing and Tianjin, with 

anti-Japanese protests grew under heavy police monitoring and dispersed if they went too far.308 

Street petitions and protests died down after the second weekend of April.  

As to the attitude of the Chinese government, on April 10, Qin Gang, the spokesperson of 

the Chinese Foreign Ministry, when asked about the anti-Japanese protests on the previous day, 

said that the protests were all spontaneous and emphasized that the Chinese government had sent 

police forces to maintain order. Although before the protests, official and mainstream newspapers 

and web portals carried reports that criticized Japan’s approval of history textbooks and the 

country’s UNSC bid as well as news about street signature petitions at the end of the March, they 

were silent about the street protests throughout April. On April 17, the Chinese Foreign Minister, 

Li Zhaoxing, met with his Japanese counterpart, Nobutaka Machimura, in Beijing, and rejected 

the latter’s demand for an apology and compensation for damage on Japanese property and 

people in the anti-Japanese protests.309  

No central leader came out to express the government position on the nationalist protests, 

but the Ministry of Public Security announced through the daily news program of the China 

Central Television (CCTV), the predominant state television broadcaster, on April 21 that “it is 

illegal to use the Internet and text messaging to organize street demonstrations and protests 

without the permission of public security authorities” and called for rationality and restraint. This 

was also the first time the anti-Japanese protests in April had been mentioned by CCTV.310  

Some have cited Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao’s remarks in India on April 12, 2005 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
307 "Gaoxiao Jinggao Jin Youxingzhe Che Xueji" [Universities Warn that Protesters Will be Expelled], Mingpao, last modified May 4, 
2005, accessed June 22, 2016, http://life.mingpao.com/cfm/dailynews3b.cfm?File=20050504/nalca/car1.txt; Author’s interview with a 
group of three interviewees, May 15, 2015, Beijing.   
308 Yingying Wei, "Wangluo yu 2005 Fanri Youxing" [The Cyber Space and the 2005 Anti-Japanese Protests], Renmin University, 
last modified September 8, 2008, accessed June 23, 2016, http://211.71.215.185/XinMeiTi/content/2008-09/08/content_1885_2.htm; 
Yue-him Tam, "Who Engineered the Anti-Japanese Protests in 2005?," Macalester International 18 (2007), available at 
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/macintl/vol18/iss1/25 
309 Associated Press, "China Refuses to Apologize for Anti-Japanese Protests," NBC News, last modified April 18, 2005, accessed 
June 23, 2016, http://www.nbcnews.com/id/7514819/ns/world_news/t/china-wont-apologize-japan-over-protests/. 
310 "Gonganbu Jiu Jinghu Dengdi Fasheng Sheri Youxing Shiwei Huodong Biaotai" [Ministry of Public Security Stated Position on 
Anti-Japanese Protests in Places including Beijing and Shanghai], last modified April 21, 2005, accessed June 23, 2016, 
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/2005-04-21/17385714946s.shtml. 
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indicating that China would not support Japan’s membership in the UNSC311 as “identif(ying) 

himself with the protesters,”312 or a “green light” to protesters from the government.313 But as Jie 

Dalei argued, “the wording of Wen’s remarks was too vague to qualify as an outright rejection” 

to Japan’s bid. Rather, it was more targeted at the formal release of Japan’s new history textbook, 

as Wen urged Japan in his remarks to “respect history” and “win the trust of Asian countries and 

the rest of the world.” Moreover, His remarks were in response to a question by a US journalist, 

not part of the prepared speech. In other words, he might not have made the comment in the 

absence of the prompt. 314 In addition, even if the Chinese leadership had made an explicit stance 

of rejecting Japan’s UNSC bid, that foreign policy position should not be regarded as 

encouraging domestic protests. As discussed earlier, the Foreign Ministry, Ministry of 

Propaganda and public security apparatus have different duties and goals, and when there was no 

clear message from the top regarding nationalist protests, the default response of the security 

apparatus was to contain them. The reason why street protests took place and escalated was 

because the initial street petitions received official coverage, which emboldened protesters and 

made it hard for local governments to resolutely suppress them. Moreover, the protests escalated 

and received high public support, as they were mostly peaceful and purely anti-Japanese. So for 

the government, it was both more costly (in terms of legitimacy) and less necessary to put the 

protests down outright. The fact that there was heavy police presence in cities where protests took 

place and police only intervened in a limited way as protests grew violent shows that the protests 

were under close government monitoring.  

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
311 In Wen’s words, “Only a country that respects history, takes responsibility for its past, and wins over the trust of the people of Asia 
and the world at large can take greater responsibility in the international community.” “Wen Jiabao Huijian Meiti Jizhe, Tan Fangyin 
Sanxiang Chengguo (Wen Jiabao Met with the Press and Journalists, Discussing Three Achievements from His India Trip),” April 12, 
2005, http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2005-04/12/content_2820761.htm. 
312  Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower, 107.  
313 Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest, 139.  
314 Dalei Jie, "Public Opinion and Chinese Foreign Policy: New Media and Old Puzzles," in The Internet, Social Media, and a 
Changing China, ed. Jacques DeLisle,, Avery Goldstein, and Guobin Yang (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 
150-60. 
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Analysis  

Although many have claimed that the protests in April 2005 took place because it received the 

government’s acquiescence (either because the government was too “fragile” vis-à-vis public 

opinion or because the government needed domestic protests as leverage to reach certain foreign 

policy goals, in this case, pressure Japan to give up the bid for a permanent seat in the UNSC and 

the US to withdraw its support for Japan’s bid), the actual government response toward domestic 

protests were more mixed than pure “acquiescence” in the initial phase, and switched to 

“monitored tolerance” when it was clear that the protests had escalated into multi-regional 

protests participated by citizens from different social groups: using the lowest level of coercion, 

the government sent police officers, some were armed, to maintain order of the marches without 

physical coercion to protesters; prevent protesters from storming in Japanese embassy and 

consulates, and form walls to separate the crowds. It was after the high points of the protests that 

police arrested protesters who committed vandalism. During the protests, while there was heavy 

police presence, the officers generally avoided having direct physical contact with the protesters 

and only intervened when protests got violent, to the extent that it gave foreign media the 

impression that the Chinese government intentionally permitted the protests.315 The low level of 

coercion exercised by the government, however, was a result of the fact that the protests had 

enjoyed high public support while the demands were constrained to anti-foreign and did not spill 

over to other areas of grievances.316 The online campaign against Japan’s bid for a permanent seat 

in the UNSC had won broad public support in China, which continued to extend for anti-Japanese 

street protests. While the protests drew tens of thousands of participants, those who did not join 

the protests showed their support by leaving bottled water on the ground for protesters and 

cheering from the side of the streets. In Beijing, those who were driving stopped and honked their 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
315  Asahi Shimbun, "Nationalism and the China-Japan Conflict," The Asia Pacific Journal Japan Focus, last modified April 13, 2005, 
accessed June 23, 2016, http://apjjf.org/-Shimbun-Asahi/2031/article.html. 
316 Tam, "Who Engineered the Anti-Japanese.” 
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horns in support for the protesters when they marched by.317 High public support for protests 

means forceful suppression would damage the government’s legitimacy and nationalist 

credentials, and the fact that protests did not spill over means the likelihood of protests turning to 

anti-government was relatively low, again tipping the scale toward sending police to keep close 

watch on the crowds and maintain order but not to suppress protests outright.   

One thing to note in the 2005 protests is that it is the first wave of anti-Japanese protests 

since China was connected to the Internet. The protests were organized by text messages and 

other forms of social media such as QQ (a Chinese instant messaging software service) groups 

and BBS forums and took place first in cities such as Guangzhou and Shenzhen that are far away 

from the Capital, which, to some extent, caught the government off guard. The silence of 

domestic media on street protests as well as government instructions that students should be 

prevented from leaving the campus show that the central government did not intend to encourage 

or even tolerate anti-Japanese protests at all. But as international situation was highly complicated 

and the fully wired society got cues from the government’s slow and vague signals regarding 

protesting activities, the outcome was observed government tolerance of nationalist protests in the 

initial phase, and then monitored tolerance in the escalated phase, as the protests did not spill to 

other issue areas than anti-Japan and received high public support. As we will see, the 2005 

protests have given the government more experience handling nationalist sentiments and protests 

in the coming years, but protesters were also equipped with more technologies and got smarter 

about staging protests.  

As to the arguments that the government intentionally allowed the protests to happen to 

coincide with the negotiations over the expansion of the UNSC to gain leverage AND the 

argument that the Chinese government was pressured by public opinion to reject Japan’s bid for a 

permanent seat in the UNSC, the causal link for both is hard to establish. The Chinese 

government’s position on the UNSC reform had been consistent throughout the negotiations, 
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which favored more representation for developing countries in the UNSC but opposed a deadline 

for the reform without consensus. In addition, China never took an explicit position on Japan’s 

bid or that of any particular country. Finally, a detailed tracing of the evolution of China’s stance 

on the UNSC reform shows that China’s position  

 

is…explained by the shifting balance of power among coalitions at the UN, an oft-
omitted consideration in the literature that instead narrowly focuses closely on the highly 
noisy and visible online petitions and anti-Japanese street protests within China.318  
 
 
For one thing, China for the first time indicated that it opposed a deadline or a forced vote 

on the UNSC reform on April 27 right after the United for Consensus group in the UN gained the 

upper hand against the pro-reform G4 group consisting of Germany, Japan, India and Brazil, 

when the Chinese government had long ended the domestic anti-Japan protests. As discussed in 

chapter 1, it would be unwise for Chinese leaders and diplomats not to use domestic protests to 

their advantage on the negotiating table, but would be giving them too much credit to claim that 

the anti-Japan protests influenced the course of the negotiations.  

 

The 2010 Trawler Collision  

In the case of anti-Japanese protests in China triggered by the trawler collision in September and 

October 2010, the Chinese government first apparently allowed the eruption of nationalist 

protests and then prevented the appearance of large-scale protests in Beijing while protests still 

broke out in third and fourth tier cities in central and western China that are far from the capital, 

which were eventually put to an end with medium level of coercion (discouragement) as the aired 

demands spilled to domestic grievances despite the high public support for the protests.  

 

Tense Bilateral Relations before the Incident  
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119	
  
	
  

China-Japan relations were fragile before the trawler incident, as Naoto Kan, who is more 

hawkish to China, just took over from his predecessor, Yuko Hatoyama, as Japanese Prime 

Minister. During Hatoyama’s administration from 2009 to 2010, the US-Japan relations were 

strained due to the Prime Minister’s attempt to “look east” in Japan’s foreign policy strategy, 

initiating the “East Asia Community” that did not include the United States.319 This move did not 

only upset the United States, but also led to Hatoyama’s domestic popularity to plummet and 

eventually his resignation on June 2, 2010.320  After Kan took office, China was cautious to 

engage the new Japanese administration while being mindful that Kan was more of a hawk 

toward China than his predecessor.321  Eager to repair the damaged Japan-US relations, Kan 

remarked during a debate session with opposition leaders that the U.S. military presence in Japan 

was an “important deterrent” to China, and that he was “paying great attention to China's 

burgeoning military power and thinking that we must watch out for it.” China voiced concern 

over Kan’s remarks. Qin Gang, the Spokesperson of China’s Foreign Ministry, Stated that the 

Japan-US alliance should not “target any third country.”322 Chinese official media also noted that 

Japanese politicians’ open remarks about a “China threat” might affect the China-Japan 

relations.323 

 

 

The Incident 

The Anti-Japan protests that erupted in China in September and October 2010 were triggered by 

the collision between a Chinese trawler and Japanese Coast Guard’s patrol boats in disputed 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
319 Ying Fu, "Can East Asia Carry on Momentum of Regional Cooperation?," The Straits Times, November 16, 2015 
320  Blaine Harden, "Japanese Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama Resigns," The Washington Post, last modified June 2, 2010, accessed 
June 23, 2016, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdyn/content/article/2010/06/02/AR2010060200199.html. 
 
321 The China Institute of International Studies, The CIIS Blue Book on International Situation and China's Foreign Affairs (Beijing: 
Shishi Chubanshe, 2011). 
322 "China Concerns with Japan PM's Remarks," China Daily, last modified June 24, 2010, accessed June 23, 2016, 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2010-06/24/content_10016502.htm. 
 
323 "Xiangguan Baodao Ri Minzhudang Dalao Chaozuo Zhongguo Weixie" [Reports say DPJ Heavyweights Play up China Threat], 
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waters near the Diaoyu Islands on September 7, 2010.  After the collision, the Japanese 

authorities detained the Chinese crew, and attempted to indict Zhan Qixiong, the Chinese captain, 

in a domestic court of law.  

After the Chinese crew’s detention, the Chinese government made a series of diplomatic 

protests to Japan, insisting on the Chinese crewmembers’ immediate release. The then Japanese 

ambassador to Beijing, Unichiro Niwa, was summoned six times, each time with an official of 

higher diplomatic rank. After the sixth summon, Japan released all crewmembers except the 

captain on September 13.324 The captain was sent to the District Public Prosecutor’s Office in 

Naha on September 9 for charges of interference with a public servant in the execution of his or 

her duties.325 In response, China announced to suspend high-level exchanges with Japan and 

threatened additional “strong countermeasures.” Dai Bingguo, State Councilor of China, called 

Niwa and urged Japan to “make wise political decisions.”326 Li Jianguo, Vice Chairman of the 

Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, postponed his visit to Japan.327  

 

 

Government Mixed Signals at the Initial Stage 

There were small scale and localized anti-Japanese protests in China right after the trawler 

collision. That they appeared to have been “permitted” by the Chinese government, however, is a 

result of government’s lack of cohesion and mixed signals toward nationalist protests at the time.  

On the next day of the trawler collision, September 8, about forty members of the non-

government China Federation for Defending the Diaoyu Islands (CFDD) staged a small-scale 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
324  "China Demands Compensation over Captured Sailor," last modified September 25, 2010, accessed June 23, 2016, 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2010-09-26/china-demands-compensation-over-captured-sailor/2274458.  
325 Martin Fackler and Ian Johnson, "Arrest in Disputed Seas Riles China and Japan," The New York Times, last modified September 
19, 2010, accessed June 23, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/20/world/asia/20chinajapan.html?_r=0. 
326  "Guowu Weiyuan Dai Bingguo Jinji Zhaojian Riben Zhuahua Dashi Danyu Yuyilang" [State Councilor Dai Bingguo Summoned 
Japanese Ambassador Unichiro Niwa], The Central Government of the People's Republic of China, last modified September 12, 2010, 
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peaceful protest in front of the Japanese embassy in Beijing. Displaying posters that read “get out,” 

protesters shouted slogans and demanded the immediate release of the Chinese crewmembers as 

well as Japanese apology and compensation. They left a letter of protest with a picture of a 

Chinese wall clock, a gesture in Chinese culture meaning “send you death,” for the Japanese 

ambassador. Under close police surveillance, the protest lasted for half an hour. 328 

The websites of China’s official news agencies, Xinhua and People’s daily carried reports 

about this protest.329 But it should be noted that the reports were in English and not in Chinese, 

intended only for an international readership and not for signaling government permission of or 

encouragement for nationalist protests. As the following paragraphs will show, the Chinese 

government placed a gag order on domestic media about the anti-Japanese protests, indicating an 

intention to contain nationalist sentiments, but was not decisive on forcefully suppressing the 

early protests with coercion, which made protests possible. A civil servant with the foreign affairs 

office of the Guangzhou municipal government told me her office as well as the local security 

branch received phone calls from the central security officials that anti-Japanese protests, if 

happened, must be kept small and social order must be maintained;330 but a magistrate of a small 

county in Sichuan province confided to me that they did not receive any order from “the upper 

levels.”331 His remarks were echoed by two other local officials in Chengdu and Chongqing 

respectively, who, in addition, complained about the lack of clarity of central instructions (or lack 

of instructions at all) when thorny problems like nationalist protests happened and the fact that 

they as officials on the ground would still have to bear the responsibility if anything went 

wrong.332 Commenting on the fuzzy signals from the central government regarding the protests, a 
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media personality close to the Chinese central leadership suggested:  

 

Do not think the Chinese government, or any government for that matter, always is 
playing a long game or has a purpose when doing something; there are many 
contingencies that need to be handled on the spot and without careful consideration. 
Domestic nationalist protests are more of a matter of internal security than something 
about foreign policy.333   
 

It was also pointed out by a scholar from Shanghai Normal University who had studied 

Chinese elite politics for three decades that with only less than two years from the leadership 

change in 2012, the Chinese government was less able to respond resolutely to crisis. There was 

much more uncertainty about which political figures would be selected into the Standing 

Committee of the CCP compared with the transition between Jiang Zemin to Hu Jintao, which 

Deng Xiaoping had seen to it that it was smooth. There had also been rumors about the tension 

between the then Premier Wen Jiabao and Hu Jintao’s disagreement about the pace and direction 

of political reform.334 In August 2010, Wen openly threw his weight under political reform, which 

he described as the precondition of maintaining the “fruits of economic reform” and achieving the 

“goal of modernization.” These remarks of China’s No.2 leader, while being covered extensively 

in Hong Kong, were censored on the mainland, something rare in the Post-Tiananmen China and 

a sure sign of elite disunity.335  

Starting from September 10, Chinese propaganda authorities repeatedly instructed 

domestic media outlets to only carry the Xinhua wire copy and prohibited independent coverage 

of the trawler collision incident and the Chinese crewmembers’ detention in an attempt to contain 

the impact of the incident on public opinion. Even the reports published on the website of the 

Xinhua News agency on September 13 about the Japanese Maritime Safety Agency’s release of 
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the 14 Chinese crewmembers (except the captain) were later instructed to be removed.336 On 

September 20, instructions came down that all websites were prohibited from “reporting, 

commenting on, or reposting reports about spontaneous popular protests (author’s italicization) 

over Japanese detention of the Chinese boat captain” and that “all existing information must be 

deleted in its entirety.” Media outlets were banned from putting the Xinhua and People’s Daily 

wire copies on the captain’s detention on front pages or headlines or highlighting them in any 

other way, while the “comment” function of the official reports about the incident on all websites 

was closed. Similar instructions applied to related incidents including China’s arrest and release 

of four Japanese employees over alleged filming of Chinese military targets. The media gag order 

on the incident was effective until October. In October, central authorities ordered all information 

on the Internet about anti-Japanese protests in “certain cities” to be deleted. 

As the 79th anniversary of the Mukden Incident, the beginning of Japanese invasion of 

China on September 18 in 1931, was approaching, the Chinese government was on high alert of 

potential nationalist protests and social instabilities. In addition to domestic media control, the 

propaganda authorities circulated a special instruction that commemoration of the anniversary 

should strictly follow practices in previous years and that any linkage between the approaching of 

the anniversary and the trawler collision incident must be avoided. For example, a strongly 

worded order issued on September 13 stated that “netizens should be guided to express their 

patriotism rationally; remarks that attack China’s foreign policy position and work must be 

deleted; harmful information that is instigating or mobilizing must be detected and blocked; and 

harmful information that is socially destabilizing must be detected, blocked and deleted by all 

means.”337 University professors in Chengdu, Chongqing and Tianjin recalled how the local 

universities as well as middle schools were on high alert as soon as the trawler collision incident 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
336 Author’s interview with a person familiar with the State Information Office, July 7, 2015. Also see:. "Zhenllibu Zhiling" [Truth 
Department Instructions], China Digital Times, accessed June 24, 2016, https://chinadigitaltimes.net/chinese/category/有关部门/真理
部指令/. Government instructions about media reports in the rest of the paragraph are from "Zhenllibu Zhiling," China Digital Times. 
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happened and faculty members took turns to make sure students stayed in their dorms after 

class,338 and Internet chat groups that were used to organize anti-Japanese protests or other 

nationalist activities were shut down.339 “Baodiao” activists were sent out of major cities or 

brought by officials to “drink tea,” their attempts to sail to the Diaoyu Islands to claim Chinese 

sovereignty were prevented and website closed down by authorities.340Police presence was 

redoubled in Japanese schools and cultural facilities throughout the country after a Japanese 

private school was slightly vandalized on September 12, which prompted Japanese schools in 

Beijing to postpone the planned sports meetings.341  The Japanese embassy warned Japanese in 

China about potential danger as the September 18 anniversary drew near although there was no 

information about planned anti-Japan activities in China.342     

Despite government control on media and stepped-up efforts to prevent nationalist 

protests, anti-Japanese protests broke out in Beijing and some other Chinese cities, including 

Shanghai, Shenzhen and Shenyang, on September 18. But the protests were small-scale and short-

lived as the government strengthened security and kept rights activists and dissidents under 

control. In Beijing, dozens of protesters demonstrated outside the Japanese embassy, shouting 

slogans and displaying Chinese maps that include the Diaoyu Islands. Hundreds of police, plain-

clothed officers and armed soldiers cordoned off the area surrounding the embassy compound to 

prevent the protest from growing bigger, and tried several times to disperse the gathering crowd. 

As the crowd refused to leave and continued to march through the area, at least three protesters 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
338 Author’s interview, June 21, 2014; Author’s interview, July 20, 2014; Author’s interview, July 31, 2014.  
339 Shi Jiangtao, Will Clem, Fiona Tam, Stephen Chen and Raymond Li, "Police Snuff out Anti-Japan Protests," South China Morning 
Post, last modified September 19, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, http://www.scmp.com/article/725198/police-snuff-out-anti-japan-
protests. 
340 Yingqiang Shi, "Riben Zaoyi Moqing Zhongfang Baodiao Dixian" [Japan has Already Known Where China's Bottom Line is 
Regarding Diaoyudao], last modified September 18, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, http://cn.rfi.fr/中国/20100918-日本早已摸清中方
保钓底线. 
341 "Tianjin Ribenren Xuexiao Zao Ribenren Xiji he Tuya," last modified September 14, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/trad/world/2010/09/100914_japan_tianjin_school.shtml; "9.18 Fanri Da Youxing Beijing Kai 
Ludeng," last modified September 16, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://hk.apple.nextmedia.com/international/first/20100916/14455208. 
342  CNN Wire Staff, "Japanese wary in China as fishing captain remains detained," last modified September 17, 2010, accessed June 
24, 2016, http://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/asiapcf/09/16/japan.china.fishing.captain/. 
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were taken away by police.343 Over one hundred police cars, ambulances and fire trucks were 

parked in front of the Japanese embassy, and large numbers of plain clothed officers patrolled the 

nearby Ritan Park. In addition, all streets leading to the embassy area from the Chang’an Street 

were guarded by police. Demonstrators were dispersed by at least 200 policemen after about half 

an hour without continuing to the Ritan Park as planned.344 The rally in Shenzhen participated by 

hundreds of protesters lasted for about half an hour before it was dispersed by police who 

outnumbered protesters at least 15 to 1. In Shanghai, while the protest around the city’s Japanese 

consulate only involved barely 20 people at its height, hundreds of police dispersed them and 

arrested at least two protesters. Being suppressed, protesters vented their anger by calling the 

government officials “weak” and “traitors.”345  

On the external front, While Chinese government first responded calmly to the incident in 

the expectation of a speedy resolution, bilateral tensions worsened after September 19, when the 

Chinese captain’s detention term was extended by 10 days by the Japanese side from September 

20 to September 29 despite China’s repeated demands for his release. China responded with a 

series of countermeasures. The next day, China detained four Japanese employees of a Tokyo 

construction company for allegedly filming military installations346and abruptly cancelled an 

invitation for 1,000 Japanese youth to visit the Shanghai expo one day before their planned 

departure.347 Beijing canceled scheduled negotiations with Japan over undersea oil and gas 

deposits, as well as bilateral talks on airline flights and requested Chinese travel agencies not to 

accept applications for tour groups to visit Japan. On September 21, Beijing blocked rare earths 

shipments, which are crucial in high-tech products, to Japan. This move was suspected of being in 

retaliation of Japan’s detention of the Chinese captain, although Beijing claimed that the cut of 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
343  Shi, Clem, Tam, Chen and Li,  "Police Snuff out Anti-Japan Protests."  
344 "Beijing Ri Shiguan Wai Dapi Shimin Juji Kangyi," Lianhe Zaobao, last modified September 18, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.zaobao.com.sg/media/photo/story20100918-113714. 
345 Shi, Clem, Tam, Chen and Li,  "Police Snuff out Anti-Japan Protests." 
346 Chico Harlan and William Wan, "Japan to Release Chinese Boat Captain," The Washington Post, last modified September 14, 
2010, accessed June 24, 2016, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdyn/content/article/2010/09/24/AR2010092401149.html. 
347Mure Dickie, "China and Japan Spat Mars Youth Expo Visit," Financial Times, last modified September 20, 2010, accessed June 
24, 2016, https://next.ft.com/content/c3dd2228-c48c-11df-bc11-00144feab49a. 
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rare earths export had been scheduled for considerations of environmental protection.348 On the 

22nd, in a protest lodged by the highest-ranking Chinese official in the incident, Chinese premier 

Wen Jiabao, when attending the United Nations general assembly, strongly urged Japan to release 

the captain “immediately and unconditionally,” and said, “If Japan persists willfully and 

arbitrarily, China will take further actions. Japan shall take full responsibilities for all dire 

consequences incurred.”349 On the same day, Japanese Foreign Minister Seiji Maehara made 

public U.S. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton’s promise to him during a meeting on the sidelines 

of the UN general assembly that the disputed islands are subject to Article of the US-Japan 

Security Treaty, a conversation the U.S. side had originally wanted to keep private.350 On 

September 24, the Japanese local prosecutor’s office released the captain, citing the impact on 

China-Japan relations,351 while the Japanese government maintained that there is no territorial 

dispute over the “Senkaku” (Diaoyu) islands.352 

 

Government Response on the Escalated Stage: Discouragement 

Despite the Chinese captain’s release, however, indignation against Japan among the Chinese 

public triggered the trawler collision and the Diaoyu Islands dispute continued to simmer. In late 

October, anti-Japanese protests, organized on the Internet and via text messages, broke out in 

over 20 second and third tier Chinese cities. The protests were triggered by a series of deemed 

Japanese provocations in early October, including repeated public statements by Japanese 

politicians that Japan had undisputed sovereignty over the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands,353 four 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
348 Keith Bradsher, "Amid Tension, China Blocks Vital Exports to Japan," The New York Times, last modified September 22, 2010, 
accessed June 24, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/23/business/global/23rare.html?_r=0. 
349 Kevin Voigt, "China-Japan Fight Goes Deeper than Islands," CNN, last modified September 22, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
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350 "Clinton: Senkakus Subject to Security Pact," The Japan Times, last modified September 25, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2010/09/25/national/clinton-senkakus-subject-to-security-pact/#.Vwc8cKsgk6A. 
351Alex Martin and Masami Ito, "Parties Unite in Demanding Senkaku Video," The Japan Times, last modified October 1, 2010, 
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352 Wada Haruki, "Resolving theChina-Japan Conflict Over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands," The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus, last 
modified November 9, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, http://apjjf.org/-Wada-Haruki/3433/article.pdf.  
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Japanese Diet members’ “inspection” of the disputed islands and adjacent waters,354 and the fact 

that Chinese tourists were attacked by a Japanese rightwing group in Japan.355 Although the 

spontaneous protests, primarily organized by Internet posts and social media, drew large numbers 

of citizens across the country to join, an indication of their popularity and public support, some of 

the protests turned anti-government.  

The government responded to the protests by medium level of coercion, discouraging 

protests by censorship on nationalist protests, preventing students from joining protests, and 

stopping and arresting on the spot protesters who shouted anti-government slogans, but did not 

sweepingly denounce such protests as illegal.  

In Chongqing, Shenyang, Changsha, Xi'an, Zhengzhou, Wuhan, Fujian, Mianyang, and 

Deyang, protests escalated to thousands of people participating. Notably, no protest happened in 

major cities, including Beijing, where the annual plenum of the CCP central committee was 

underway.356 In some cities, schools arranged extra Saturday classes to keep students out of 

streets. As more protesters took to the streets, demands started to spill over to other issue areas 

such as political reform and high housing prices. In Baoji, a small city in northwestern China, 

hundreds of anti-Japanese protesters also displayed banners that opposed corruption and high 

housing prices. Japanese television broadcasted images that show protest banners carried by 

Chinese protesters calling for multi-party election.357 As protests were taking place in more 

remote cities of China and demands started to become diffused, the government stepped up 

security measures to repress them as well as calling for rationality repeatedly via official media 

outlets such as People’s Daily.358 Zhou Yongkang, who was in charge of China’s internal security 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
354 Kyodo News, "Diet Hardliners Charter Plane to View Senkakus," last modified October 10, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2010/10/10/national/diet-hardliners-charter-plane-to-view-senkakus/#.V21DpKsgk6B. 
355 "China Issues Japan Travel Warning after Tourists Attacked," China Daily, last modified October 1, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2010-10/01/content_11373358.htm. 
 
356 "China-Japan Row Simmers as Protests Enter Third Day," last modified October 19, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.energy-daily.com/reports/China-Japan_row_simmers_as_protests_enter_third_day_999.html.  
357 Peter Ford, "Beijing Now Worried Anti-Japan Protests Could Backfire," last modified October 26, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Asia-Pacific/2010/1026/Beijing-now-worried-anti-Japan-protests-could-backfire. 
358 Xin Guo, "Yifa Lixing Biaoda Aiguo Reqing," Renmin Ribao, last modified October 24, 2010, accessed June 24, 2016, 
http://opinion.people.com.cn/GB/70240/13033100.html.  



128	
  
	
  

apparatus at the time, told a meeting of senior officials that 

 

We must strengthen propaganda and opinion work to guide the public to voice its 
patriotic aspirations in a rational and orderly way according to the law, protecting social 
and political stability.359 
 

The wave of protests finally died down on October 26, as the final anti-Japanese protest 

took place in the Southwestern city of Chongqing, where the protests grew to a scale of thousands 

of students and lasted for two hours before dispersed by police.360  

 

Analysis 

Before Japan extended the Chinese captain’s detention term despite China’s repeated demands for 

his immediate and unconditional release, the Chinese government was expecting a speedy 

resolution and exercised restraint by only calling for the crewmembers and captain’s release 

without taking further diplomatic or economic measures due to 1) precedents of arrested 

fishermen to be released quickly and quietly and 2) the strengthened bilateral ties before Naoto 

Kan took office as Japanese Prime Minister and China’s intention of engaging the new Japanese 

administration. According to Alastair Iain Johnston’s interview with a senior Chinese official 

involved in foreign policy decision making, Beijing believed that “there has been an unwritten 

norm to release fishermen who violate the twelve-mile limit around the islands, and that past 

Japanese practice had led China to believe the captain would be released quickly and without 

publicity” in the wake of the incident.361Although cities of Beijing and Shanghai saw anti-

Japanese protests as well as social activities such as vandalizing, government media control and 

heavy police presence restricted their scale and prevented them from spreading to other cities or 

switching to anti-government protests. The media gag order was effective till protests died down, 
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showing the government’s consistent position that domestic protests should be restrained.  

While it has been pointed out it was unlikely that the protests in October were able to 

take place and escalate because they caught the police by surprise as calls for protest had been 

circulated days before and drawn international media attention and that Chinese government’s 

response of partial suppression to the protests (suppression in major cities and tolerance in second 

and third tiered cities) made its intention hard to interpret to international observers who saw 

Chinese government response to domestic nationalist protests as its way of communicating 

resolve or reassurance to its Japanese counterpart,362 my interviews with faculty members, 

members of security apparatus and other government officials in local areas that had seen anti-

Japanese protests in 2010 indicate that the relatively slow response by local authorities was more 

of a matter of capability and experience than intentions. For example, a security official in 

Chengdu said they were short staffed even when they were on high alert for potential anti-

Japanese protests in 2010 (and in 2012 as well).  

“We had to station in a number of potential congregation areas around the clock, which 

was exhausting. The reason why we police officers did not engage protesters directly was not 

only because we did not want to antagonize them (and turn them against the government), but 

also because we did not want to exhaust ourselves given that we were short-staffed and working 

extremely hard already. When the public sentiment was at its height in September and October, 

we even had to ask for help from retired officers, sending them to be on buses to keep an eye on 

the flow of people across the city. We had two officers on each bus of the city at that time. ”363 

If it was the situation that police was short-staffed and exhausted to cope with potential 

protests in Chengdu, the capital city of Sichuan province, it was highly likely that protests broke 

out in smaller, third tier cities such as Mianyang and Baoji because local governments’ lack of 

experience and manpower, not because they were intentionally tolerated.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
362 Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest, 187-88.  
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As the protests in October did not take place in major cities such as Beijing and Shanghai 

and demands aired in protests in the second and third tier cities spilled over to grievances against 

the government, the central government took note (as indicated by the instruction by Zhou 

Yongkang, China’s top security official, to a regular weekly meeting of senior officials in late 

October) and stepped up efforts to put the wave of protests to an end. The reason why “the timing, 

content and uneven curtailment of anti-Japanese protests made it difficult for foreign officials and 

observers to draw clear conclusions about China’s motivations”364 is likely that China did not 

have much motivation to use response to domestic protests as a way of showing resolve, 

particularly when it had other cards to play—rare earths export and arrest of Japanese employees 

being just two of them. 

 

The Japanese Nationalization of the Diaoyu Islands in 2012 

The anti-Japanese protests in China in August and September 2012 were triggered by the 

Japanese government’s purchase of three of the disputed Diaoyu Islands from their “private 

owners”, effectively nationalizing these islands. Two waves of protests broke out in over 200 

Chinese cities before and after the Japanese government made the purchase official. Similar to the 

case in 2010, the diplomatic row came at an inconvenient time for both countries, around the 

September 18th anniversary that marks the 1931 Japanese invasion of Manchuria, when nationalist 

sentiment mounted among the Chinese public. While relations with Japan that were strained in 

the 2010 trawler collision incident were yet to recover, the year 2012 saw one of China’s biggest 

and most high-profile political scandals--and power struggle--in years unfold in the run up to the 

Chinese Communist Party’s Eighteenth Party Congress, which was to be held in November and 

would mark China’s leadership transition from the fourth generation led by Hu Jintao and Wen 

Jiabao to the fifth led by Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang. In addition, as the term of the “Hu-Wen” 

administration was coming to a close, a wired Chinese society was airing comments that 
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criticized it of having achieved little in fulfilling its core mandates, including reducing inequality, 

driving up domestic consumption and political and economic reforms.  

 As the Chinese government was caught between external dispute and internal problems, its 

response to domestic protests was initially slow and mixed, enabling protests to break out in 

many cities and sometimes get violent. But the Chinese government reined in the protests 

successfully once it was clear that protesters’ demands started to criticize the government of 

being weak, corrupt and incompetent in handling domestic affairs--more alarmingly, supporters 

of Bo Xilai, the Party leader who had been perceived to be a likely candidate for the 18th 

Politburo Standing Committee till his downfall, took advantage of the anti-Japanese protests to 

demand Bo’s rehabilitation. 

 

Tense Bilateral Relations before the Incident 

Relations between China and Japan were still in the shadow left by the 2010 trawler collision 

incident when the triggering event of Japan’s nationalization of the disputed Diaoyu Islands took 

place. Since 2010, China had moved to establish full time maritime patrols in the vicinity of the 

disputed islands as well as occasional air patrol. The Japanese defense white paper released in 

August 2011 called China’s behavior “assertive” for the first time, while Japanese leaders 

publicly expressed concerns that China was posing a threat to not only Japan but also the entire 

region.365 On August 15, 2011, the 66th anniversary of Japan’s surrender in WWII, Japanese 

leaders reiterated that the class-A war criminals of WWII enshrined in the Yasukuni Shrine were 

not war criminals under Japanese law.366  Starting from early 2012, the two sides had engaged in 

a tit-for-tat process in the East China Sea in efforts to shore up claims of sovereignty over the 
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disputed islands.367 In a symbolic gesture, a Japanese committee ordered the proceedings against 

the Chinese captain who was detained and then released over the 2010 trawler collision incident 

to be resumed and indicted him for offences including damaging property.368  

 

Lack of Elite Cohesion in China amid Leadership Transfer 

As Japan’s nationalization of the Diaoyu Islands unfolded, China was experiencing the power 

transfer from the fourth to the fifth generation leadership and the most high profile and 

scandalous power struggle in decades. In addition, as the country developed, more social 

problems were becoming palpable.  

 Bo Xilai, who had been perceived to be a likely candidate for the 18th Politburo Standing 

Committee, the most powerful decision-making body in China, was removed from his post as the 

Party Chief of Chongqing and put under house arrest in March 2012 for alleged involvement of 

the murder of an English businessman and embezzlement. In the same month, the Party Central 

announced that Bo was suspended from the politburo and held under the “shuanggui” system, or 

Party-based investigative detention.369 By November 2012, Bo had been expelled from the 

Communist Party of China.370  

 Despite official statements, Bo’s downfall had been widely seen both in China and 

overseas as the result of his failed attempt at getting into the standing committee of the CPC or 

even replace Xi Jinping as the next top leader of China.371 There were rumors that Zhou 

Yongkang, Bo’s close political ally, intentionally let the protests happen as a show of strength to 
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Hu Jintao, China’s then top leader who was stepping down and planned to hand power to Xi 

Jinping. Zhou, although retired in March 2012 as member of the 17th Politburo Standing 

Committee, the Secretary of the Central Political and Legislative Committee, and Director of the 

Central Committee for Comprehensive Management of Public Security at China’s annual “two 

sessions (plenary meetings of the country's top legislative and consultative bodies, the National 

People’s Congress and the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference),” had been called 

the “security tsar” of China by foreign media for years and retained plenty of influence in the 

country’s internal security apparatus before the Chinese top leadership decided to investigate 

Zhou for corruption in August 2013, which marked the beginning of his downfall.372 In the two 

weeks leading up to the September 15th protests, Xi Jinping disappeared from view before re-

emerging on Sept. 15. The dearth of information prompted wild speculation about his health and 

the intensity of the power struggle. Some rumors had it that the reason for Xi’s mysterious 

disappearance was because he “was hit in the back with a chair hurled during a contentious 

meeting of "the red second generation",”373 and others said that Xi decided to disappear from 

public view to pressure Hu Jintao to go hard on Bo Xilai and his allies as a condition for 

cooperating for a smooth power transition.374 

 As relations with Japan were strained and domestic power struggle intense, the government 

was slow in sending a unified message as to how to cope with protest attempts. As there were 

factions within the central leadership that had the motivation to take advantage of social unrest to 

grab power and popular nationalist sentiments mounting, the possibility of technical glitch or 

miscommunication within functional departments also increased. For example, according to my 
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interviews with high-level foreign ministry officials who could only speak under anonymity, it 

was beyond the Foreign Ministry’s expectation that Japan’s nationalization of the Diaoyu Islands 

would cause such fierce public outcry and popular protests. One official who was directly in 

charge of handling the diplomatic front of the island purchase incident said,  

 “When there was talk about Tokyo’s purchase of the Diaoyu Islands, we did not expect 

they would really make it happen.  We were surprised when they announced the formal 

nationalization on September 10. The Japanese side was taken aback by our stern response, too, 

and said they had consulted with the Chinese Foreign Ministry before the announcement and 

were assured that it was OK, as the Chinese would be able to handle the issue at the technical 

level. However, we could never track down who exactly within the Ministry sent that signal.” 

 He continued to complain,  

 

 Foreigners say power in China is centralized. But actually it is highly fragmented. Which 
department should be the most responsible for handling nationalist protests? Is it the 
Foreign Ministry? The Propaganda Department? The Ministry of Public Security? Or the 
Ministry of Education?375 

  

 Another diplomat familiar with the issue revealed,  

 

 We really had our hands full with the Huangyan Island (Scarborough Shoal standoff) 
between China and the Philippines in April, 2012, and were caught off guard when there 
started to be talk in Japan about the purchase of the Diaoyu Islands. We scrambled to try to 
put down the fire to no avail.376  

 

The Incident 

In April 2012, Tokyo’s nationalist governor, Shintaro Ishihara, floated a plan for the metropolitan 

authorities to purchase three of the Diaoyu Islands from their “private owners,” arguing that 

Japan’s concession to China on the issue would only enable China to establish “hegemony in 
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Asian waters.”377 Reportedly in order to prevent Ishihara’s action to get out of control and defuse 

the crisis, Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda expressed his consideration for the Japanese 

government to purchase the islands instead on July 7, 2012. In response, the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry Spokesperson Liu Wenmin stated, “Nobody is allowed to trade in China’s sacred 

territory.”378 But Japan rejected China’s protests, saying the planned purchase was aimed at “calm 

and stable” management of the islands.379 

 On August 15, the anniversary of Japan’s surrender in WWII, 14 activists from Hong Kong 

sailed to and landed on one of the disputed islands. The activists were stopped and detained by 

the Japanese Coast Guard and deported two days later.380 On August 19, a group of 150 Japanese 

activists arrived at the waters near the Diaoyu Islands for a ceremony commemorating Japan’s 

war dead,381 against which China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs strongly protested.382 The next 

day, China’s Fujian provincial government decided to delay commemoration activities with 

Japan’s Okinawa prefecture, citing unsuitable atmosphere.383 Luo Yuan, a Chinese General 

known for his outspoken and hawkish attitude, publicly suggested China name its first aircraft 

carrier “Diaoyu Islands”and “called on China to send 100 boats to defend the islands. “If 

necessary, we could make the Diaoyu Islands a target range for China’s Air Force and plant 

mines around them.”384  

 Immediately after the detainment of the Hong Kong activists, netizens in mainland China 
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called for protests over “Japan’s illegal occupation of the Diaoyu Islands” to be held on Sunday, 

August 19 in multiple cities. While most of such online posts were deleted quickly, some of them 

remained in discussion boards of popular forums such as “Tian’ya.”385  

 The first wave of protests broke out on August 19 in over 20 Chinese cities, including 

Beijing, Jinan, Qingdao, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Taiyuan and Hangzhou. In Beijing, a small 

number of protesters had gone to demonstrate in front of the Japanese embassy, singing China’s 

national anthem and shouting slogans since August 15. On the 19th, a few protesters displayed 

posters such as “return Diaoyu Islands to China” and “Japan must confess to its crimes” outside 

the Japanese embassy amid heightened security while the rest of the city remained calm. Starting 

from 10 am on August 19th, thousands of people marched in Jinan, capital of Shandong Province. 

A college student, when interviewed, said that the protests were spontaneous.386Protests in other 

cities, all had participants of over 1,000, also started on 10 am on the same day and lasted for 

about two hours with police watching closely and keeping order.387 In Shenzhen, as protesters 

tore up Japanese flags and smashed Japanese branded cars, as well as vandalized shops that sell 

Japanese products, large numbers of police arrived at the scene to drive them away and detained 

several protesters for damaging property.388 Even though police did not prevent the nationalist 

protests beforehand, Chinese netizens criticized the government at the weekend for being too soft 

on Japan.  A user of Sina Weibo, Chinese equivalent of Twitter, complained in a post: “the 

Chinese government is too weak! We the people organized protests spontaneously but they 

stopped us.” His post was removed and account shut down within one hour.389  

 As an indication of the central government’s indecisiveness regarding the protests, the 
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website of Xinhua, China’s official media outlet, carried and then deleted a report on this wave of 

protests.390 China Youth Daily, the official newspaper of Communist Youth League of China, 

condemned the occasional violence during the protests and warned that any illegal activities in 

the name of “patriotism” would be punished according to law.391 

 On September 10, Japan formally nationalized the three islands from their private owner, 

Kunioki Kurihara, at the price of 2.05 billion yen (26 million US dollars).392 The next day, China 

sent two patrol ships to waters near the disputed islands in a bid to claim its sovereignty as state 

media carried strongly worded statements on the issue. China’s Foreign Ministry issued a 

statement that “The Chinese government will not sit idly by watching its territorial sovereignty 

being infringed upon. Should the Japanese side insist on going its own way, it shall have to bear 

all serious consequences arising therefrom.”393 Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao also publicly 

reiterated China’ position that “the Diaoyu islands are an inalienable part of China's territory, and 

the Chinese government and its people will absolutely make no concession on issues concerning 

its sovereignty and territorial integrity.”394 China Marine Surveillance had "drafted an action plan 

for safeguarding the sovereignty and would take actions pending the development of the 

situation."395 On September 13, Chinese government submitted a nautical chart with baselines of 

the territorial sea on disputed islands to United Nations.396 
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Government Response on the Escalated Stage: Repression 

After the Japanese government made the purchase official on September 10, a second wave of 

anti- Japanese protests spread from major cities to second and third-tier cities, a phenomenon not 

seen for more than two decades and an escalation more severe when compared to anti-foreign 

protests in previous years. The central government tried in vain to prevent protests from 

happening without outright suppression beforehand. According to the high-level Foreign Ministry 

official who was directly involved with the handling of the issue,  

 “Japan purchased the islands on September 10, 2012. We (central government leaders) 

held a meeting on the 13th. On the 14th, we sent ships to waters adjacent to the islands. On the 

16th, we held meetings with presidents of over 30 universities in Beijing and sent instructions 

down to local universities to ask them not to allow students to participate in street protests. The 

Minister of Education at the time, who was to call the meeting, told me he did not even know 

how to start to persuade the university presidents, who were very emotional at the purchase 

themselves. So we at the Foreign Ministry helped him prepare a speech. After the meeting, the 

university presidents asked for the transcript, saying they would use it for meetings at their own 

campuses…the Japanese told the Americans that China intentionally let the protests happen--they 

did know about China, because we would never do something like that—I mean, throw a stone at 

our own feet. Later they came to understand that we the government had been trying very hard to 

prevent the protests from getting out of control.”397  

 The second wave of protests broke out as the September 18 anniversary of the Mukden 

Incident drew near, on in the weekend of September 15-16 in dozens of Chinese cities, with 

protesters marching and calling for a boycott of Japanese products. On September 16, at least 85 

cities saw protests. In cities including Beijing, Shenzhen, Guangzhou, Changsha, Suzhou, 

Mianyang, Xi’an and Qingdao, protests went violent and escalated into vandalism and looting of 
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Japanese stores as well as smashing and arson of Japanese cars.398 In Beijing alone, some 60,000 

people participated in the demonstration in front of the Japanese embassy, pelting the Japanese 

embassy with eggs and plastic bottles, and 5,000 people marched in the streets.399 In Qingdao, 

around 10 Japanese companies reported damage. Protesters set a sales outlet of Toyota Motor 

Corp on fire. Panasonic factories and famous Japanese department stores such as Heiwado and 

Jusco in several cities were vandalized, ransacked or set on fire, which forced these facilities to 

close or suspend production.400 In Guangzhou, thousands of demonstrators broke into the Garden 

Hotel, which was housing the Japanese Consulate General, and attacked a Japanese restaurant on 

the second floor.401 In Shenzhen, thousands of protesters attempted to break into the building of 

the municipal Party committee and clashed with riot police. As several protesters were detained 

by the police, the crowds got worked up and grew more violent, trying to get into the government 

compound despite the prevention of armed police, who were using batons and teargas in an 

attempt to disperse the demonstrators.402     

 In Changsha, messages calling for a “grand demonstration” had been circulating through 

text messages and social media in the week leading up to September 15. Starting from 9 pm on 

September 15, over ten thousand people, mostly young people and college students, marched in 

the main street of the city. According to one participant, “I am just like many others whose 

participation is encouraged emotions driven up by the atmosphere…it’s like you are unpatriotic if 

you do not follow the crowds and shout some slogans.”403 The march was initially peaceful, but 

some emotional young men started to smash cars of Japanese models as demonstrators marched 
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on. Large numbers of protesters had surrounded the Japanese department store Heiwado on 

Huangxing street since early morning and clashed with armed police who had been formed walls 

to prevent the property. After two hours, however, protesters finally broke in the store, and 

smashing and ransacking followed. The government sent thousands more armed police and 

plainclothes officers to the site and finally restored order at about 11 am. But at about 3 pm, 

thousands of protesters again broke the police line and vandalized three whole floors of the 

Heiwado store in Dongtang in the same city. The Heiwado store in Zhuzhou, a prefecture a little 

to the southeast of Changsha, was also seriously damaged by protesters who broke police control 

of the gate of the property. Some protesters set fire in the building, while others even dismantled 

the escalators in the store. After the riots, the Changsha police released the pictures of over 20 

suspects identified from the footage of the protests, and over one hundred people who were 

involved in the vandalism of Japanese department stores were arrested. Many of them were 

unemployed according to police. A security guard of a store next to the Huangxing Street 

Heiwado  observed that insufficient police force at the scene was one of the most important 

reasons why the protests went out of control, “the public security apparatus have taken 

precautionary measures and reinforced security beforehand, but they still underestimated the scale 

of the protests.”404 

 On the 81st anniversary the Mukden Incident on September 18 anniversary of the Mukden 

incident, the country again saw widespread anti-Japanese protests in over 180 cities.405 As the 

Japanese Foreign Minister Koichiro Gemba said on the 17th following his meeting with US 

Defense Secretary Leon Panetta that “it is mutually understood between Japan and the United 

States that [the islands] are covered by the treaty,” protesters in Beijing vented their anger against 

the US as well, blocking the car of Gary Locke, US Ambassador to China, from entering the 
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Japanese embassy and chanting slogans against the US-Japan Security Treaty.406Protesters even 

hurled water bottles at Locke’s car and grabbed the American flag on it.407  

 The turning point for the public reception of the nationalist protests came after September 

15, when crowds in Xi’an forced a Japanese car driven by a 51-year-old man and his wife and 

used bricks and batons to smash the car. As the couple went out of the car to plead the protesters 

to stop, a man hit the husband with a bicycle lock repeatedly, smashing his skull and leaving him 

partially paralyzed and speaking ability reduced a few simple phrases.408 In the following days, 

the incident was widely reported in Chinese domestic media and the video footage of the violent 

scene taken by a bystander was circulated online, causing broad public outrage over violence and 

crimes in the name of patriotism.409 

 As legitimacy of outright supression came down with public support for nationalist protests 

waned and risks of regime instability was increasing, the Chinese government stepped up efforts 

to restore order after the weekend of September 15-16, which saw the most violent and large-

scale protests in first to fourth tier cities. On September 17, police in Xi'an issued a strong-

worded ban on the holding and organizing of protests, warning protesters of severe 

punishment.410 In Shanghai, police and paramilitary troops went to “extraordinary lengths” to 

control protesters to protect the Japanese consulate.411 On September 18, police in Guangzhou 

detained 18 protesters who committed violence. Police in Qingdao also announced to have 
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detained six people for alleged vandalism during anti-Japan protests. 412 On the same day, Beijing 

and governments elsewhere placed an explicit ban on anti-Japanese protests.413 On September 19, 

the central government began a nationwide clampdown on protests, sending riot police to 

congregation sites, closing subway stations close to protest sites, and warning citizens not to be 

present in large crowds with mass text messages, and blocking cellphone signals in areas where 

protestors might congregate.414 Official newspapers condemned activities that “destabilized the 

public order” and “irrational patriotism” such as vandalism targeted at Japanese branded 

products, primarily cars, and appealed to the public not to engage in such “hopeless” protests.415 

As a result, protests died down after September 19, and completely disappeared by the 23rd.416 

 

Analysis  

As the first smaller wave of anti-Japanese protests broke out in August, the Chinese government 

sent mixed messages, and no direct ban was issued over street protests. According to my theory, 

elite disunity and strained bilateral relations led to the observed outcome of government tolerance 

of nationalist protest. While peaceful marches with primarily anti-Japanese demands were 

allowed, police intervened to stop violence and vandalism, which also caused public concerns and 

reduced public support for the protests.    

 As the protests increasingly involved more cities and people from all sectors and more 

violence took place, many netizens started to voice their anger at the protesting “mobs” who hurt 

Chinese patriots and concerns about social order and safety.417 We saw high level of coercion 
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exercised by the government after the weekend of September 15-16, especially after the public 

was upset by the incident that a driver of a Japanese car in Xi’an was beaten to paralysis by a 

protester on September 15. The government issued a ban on protests on the 17th and deployed riot 

police  The Chinese government reined in the protests successfully by reinforcing security 

measures once it was determined to do so, without much damage to its legitimacy. Although 

protestors took advantage of social media and other new information technologies and managed 

to take to the streets, the government quickly regained the upper hand using the same 

technologies in addition to the strong propaganda machine and security forces at its disposal. The 

“noises” during nationalist protests—most prominently calls for a return to the Mao era and the 

release of the recently disgraced politician Bo Xilai, who allegedly lost to Xi Jinping in a power 

struggle—paradoxically strengthened the cohesion of the Chinese leadership that was 

experiencing a transition from the administration led by President Hu Jintao to that by President 

Xi Jinping.  

 Indeed, the China under the rule of the CCP is a “fragile superpower,” but it is fragile less 

because of an increasingly demanding and powerful public opinion than the internal dynamics of 

the Party itself. However, the government’s quick regaining of cohesion and resoluteness to 

handle the 2012 anti-Japanese protests has shown how resilient the CCP still is.    

  

Conclusion 

Anti-Japanese protests were frequently attempted at in the 1990s and took place for several times 

after 2000 in China as anti-Japanese sentiments run deep in the Chinese society and the 

legitimacy of the CPC has partially rested on its revolutionary history of defeating Japan in WWII 

and thus leading China out of the “one hundred year of humiliation.” In the 1990s, as China was 

recovering from the international stigma and internal trauma caused by the Tiananmen Square 

Incident in 1989, the Chinese central leadership had the consensus that Japan’s support both 

politically and economically should be sought. Protest attempts by some Chinese citizens 
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triggered by the dispute over the Diaoyu Islands, therefore, were prevented. However, as China 

grew in economic prowess and international status, it became less dependent on Japan’s 

assistance. Moreover, the central government that has been trying to adjust to its newly gained 

international status and the era of social media is often too distracted by complicated international 

affairs as well as noises from an increasingly vibrant society to respond to anti-Japanese protests 

quickly, decisively and effectively. But a tracing of protests in 2005, 2010 and 2012 has shown 

the proposed theory applies to these cases.   
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Chapter 5: Anti-US Protests: The Exception or the Rule? 

 

It is predicted by the theory that when there are the coexistence of recently tense relations with 

the potential target country of popular nationalist protests and lack of elite cohesion, the Chinese 

government will respond to early attempts of nationalist protests with tolerance. After protests 

have escalated, the government will act to rein them in out of concerns for domestic stability, and 

the level of coercion used will be dependent on the public attitude toward the protests as well as 

the nature of demands raised during the protests. If either of the two conditions—tense recent 

relations and elite disunity-- is absent, the Chinese government will act quickly and decisively to 

contain attempted nationalist protests driven by considerations for domestic stability.   

Case studies in this chapter show that Chinese government’s permission of nationalist 

protests for one day in the wake of the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade is an 

exception from standard management of anti-US sentiments in the post-Tiananmen era. The 

combined effect of tense China-US relations before the bombing and elite disunity before and 

during the management of this unprecedented and shocking diplomatic crisis led to the Chinese 

government’s slow response and mixed signals to protest attempts, effectively allowing protests 

to happen. As anti-US protests escalated, however, the government quickly moved to put them 

down, but primarily using persuasion rather than coercion, as the protests enjoyed high pubic 

support and were mainly against the United States and NATO. In other cases in which there were 

incidents that might trigger anti-US protests, the government acted decisively to prevent them 

beforehand, as at least one of the two necessary conditions—tense recent bilateral relations and 

lack of elite cohesion--for government’s tolerance of nationalist protests was absent. These 

include government prevention of protests in 2001 after the collision between a US 

reconnaissance plane and a Chinese interception fighter jet; the Yinhe incident, in which a 

Chinese container ship was forced by the US Navy, which later the US government admitted was 

acting on “false intelligence” that the ship was carrying materials for chemical weapons to Iran, to 
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stop in the international waters of the Indian Ocean for three weeks in 1993; and China’s loss of 

the bid for hosting the 2000 Olympic Games in 1993 partially due to US objection over China’s 

human rights records. 

  

Anti-US Protests in 1999 

The NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 took place at a time when the 

China-US relations were at a low point and the Chinese leadership was divided over how to 

handle the US as well as China’s WTO accession. Permission was granted for nationalist protests 

on the first day amid heightened popular nationalist sentiment and already ongoing spontaneous 

protests as the Politburo was holding an emergency meeting. The government took measures such 

as having state media publish editorials that harshly criticized the US-led NATO and reports on 

China’s “tough position” that were primarily for domestic consumption. As protests escalated and 

there was the possibility they might grow out of control, the government responded with 

intervention, first managing protests from the top and then reining them in. It did not use visible 

coercive measures, however, due to wide public support for the protests and the fact that the 

protests were primarily nationalist and did not spill over into other issue areas.  

 

The Bombing: Accidental or Deliberate?  

The air strike took place during the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia amid the Kosovo War. NATO 

claimed that the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) had been persecuting the Albanian 

population in Kosovo and attempted to gain authorization from the UN Security Council to 

intervene militarily to stop the humanitarian disaster, but the proposal was opposed by China and 

Russia. In its first military campaign without the approval of the UN Security Council, NATO 

bombed Yugoslavia from March 24, 1999 to June 10, 1999.418 Throughout the NATO air strike, 
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China had chosen to side morally with the FRY out of its principle of nonintervention in other 

countries’ internal affairs and the concern that NATO’s violation of Yugoslavia’s sovereignty 

might set a dangerous precedent for Western intervention in the handling of China’s own 

secessionist disputes involving Taiwan, Tibet and Xinjiang.419  

On the night of May 7–8, two B-2 Stealth strategic bombers of the United States Air 

Force flew directly out of Whiteman Air Force Base, Missouri, and struck the southern end of the 

Chinese embassy in Belgrade from different angles almost simultaneously with five JDAM GPS-

guided precision bombs.420 Although the embassy had taken precautionary measures in light of 

NATO’s ongoing airstrike by sending staff home or to shelter in the embassy, three Chinese 

journalists, Shao Yunhuan from Guangming Daily, Xu Xinghu and his wife, Zhu Ying, both from 

the Xinhua news agency, lost their lives in the bombing. At least 20 others at the embassy were 

injured, and the southern end of the embassy was destroyed.421  

NATO and the United States claimed that the bombing was “accidental,” caused by the 

use of an “outdated map.”  In a joint statement issued by the US Defense Secretary William S. 

Cohen and CIA Director George J. Tenet later on May 8, it was stated that "faulty information led 

to a mistake in the initial targeting” of the Chinese embassy, which was mistaken for the actual 

target, the Yugoslav Federal Directorate for Supply and Procurement building; “in addition, the 

extensive process in place used to select and validate targets did not correct this original error.”422  

A few hours after the bombing of the Chinese embassy, US President Clinton commented 

on the incident, expressing condolences to the Chinese government and calling the incident 
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“tragic,” when answering reporters’ questions after speaking at a tornado site in Oklahoma. In 

response to questions quoting Russia (and China)’s description of the bombing as “barbaric,” 

Clinton said: “[I]t wasn't barbaric…it's awful, but it's a tragedy and it was an accident.” He also 

defended the NATO military action in Yugoslavia as “necessary” and said the “reaction to the 

accident must be put in the context of the overall mission of NATO’s campaign.”423    

 Before midnight on May 8, the US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright wrote a letter 

to China’s Foreign Minister, Tang Jiaxuan, expressing apologies about the “mistake” and 

condolences for the loss of lives, and personally delivered it to Li Zhaoxing, Chinese ambassador 

to the United States at the Chinese embassy.424 According to a Chinese high-level diplomat who 

has first hand knowledge about Albright’s meeting with Li, “Li shouted at Albright in protest of 

the US’s tardiness in publicly offering a sincere apology.” Referring to national dignity and 

domestic pubic opinion, Li later confided, “under those circumstances, I had to act that way!”425 

 The news reached Zhongnanhai, China’s central government compound, a little over one 

hour after the tragic bombing. In absolute shock and indignation, the Chinese leadership’s first 

response was that the bombing was intentional and it refused to accept the US version of why the 

bombing happened. When Zhu Rongji, China’s then premier, learned about the incident one hour 

after the bombing, he blurted out: “They’re going too far! Curse them!” Chinese President Jiang 

Zemin immediately called an emergency meeting of the Politburo to inform members of China’s 

top leadership about the incident and discuss countermeasures. At noon, the Chinese government 

released an official statement carried by China Central Television and Xinhua news agency,, 

China’s major official news outlets, condemning the bombing as a “barbaric attack and a gross 

violation of Chinese sovereignty.”426 The Chinese ambassador to the UN described the bombing 

as “a gross violation of the United Nations charter, international law and the norms governing 
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international relations” and “a violation of the Geneva Convention.”427 

 

Tense Bilateral Relations in the Lead-up to the Bombings 

Well before the bombing, relations between the United States and China had been deteriorating, 

with elements of conflict and mutual suspicion outweighing those of cooperation and goodwill. 

According to my theory, such a state of bilateral relations, if combined with elite disunity, will 

lead to slow and indecisive response of the government toward early attempts at nationalist 

protests in the wake of the triggering incident, effectively resulting in government tolerance of 

nationalist protests in the initial stage.    

The US government had suspected that China had been conducting theft of the US’s 

nuclear secrets for years. In early January 1999, the House Select Committee on US National 

Security and Military/Commercial Concerns with the People's Republic of China released 

classified findings to the US Congress and the White House about China’s espionage activities 

against the United States. In March, Wen Ho Lee, a Taiwan-born scientist at Los Alamos 

National Laboratory, was fired by the US Energy Department for allegedly handing data on 

American nuclear weapons to China, despite the fact that Wen had not been charged with any 

crime and China had denied any such theft.428 In February 1999, a classified Pentagon report 

claimed that China had significantly increased the number of missiles near Taiwan, from the 

previous number of 30-50 to 150, 429 which made the United States more alarmed about China’s 

military capabilities and its intention of weakening US position in Asia.430 In March, the US-led 

NATO started airstrikes in Yugoslavia despite the objections of China and Russia. For China, 

NATO’s military campaign in Yugoslavia not only represented a worrying precedent for Western 
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intervention in its own secessionist disputes, but was also reminiscent of China’s own humiliating 

history at the hands of the more powerful states.431  

The relations further exacerbated in April, when, despite 13 years of negotiations and 

Zhu Rongji’s offering of significant concessions during his visit to Washington. D.C., President 

Clinton refused to sign an agreement on China’s accession to the WTO. This came amid 

heightened anti-China sentiment within the US and opposition within the Congress to China’s 

WTO entry,432 which was seen by conservative leaders in China as well as part of the public as 

yet another humiliation after NATO’s bombing of Yugoslavia despite China’s objection.433  

 

Elite disunity and Indecisiveness in China  

In the months before the embassy bombing, there had already been division within the Chinese 

central leadership regarding whether to make concessions to the United States to gain WTO entry 

in light of the deteriorating China-US relations, and there was much finger-pointing after Zhu 

Rongji’s US visit that failed to achieve much. Right after the package offered by Zhu but turned 

down by Clinton was made public on the website of the US Trade Representative without prior 

notification to Zhu, Zhu came under intense attack within China for making excessive 

concessions only to invite insult. After the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy, the public 

was readily reminded of Zhu’s failed negotiation with the Americans less than a month ago. 

Some extreme criticism on the Internet even labeled Zhu a “national traitor” who had sold out 

China’s national interests.434 With Jiang offering no support at all to Zhu while the latter was 

under huge pressure from military hawks and the public, Zhu left Beijing and hid himself in 
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Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province for ten days, causing speculations that he had resigned.435 Li Peng, 

China’s premier before Zhu who still occupied the second position in the Party hierarchy as the 

head of the National People’s Congress, had been a staunch opponent of China’s entry into the 

WTO, and seemed “to be enjoying a resurgence” after the embassy bombing, which took place 

only two weeks after Zhu concluded a US visit that had been deemed by many within the country 

as a failure and humiliation.436 The bombing had also strengthened the position of the military 

hawks, who had been unhappy about the military’s lack of representation on the Politburo 

Standing Committee after the Fifteenth Party Congress in 1997, the military expenditure, and 

above all, Jiang and Zhu’s decision to appease the US in order to join the WTO despite the US’s 

“hegemonic behavior” in Kosovo.437  

During the Politburo emergency meeting and consultations with Party elders, none of the 

incumbent or former Chinese leaders believed the bombing was an accident. During the meeting, 

emotions ran high, and all those present believed that NATO intentionally dropped the bombs to 

gauge China’s “bottom card” and reaction to the US’s efforts to maintain the position as the 

world’s hegemon. Many also felt it was a US conspiracy aimed at creating internal chaos within 

China and turning the Chinese government and its population against each other.438 However, 

although several of the Politburo members as well as Party elders suggested President Jiang 

Zemin should make a public statement to clarify China’s official position both to the international 

community and the Chinese public as soon as possible, Jiang eventually declined to make the 

statement out of consideration of maintaining a degree of “flexibility” and preventing the 

“deterioration of the already tense situation,” and almost never showed his face in front of the 
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436 Fewsmith and Rosen described division between Zhu Rongji and Li Peng after Zhu’s US visit, “Wu Jichuan, head of the Ministry 
of Information Industries, tendered his resignation (which was not accepted). For a minister to publicly criticize a premier was simply 
unheard of in China,and certainly would have been impossible without high-level political backing, which came from NPC head and 
former premier Li Peng and parts of the military.” Joseph Fewsmith and Stanley Rosen. 2002. "The Domestic Context of Chinese 
Foreign Policy: Does ‘Public Opinion’ Matter?" In David M. Lampton (eds.), The Making of Chinese Foreign and Security Policy in 
the Era of Reform. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 151-75. 
437 Joseph Fewsmith, "The Impact of the Kosovo Conflict on China’s Political Leaders and Prospects for WTO Accession," NBR 
Briefing: Policy Report, no. 6 (July 1999). 
438 Zong Hairen, “The Bombing of China's Embassy in Yugoslavia,” 73-99. 
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public throughout the crisis. Jiang’s hiding from the news during this sensitive time for China’s 

sovereignty and national dignity was disappointing for some within the leadership and the general 

public. According to Zong Hairen, the alias of one of Zhu Rongji’s close aides when Zhu was 

incumbent, Zhu had proposed to come forward and make the public statement if Jiang decided 

not to do it himself, but Jiang eventually had Hu Jintao, the then vice president, make the 

statement after discussions with his most trusted expert. The purpose of Hu, instead of Zhu, the 

premier, making the public appearance was to “lift Jiang up and repress Zhu, and have Zhu take 

the rap.”439  

 As a matter of fact, the relationship between Jiang and Zhu had been tense for over ten 

years, since the mid 1980s when the two started to work together as mayor and Party secretary of 

Shanghai.440 Both were promoted by Deng Xiaoping to their posts in Shanghai and then into the 

central government, but Zhu was especially favored by Deng for his expertise in economics and 

reformist orientation. When comparing Zhu with his peers, Deng even said, “The current 

leadership does not know economics... Zhu Rongji is the only one who understands 

economics.”441 During his tenure, Zhu not only won high popular support for his tough stance 

against corruption and his skilled management of the nation’s economy, but he also impressed the 

international community as an aggressive and competent reformer.442 It was rumored that Jiang 

had not been pleased about it that Zhu Rongji's “merits surpass those of his sovereign.” An 

obvious sign of Jiang’s guard against Zhu was the fact that Jiang had kept Zhu Rongji in the third 

place in the top leadership, with Li Peng, Zhu’s predecessor, remaining in second place in the 

Party hierarchy.443 In Zong’s words, 
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440 Li Cheng, Director of the John Thornton China Center of the Brookings Institution was cited to have said in an interview, ''Jiang 
and Zhu have always had some tension between them because of their different backgrounds and leadership styles and their shared 
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“Jiang cannot do without Zhu but always and everywhere keeps the latter's hands tied. ”444 Most 

recently, Zhu Rongji had visited the US in April and was said to have won more popularity than 

Jiang managed to get for himself in his US visit earlier—Jiang was not too happy about it.445    

 The rift between the outwardly united Chinese president and premier became more 

conspicuous during the diplomatic disaster with the US caused by the NATO bombing. As both 

Jiang and Zhu had been regarded as “moderates” who were more “pro-US” and Zhu had just 

visited the US, Jiang felt it necessary to distance himself from Zhu and did not offer Zhu any 

support when the latter was under fierce attack from military hawks within the government for his 

April visit to the US as well as his deemed more conciliatory stance toward the US after the 

NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade:446 

 

The general secretary, to avoid drawing fire on himself and also to get back at Zhu Rongji 
for outshining him when Zhu was in the United States, not only maintained a consistent 
silence when Zhu Rongji most needed support but also kept a distance from him. There were 
conspicuously less contacts between the Southern and Northern sections (of Zhongnanhai, 
where the Party Central Committee and State Council of China are housed, respectively).447   

 

As discussed above, recent tense relations with the United States made it hard for the 

Chinese leaders to believe the embassy bombing was an accident as NATO and the United States 

had claimed, which in turn intensified already existing elite disunity over China’s attitude toward 

the Untied States in general and how to handle the embassy bombing in specific. In the words of 

Li Ruihuan, Chairman of the National Committee of the CPPCC(Chinese People's Political 

Consultative Conference) and member of the Politburo standing committee, the bombing should 

be taken “in association with the United States’ policies toward, and conspiracies against, China 

since the beginning of this year.”448 The central leadership held three days of meetings, during 
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which participants held intense debates over how to respond to the incident.449  

While the leaders agreed that the United States bombed the Chinese embassy 

intentionally, they feared allowing nationalist protests would endanger domestic stability, tie the 

central government’s hands in dealing with the US, and direct public anger against the 

government, especially in light of the facts that the tenth anniversary of the June 4 Tian’anmen 

Incident in 1989 was approaching, the government had just ruthlessly repressed 10,000 adherents 

of Falun Gong--a religious group that was labeled by the government as a “cult”--who had 

congregated in front  of Zhongnanhai on April 25, and nationalist sentiments had been running 

high as the bombing on May 8 had created “visible martyrs.”450 Hu Jintao, Vice President of 

China at the time, emphasized the importance of maintaining the country’s stability and 

exercising restraint during protest activities. Other Politburo members, including Zhu Rongji, Liu 

Huaqing and Qian Qichen, although they vehemently criticized the US, similarly voiced concerns 

about stability, and the belief that the bombing was a US conspiracy to arouse nationalist 

sentiments in China and lead “potential factors of instability...to explode.” Several of the 

Politburo members also stressed the continued importance of economic development in this 

sensitive period of time. However, there were voices from Party heavyweights such as Song Ping 

that China’s position toward the US might have been too soft, and that the time had come for a 

deeper reflection over the long-held foreign policy principles of “not putting ourselves in the 

limelight” and “not concluding alliances.” Moreover, when Party elders were consulted about the 

incident, Zhu Rongji’s US visit in April was criticized as “most unsuccessful.”451 Old carders 

voiced their disappointment at Jiang and the incumbent leadership in general, for allowing China 

to be so humiliated, drawing comparison with Mao’s leadership.452  

Under such circumstances, the central government under Jiang was slow in responding 

effectively to both the US and domestic nationalist protests. According to a senior journalist with 
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the Xinhua news agency, “the information that reached the top was confusing and inaccurate on 

the first day, and the decision-making process was very slow.” As an indication, in the evening 

news on May 8, China Central Television (CCTV) broadcast that the embassy bombing had 

caused “two deaths and two missing,” but journalists at the Xinhua news agency were told there 

were “three deaths and one missing.”453   

In Beijing, as soon as news about the embassy bombing reached China on the morning of 

May 8, college students put up posters condemning NATO and the US and started to initiate 

street protests. The first small group of protesters who attempted to demonstrate in front of the 

US embassy, however, was said to have been beaten and dispersed by plainclothes police officers 

“who were originally stationed around the embassy area to maintain stability during the sensitive 

periods of anniversaries of May 4 and June 4” according to an editor at the People’s Daily. He 

also revealed that the plainclothes officers dispersed the protesters perhaps because “they had not 

yet received instructions about allowing protests yet.”454 But students continued to swarm onto 

the streets for anti-US demonstrations, and the “top” did not issue any order to suppress them. In 

the words of a former official at the Secretariat of the Central Committee and now an independent 

scholar, “the central government’s acquiescence to street protests on the first day (May 8) was 

because the central itself was in a state of confusion.”455  

 

Government Response on the Initial Stage: Tolerance  

According to Jiang Zemin’s speeches made at the emergency meetings, meeting on the first day 

concluded with five points: the Chinese government should make an announcement in 

condemnation of the US-led NATO’s “barbaric act” of bombing the Chinese embassy; the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs should call the US Ambassador to China immediately to lodge 

China’s strong protest; request the UN to hold an emergency meeting on the incident; express 
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condolences to the families of the killed and injured, tend the injured and send a plane to 

Belgrade to get the Chinese employees back to China immediately. In particular, the meeting 

stressed that “mass protests against the US-led NATO must be properly guided,” indicating the 

top leadership’s decision to tolerate nationalist protests, or to be more precise, not to suppress 

heavy-handedly the already ongoing bottom-up protests inspired by heightened popular 

nationalist emotions, but to manage it from the top so that the protests would not be turned 

against the government or get out of control. Jiang also stressed the importance of continued 

focus on economic development after strongly attacking the NATO bombing at the internal 

meeting.456 In the words of one of my interviewees who is close to the Ministry of State Security, 

“the ‘top’ was extremely concerned that the bomb was going to cause internal chaos…and the 

prevailing conspiracy theory was primarily based on this suspicion.”457 

Before the conclusion of the first day emergency meeting, however, the leadership had 

apparently first acquiesced to the spontaneous protests on the morning of May 8, despite the 

absence of a “resolute position” reached at the top. The central government then instructed the 

Beijing Public Security Bureau to grant permission to the application to demonstrate from the 

government sponsored Association of Beijing Students. As to the specific mechanism of the 

decision making and implementation regarding how to handle the protests, a senior researcher at 

the China Institute of International Studies said, “the decision about how to handle nationalist 

protests is always made at the top level and then transmitted to the Public Security Bureau from 

the Central Politics and Law Committee.”458 When I asked the interviewee close to the Ministry 

of State Security why the government intervened even when the Politburo had not reached a 

decision as to how to handle the incident, he said, “under the circumstances, there would be 

protests with or without government intervention; the protests would be better under control if 
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there is intervention.”459 His comments echo what Fewsmith and Rosen observed: “if students 

and others had not been permitted to vent their feelings against the United States, they no doubt 

would have found release through criticism of the Chinese government.” 460 

 

Government Response at the Escalated state: Monitored Tolerance  

The spontaneous nationalist protests that started in China several hours after the embassy 

bombing on May 8 escalated rapidly, gaining widespread public support. On the morning of May 

8, the China Communist Youth League Beijing Municipal Committee sent officials to the 

embassy district to keep an eye on student protests, and when it was found that big-character 

posters and anti-US banners had already appeared on campuses and many students had 

spontaneously initiated protests, the Youth League Municipal Committee, universities in Beijing 

as well as the Ministry of National Security provided dozens of buses at about 4 pm to and from 

the embassy area to make sure that the protests were under control.461 But many student protesters, 

suspicious of the government’s intention, refused to get on the buses, choosing to go to the US 

embassy on foot, by bike or use other forms of public transportation (take buses by themselves or 

take taxies). “The older students tried to persuade us not to get on the bus. They told us the 

drivers must be lying—as soon as we get on the bus, they were going to take us back to our 

universities.” There were also concerns among students that the buses were a way to identify 

participants in protests to mete out punishment later.462 The anti-US demonstration in Beijing 

grew from about 3,000 people in early afternoon to over 10,000 later in the day.463 Students 

displayed a letter of protest in front of the US embassy and chanted slogans that condemned 

“American killings” and called for “Blood for Blood” revenge. People applauded as protesters 

burned American flags, pelted rocks and glass bottles to the walls and windows of the US 
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embassy, and smashed embassy cars. There were hundreds of police officers present at the scene, 

mostly watching.464 From the afternoon of May 8 to about 3 am on May 9, the protests kept 

drawing more participants, with groups of students left campus to demonstrate in front the US 

and British embassies. American diplomats in Beijing, including the US Ambassador to China, 

James Sasser, had to stay inside the embassy for safety concerns.465  

Tens of thousands of students and other Chinese citizens also took to the streets to protest 

against the bombing in over 20 other cities across China, gaining wide popular support. In 

Chengdu, enraged protesters set fire on the residence of the US. Consul General.466 In Guangzhou, 

over 10,000 people participated in anti-US demonstrations, and some 300 young students broke 

into a local McDonald’s, drove the diners out and shouted slogans such as “kick American 

hamburgers out of China!” and “Oppose invasion!”467 They were on the edge of smashing the 

store when faculty members stopped them by reasoning that the store was run by Chinese 

compatriots.468 In Shanghai, an anti-US demonstration outside the US consulate grew to over 

20,000 people at its height at about 7 pm, with hundreds of police preventing protesters from 

breaking in and throwing stones and glass bottles at the consulate building. The crowds 

applauded and cheered when protesters destroyed a street light in front of the property, while 

some people climbed on the nearby light poles to watch the scene.469  Although in many cities, 

like in Beijing, nationalist protests were initiated by college students, people from other walks of 

life joined the demonstration, tagged along or cheered them from the side of the streets as student 

protesters marched across the city and chanted: “come with us, compatriots!”470 
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To prevent the protests from getting out of control and threatening regime stability, the 

government responded with monitored tolerance, primarily using persuasion and tough rhetoric as 

well as gestures against the United States to keep things in order; at the same time, the 

government strengthened top-down guidance and channeling of nationalist sentiments, eventually 

putting a stop to anti-US protests by May 12th despite cost to its legitimacy.  

On May 9, it was obvious that nationalist protests across China were more organized, 

with signs of government intervention. At the Politburo meeting, Jiang Zemin again stressed the 

importance of “maintaining social stability,” “continued and orderly proceeding of reform and 

production,” and “providing leadership and guidance to students and masses bring it home to 

them the importance of abiding by the law, refraining from excessive activities, and guarding 

against enemies with ulterior motives.” According to the editor at the People’s Daily I quoted 

earlier, “the Beijing municipal government organized the government-sponsored anti-US protests 

to be participated on May 9 by college students and people from other professions to mitigate the 

destabilizing effect of the bottom-up protests. But it was instructed that employees with the Party, 

government and military units were prohibited from participating.”471 A journalist with the 

Beijing office of the Washington Post who was a college student in Beijing in 1999 recalled,  

 

I did not participate in the anti-US protests on the first day (May 8, 1999) because I had 
always been cynical about such things for various reasons...then I was sort of called upon 
to take part in the protests the day after the bombing (May 9, 1999). I heard that students 
from 14 universities in Beijing were organized to demonstrate in front of the US embassy 
on May 9. As we arrived at the embassy area by bus—I think the buses were provided by 
the university or the government—I found that students from each university were 
organized in an orderly way into groups, and each group carried school flags and banners. 
There were police maintaining order. Then, each university was allowed 25 minutes or so 
to stop in front of the US embassy and chant slogans. There were still young male 
protesters who attempted to engage in violent activities similar to those seen on the first 
day, but they were stopped by the police.472 
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Besides trying to keep things under control by intervening from the top in the protests 

and shielding itself from public anger, the central government also instructed meetings to be held 

on university and middle school campuses as well as government-affiliated work units to channel 

nationalist emotions and to emphasize that the best way to express the Chinese people’s righteous 

indignation against the NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy was to transform anger into 

working and studying harder to strengthen the country. While many universities held meetings on 

Sunday, May 9, to try to persuade students and faculty members to express their patriotism 

rationally, middle schools across the country held commemorative activities dedicated to the 

three martyrs who died in the bombing, on the morning of Monday, May 10, at the weekly 

National Flag Raising Ceremony, a routine practice in most Chinese middle schools, and called 

on students to study harder, “pour patriotism onto the books,” and stay on campus, so as not to 

“cause more trouble for the government.”473 

Right after the bombing, the Americans expressed regret and condolences for several 

times, all of which were deemed as insincere and insufficient by the Chinese government. James 

Sasser, US Ambassador to China, contacted the Ministry of Foreign Affairs upon learning about 

the bombing, and extended his condolences for the “terrible mistake” when he was summoned by 

Vice Foreign Minister Wang Yingfan after the Politburo’s emergency meeting. President Clinton 

only made a brief statement of regret and condolences from a tornado site in Oklahoma hours 

after the bombing. Madeleine Albright, the US Secretary of State, personally presented a letter of 

apology to Li Zhaoxing, Chinese ambassador to the United States at the Chinese embassy.474 

None of these American apologies were allowed to be carried in the Chinese media. Instead, state 

media such as People’s Daily reported on the Beijing protests and published editorials that 

harshly criticized the United States and NATO for trampling on other countries’ sovereignty and 
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“acts of terrorism,” proclaiming, “the Chinese people cannot be bullied!”475 Amid heightened 

popular emotions, President Jiang Zemin even refused to listen to President Bill Clinton’s 

apology over the phone until May 14, six days after the bombing took place. In the days after the 

bombing, the Chinese government expressed its dissatisfaction by suspending bilateral dialogues 

on military contacts, nuclear nonproliferation and human rights, and did not resume negotiations 

on its WTO accession. These gestures were intended both to pressure the Americans and assuage 

domestic public opinion, maintaining Jiang’s own and the government’s nationalist credentials. 

At 6 pm on May 9, Vice President Hu Jintao appeared on CCTV daily evening news 

program and delivered a crisis-management type statement that called for public calm and caution. 

It was a signal to the country’s security apparatus and protesters alike that street protests would 

no longer be tolerated. On May 11, state media reported on the apologies by President Clinton, 

NATO Secretary General Solana, and Secretary of State Albright, and urged students and 

workers to “strengthen ourselves by putting patriotic passion into studies and production” instead 

of taking to the streets.”476 The Ministry of Propaganda instructed all media outlets not to report 

independently on the settlement of the embassy bombing, and emphasized that all media 

organizations must stop coverage on nationalist protests.477 By May 12, protest activities had 

disappeared and participants returned to their normal lives. 

The strong public anger and nationwide public support for nationalist protests, 

nevertheless, meant that the Chinese government did not rein in the protests without cost to its 

legitimacy. In Dingxin Zhao’s account, college students in Beijing still attempted to bypass 

government intervention and hold spontaneous protests in front of the US embassy on the evening 

of May 11 after measures were taken to keep students on campus. As students tried to march to 

the embassy area, school officials, officials of the Communist Youth League Beijing Municipal 

Committee and the municipal government first attempted to reason with the students, calling the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
475 People's Daily. "Zhongguo Renmin Buke Wu" [Chinese People Cannot Be Bullied]. May 10, 1999, Sec. 1. 
476 Chen, “Chinese Nationalism and its Political Implications,” 151.  
477 Author’s interview, July 4, 2015. Also see Chen, Beijing: Who Knows the Truth.    
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protests “illegal,” and then threatened them with disciplinary punishment. The municipal 

government even had the subway train that was carrying the students stopped to prevent them 

from reaching the US embassy. After a long confrontation with officials, the students were 

eventually allowed to go to the embassy area and made their point.478 As another indication of the 

government’s lack of experience of handling such sudden and unexpected diplomatic crisis and 

concerns about popular discontent, the government scrambled to instruct all local authorities to 

lower the Chinese national flag to half-mast on the evening of May 11 upon learning that the US 

embassy and the embassies of some other NATO countries were going to fly their flags at half-

mast on May 12, when the remains of the three reporters were to be brought back to China.479   

 

The 2001 Aircraft Collision Incident   

When compared to it’s handling of the embassy bombing in 1999, the Chinese government 

managed the plane collision in 2001 more deftly and successfully prevented domestic popular 

nationalist sentiments from being translated into street protests. While domestic stability, in 

principle, should always “overrides everything else” for the Chinese government, the existence of 

elite cohesion strengthened the government’s capability to execute that principle by reducing the 

effect of factors such as heightened nationalist sentiments and political elites that wanted to take 

advantage of the event for factional gains.  

Although the collision incident took place only less than two years after NATO’s 

bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 and the anti-US sentiment in China was 

still high, no nationalist protests were allowed to take place in China. The wave of large-scale 

anti-US protests triggered by intense nationalist sentiment in 1999, although successfully put to 

an end without too much backlash, had shown the Chinese leadership the downside of popular 

nationalism and the danger allowing nationalist protests may pose to the regime, providing 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
478 Zhao, “An Angle on Nationalism in China Today,” 885-905; 
479 Zong Hairen, “The Bombing of China's Embassy in Yugoslavia,” 73-99. 
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cohesion to the Chinese leadership at the time of the 2001 crisis.480 In the wake of the plane 

collision, the central leadership was also unified in the principle that the “big picture” of the 

China-US relations should be maintained while “firmly safeguarding China’s integrity” when 

dealing with the diplomatic crisis in 2001,481 as China had been hoping to build a positive 

relationship with the new US administration that was led by President George W. Bush, who 

presumably held a more hawkish stance toward China when compared with his predecessor, Bill 

Clinton. Moreover, Early April in 2001 also did not coincide with any sensitive anniversary or 

important political events in China, making it less costly and therefore easier to make the decision 

to preempt and prohibit anti-US protests after the plane collision.Therefore, compared to 1999, 

the Chinese government was more calm and coordinated, which, according to the theory, is 

sufficient to lead to suppression of early protest attempts.  

 

Details of the Aircraft Collision 

The collision accident took place on the morning of April 1, 2001, when the US EP-3 military 

aircraft, which had a crew of 24 military service men and women and flew out of an air base in 

Okinawa, Japan, was on a routine reconnaissance mission over the South China Sea. Two 

Chinese J-8 fighter jets were conducting a routine interception. At about 9:07 am, one of the 

Chinese fighters collided with the EP-3 about 70 nautical miles from China’s Hainan Island when 

making a pass close to the EP-3, collided with the US aircraft and crashed into the sea. The 

Chinese pilot, Wang Wei, was seen to eject but was never found, and he was later declared dead. 

In the next half an hour, the crew of the severely damaged EP-3 performed an unauthorized 

emergency landing and landed at 9:33 am at China’s Lingshui airport in Hainan Province, where 

the surviving Chinese interceptor had landed 10 minutes before. Then the US crew were taken by 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
480 Chen Yan, "Jingti Xiaai Minzu Qingxu" [Be Alert about Narrow Nationalism], accessed December 12, 2015, 
http://www.people.com.cn/GB/paper83/3618/448890.html. 
481 Zhang Tuosheng, "Zhongmei Zhungji Shijian jiqi Jingyan Jiaoxun" [China-US Plane Collision and Its Lessons], Shijie Jingji yu 
Zhengzhi, no. 3 (2005): 30-36. 
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Chinese soldiers to a military barracks first and then moved to lodgings in Haikou, the provincial 

capital of Hainan after two days.     

 

Reactions from Chinese and the US Governments 

The plane collision happened less than two years after the NATO bombing of Chinese embassy in 

Belgrade in May 1999 and represented another diplomatic crisis between the two countries that 

risked straining the bilateral relations further. But when compared to the bombing two years ago, 

it was less clear to which side the responsibility lay. While the Chinese government at first 

claimed that the incident was solely the responsibility of the US reconnaissance plane and had 

insisted that the US side must issue an official apology before the 24 crew members could be 

released, the Chinese leadership actually believed that the collision was more of an accident than 

intentional and stopped accusing the US side for causing the collision several days later.482 The 

US government, on the other hand, had insisted that the US side had nothing to apologize for and 

expressed frustrations about China’s slow response and lack of cooperation in the wake of the 

collision. For the Chinese public, although the anti-US sentiment was very strong, the levels of 

severity and visibility were not as high as they were in 1999. At the same time, many Americans 

were angry about China’s detainment of the US crewmembers without timely and sufficient 

communication with the US side as the incident happened when Easter Sunday (April 12), a US 

holiday of family reunion, was approaching.  

 For the US’s Bush administration, the incident represented the first major foreign policy 

crisis. It was a test of—and an opportunity to prove—President Bush’s ability in handling such 

issues, as there had been loudly-voiced doubts about the legitimacy of his election.492 This fact 

was also not lost on the Chinese central leadership.483  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
482 Tang Jiaxuan, “Huiyi 2001 nian Zhongmei Nanhai Zhuangji Shijian”[Rmembering the 2001 South China US-China Plane 
Collision], Wanxia, 2010, no. 6, 43, 45.  
483 Wade Payson-Denney, "So, Who Really Won? What the Bush v. Gore Studies Showed," CNN, last modified October 31, 2015, 
accessed June 12, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2015/10/31/politics/bush-gore-2000-election-results-studies/. 
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 Neither the US nor the Chinese leaders had seen the incident coming, and did not 

immediately talk to each other after learning about the news.484 At around noon Beijing time, the 

US embassy in China started to make contacts to the Chinese Foreign Ministry, inquiring about 

the situation of the American crew and demanding to have access to the crew members as well as 

talk to leaders of the Chinese Foreign Ministry and military. Three hours later, the Commander-

in-Chief of the US Pacific Command, Admiral Dennis Blair, unilaterally held a press conference 

and issued a strong-worded statement that demanded the Chinese government to respect the 

American plane’s “integrity” (meaning not to tamper with the classified data on the plane), ensure 

the safety and health of the US crew, and facilitate the immediate return of the plane and crew to 

US soil. Blair’s statement claimed that it was the Chinese fighter that caused the incident and 

expressed frustration about the Chinese government’s lack of cooperation as well as its denial to 

the crew of phone calls to US officials or their families. Blair insisted that the EP-3 was on a 

routine mission and it was the Chinese J-8 fighter that accidentally bumped into the US plane 

while making a closer-than-normal pass to the latter. He also declared that the EP-3’s emergency 

landing on the Chinese airfield, although unauthorized, enjoyed “sovereign immunity,” which 

means the Chinese government was not in a position to hold the plane or detain the crew. 

Moreover, he pointed out that as the surviving Chinese interceptor landed safely ten minutes 

earlier than the EP-3 on the same airfield, the Chinese government should have been notified 

about the possible incoming landing of the US aircraft in distress.485  

 The Chinese government did not make a public statement about the incident in a timely 

manner; according to the then US Deputy Secretary of State Armitage, either did the Chinese side 

respond to early US attempts to “resolve the incident quickly through behind-the-scenes phone 

calls at a high level were unsuccessful,” as phone calls from the US side went unanswered by the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
484 According to Zhang Tuosheng, Director of Research and Senior Fellow of the China Foundation for International and Strategic 
Studies, when the incident took place, the top Chinese leaders were “planting trees” in the outskirt of Beijing and President Bush was 
on vocation at Camp David. Zhang, "Zhongmei Zhungji Shijian jiqi," 30-36. 
485 "China-US Aircraft Collision Incident of April 2001: Assessments and Policy Implications," Fas.org, last modified October 10, 
2001, accessed March 12, 2014, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL30946.pdf. 
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Chinese.486 Instead of handling the issue at the highest level, China first made contacts with the 

US through its foreign ministry: Zhou Wenzhong, an assistant foreign minister of China, called in 

the US Ambassador Joseph Prueher in Beijing at 9:30 pm on April 1, demanding the US to take 

full responsibility for and give a proper explanation about the incident. Yang Jiechi, Chinese 

ambassador to the US, made an emergent appointment with officials at the US Department of 

State as well.  

 On April 2, the US again made a unilateral statement. President George W. Bush publicly 

demanded China to allow the US crew and aircraft to return as soon as possible and criticized the 

Chinese side of not granting US officials immediate access to the crewmembers. In response, 

Chinese President Jiang Zemin stated on the morning of April 3 that the US should take complete 

responsibility for the collision and demanded the US to apologize to China as well as stop all 

reconnaissance activities against China. The Chinese central government decided to solve this 

diplomatic problem as soon as possible in an “appropriate manner,” which means China’s 

response should not compromise China’s dignity and sovereignty, but should not affect the “big 

picture” of China-US relations, either. From April 3 to April 10, the US crewmembers were 

allowed to meet with officials from the US consulate and embassy in China for a total of five 

times.487 The Chinese central leadership and the Ministry of Propaganda also instructed Chinese 

media not to “play up” the incident so that popular nationalist sentiment within China would not 

be stoked.488 On the night of April 3, President Bush spoke for the second time to demand China 

to return the US plane and let the US crew go home, warning China not to damage the prospects 

of good US-China relations. On the next day, before his departure for a visit in six Latin 

American countries, President Jiang criticized the US of making statements that distorted truth 

and were not constructive for relations between the two countries.  
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487 James Mulvenon, "Civil-Military Relations and the EP-3 Crisis: A Content Analysis," China Leadership Monitor, no. 1 (Winter 
2002): 1-11. Available at http://www.hoover.org/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/clm1_JM1.pdf. 
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 The lack of timely top-level communication between the two countries and the public 

statements made by both governments made solving the incident through “quiet diplomacy” 

difficult, as sentiments in the two countries were running high. The two governments disagreed 

on which side should take responsibility for the incident, whether the US reconnaissance 

activities over China’s EEZ (exclusive economic zone) was in compliance with relevant 

international norms and regulations, whether the US plane’s unauthorized landing on a Chinese 

airfield constituted a violation of China’s sovereignty, and whether China had the right to 

investigate the US plane. China repeatedly demanded an apology from the US, which the latter 

refused.  

The turning point came when US Secretary of Defense Collin Powell sent a letter to 

Chinese Vice Premier Qian Qichen on April 4 and expressed regret about the loss of the Chinese 

pilot, which formed the basis of the plan drafted by Prueher and Zhou on April 5 to solve the 

incident, which essentially was for the US to issue a formal letter expressing regret for the loss of 

the Chinese pilot and US intrusion into Chinese airspace in return for China to release the US 

crew and the aircraft. On April 5, President Bush President Bush sent a message to Beijing, 

saying “I regret that a Chinese pilot is missing, and I regret one of their airplanes is lost. And our 

prayers go out to the pilot, his family. Our prayers are also with our own servicemen and women. 

And they need to come home. The message to the Chinese is, we should not let this incident 

destabilize relations.”489 Between April 5 and April 11, Chinese and US diplomats held a series of 

consultations on the wording of the letter. On April 11, Ambassador Prueher delivered the so-

called “letter of two sorries” to Tang Jiaxuan, Chinese Foreign Minister, which led to the release 

of the US crew from Chinese custody and the eventual return of the US aircraft. The letter stated 

that the US was "very sorry" for the loss of life of the Chinese pilot Wang Wei, and was "very 
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sorry" the EP-3’s landing did not have "verbal clearance."490 The wording of the letter gave both 

governments the flexibility of interpretation to appease their domestic publics. The Bush 

Administration insisted that the letter was not a letter of apology, but an “expression of regret and 

sorrow,”491 and stated several times that the US had nothing to apologize for. The Chinese 

government, on the other hand, characterized the letter as an apology from the US government 

and hailed the result as a diplomatic victory.492  

 

Elite Consensus in China 

As stated in the beginning of this chapter, the existence of elite consensus within the Chinese 

leadership over the importance of improving relations with the United States as well as that of 

domestic stability led to the Chinese government’s prompt and decisive move to quell attempts at 

popular nationalist protests.  

The collision took place at a time when China had been trying to improve relations with 

the US administration under President Bush, who had only assumed office for over two months 

and had been perceived as tending to adopt a tough posture toward China. As Jessica Weiss 

observed, “China’s overall diplomacy toward the United States was focused more on smoothing 

relations with the new Bush administration.”493 A former Vice Foreign Minister of China 

revealed,  

“The Chinese leaders were aware that it was highly likely that George Bush would want 

to act tough toward China to consolidate his shaky legitimacy, as his race with Al Gore in the 

presidential election was close and the ballots were disputed. While campaigning, Bush was very 

critical of Clinton’s policy of announcing China as a ‘strategic partner,’ and promised to get 
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Chinese minister of foreign affairs, Tang Jiaxuan." The Guardian, last modified April 11, 2001, accessed June 4, 2014, 
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491 "US Crew Released from China," CNN.com, last modified April 11, 2001, accessed June 13, 2013, 
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492 Jiang Zemin, Jiang Zemin Wen Xuan, vol 3 (Bejing: Renmin Chubanshe, 2006), 154；Tang Jiaxuan, Jinfeng Xuyu (Shijie Zhishi 
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tougher with China. Upon assuming office, he stressed that China was a ‘strategic competitor. 

When the plane collision happened, Bush was to make a decision on arms sale to Taiwan within 

weeks, which the Chinese government, of course, did not want. As an indicator of our intention of 

having a good relations with the new US administration, just weeks before (the collision), Qian 

Qichen (then Chinese Vice Premier) concluded a visit to the United States that was aimed at 

setting a positive tone for the relationship between China and the new US administration. Bush 

also responded to the Vice Premier’s goodwill with reassurance.”494  

As the former Chinese Vice Foreign Minister mentioned, Vice Premier Qian Qichen 

visited the United States in a bid to warm up the China-US relations. During Qian’s visit, Bush 

was reported to have “looked Qian Qichen in the eye and said: ‘we can have a good relationship.’” 

495 The visit, which was concluded only one week before the collision, was hailed in China as 

successful.496 

 Not only the Chinese leadership was unified in seeking to warm up relations with the 

Bush administration before the plane collision, but also the Party Central was relatively quick in 

coming to the consensus about the importance of the “big picture” of the China-US relationship 

that was fragile and needed protection. As an indicator of the Chinese government’s cohesion on 

this basic principle, President Jiang Zemin was so confident about his own standing at and control 

of the government that he left Beijing for Latin America as scheduled for a two-week trip on 

April 4 when it was still not clear how China and US would find a solution to the collision 

incident.497  

According to Zhang Tuosheng, Director of Research and Senior Fellow of the China 

Foundation for International and Strategic Studies, the Chinese government did not make public 
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statements about the incident in a timely manner, which contributed to putting the two 

governments in a difficult impasse as the US government quickly and publicly demanded the 

release of the US crew and the return of the aircraft without showing any sensitivity to the loss of 

the Chinese pilot and the fact that the Chinese had protested many times the US’s reconnaissance 

pattern of flying close to the Chinese airspace. The appearance of a slow response on the Chinese 

side was the result of both the Chinese leaders’ relative inexperience in dealing with such 

unexpected diplomatic incidents and the leadership’s expectation that the issue could be resolved 

through “quiet diplomacy.”498 As the window of opportunity for quietly solving the incident 

through behind-the-door channels was missed, both governments faced increasingly high pressure 

from their publics.  

The US crew was detained less than two weeks from Easter Sunday, and many in the 

United States saw the Chinese government as holding the crew members as hostages. Tang 

Jiaxuan, then Chinese Foreign Minister, recalled,  

 

During that time, our embassy and consulates (in the United States) received threatening 
phone calls everyday, some Americans even protested in front of our offices. There were 
yellow ribbons on the trees and people would hold candlelight vigils in front of the 
Chinese embassy and consulates. Some would even stop our diplomats on the streets and 
shouted to them hysterically, ‘why don’t you let our people come home?’ 499   

 

Anti-US sentiments were also running high in China. Besides students’ applications for 

permission to protest (which were denied), the Chinese hackers and their US counterparts 

attacked thousands of websites of each other’ country. The Chinese hackers defaced the website 

of the White House and put a picture of Chinese national flag on its homepage.500   

The Chinese government at first strongly protested to the US’s tough-worded 

announcement and demanded the United States to take full responsibility and apologize, but then 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
498 Zhang, "Zhongmei Zhungji Shijian jiqi," 32. 
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adjusted attitude, seeing that the United States maintained a tough position and having ultimately 

concluded that the incident was not intentional.501 It was the Chinese side that moved to send a 

signal to the inflexible and unapologetic Bush Administration that the US crew would be released 

upon the issuance of an apology by the US government to China, which proved to have paved the 

way for the eventual resolution of the incident. In light of the mounting popular anger in the 

United States against China, then Chinese ambassador to the United States, Yang Jiechi, did an 

interview with the CNN on April 4, explaining to the American public that the Chinese had 

“every right to carry out an investigation” after a fighter jet and a pilot were lost at sea as a result 

of the US reconnaissance in an area very close to China’s airspace, and that the crew members 

were in China because the investigation was still going on.502  China’s public relations 

management in the United States was partially successful. According to Tang Jiaxuan, after 

Yang’s interview, the percentage of Americans who thought the US government should apologize 

to China over the incident increased from less than 20% to over 50%. Family members of some 

detained US crewmembers said that they would support an US apology to China if that means the 

crew members could come home.503 

When compared with the aftermath of the 1999 embassy bombing,, the Chinese 

government acted quickly at home to restrain the media so that they would not use wording that 

was likely to antagonize the Americans or hype up domestic nationalist sentiments, and the ban 

on independent reporting on the incident remained throughout the process of the resolving of the 

issue.504 Zhang Tuosheng observed that China’s “crisis management” in 2001 had demonstrated 

“a high level of cohesion” in both decision-making and implementation; the general principle 

remained to be “firmly safeguarding national sovereignty while maintaining the generally good 

relations with the United States and resolving the issue in a speedy manner.” While the Pentagon 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
501 Weiss, Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest, 72-73.  
502 "US Crew to Remain in China for Now, Envoy Says," CNN.com, last modified April 4, 2001, accessed June 12, 2015, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2001/WORLD/asiapcf/east/04/04/china.aircollision.11/. 
503 Tang, “Huiyi 2001 nian Zhongmei Nanhai Zhuangji Shijian.” 
504 Zhang, "Zhongmei Zhungji Shijian jiqi," 32. 
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represented the United States, China was represented by the Foreign Ministry throughout the 

process, indicating that China had no intention for demonstrating toughness or escalation.   

While there was speculation at the time that the Chinese military took a much harder line 

than that of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and of the civilian government,505 the military 

reaction proved to be following the lead of the civilian government and allowing the Foreign 

Ministry to handle the incident.  The Ministry of National Defense (MND) of China did not issue 

a statement until three days after the incident, on April 4. In the statement, although the MND 

condemned the United States and remembered Wang Wei, the Chinese pilot who died in the 

collision, it neither demanded the US to apologize nor to stop reconnaissance near China’s 

airspace.506 Newspapers affiliated with the military, including the People’s Liberation Army Daily 

and the China National Defense Daily, stayed quiet in the first several days after the incident, and 

were only allowed to publish editorials that stressed that China’s sovereignty must not be violated 

and that on the United States were being hegemonic on April 6.507 Chinese military leaders also 

remained silent until April 7, when General Chi Haotian, Vice Chairman of the Central Military 

Commission and Minister of National Defense, appeared before the public when he visited Wang 

Wei’s wife and the second pilot’s family, as “commissioned by President Jiang Zemin.”508 He 

later made a restrained statement that called the United States to “apologize” and “effective 

measures to prevent similar incidents” without demanding the United States to take full 

responsibility or stop future reconnaissance flights.509 Further, the military repeatedly declared  

support for the central government’s policy of handling the incident and pledged allegiance to 

Jiang Zemin throughout the crisis. For example, on April 6, the People’s Liberation Army Daily 

editorial declared that “commanders and soldiers of the whole army and men of the People’s 
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2010): 22. 
506 "China-US Aircraft Collision Incident," Fas.org. 
507"Jiang Aiguo Zhiqing Huawei Qiangjun Baoguo Zhixing," Jiefangjun Bao, April 12, 2001, 1;  Shen Yan, "Shijie Jingcha Xiu 
Changkuang," Zhongguo Guofangbao, April 6, 2001, sec. 1.  
508 “Chi Haotian Meets Wang Wei’s Wife, Blames US for Collision,” Xinhua, April 7, 2001, in FBIS. “Beijing CCTV-1 Coverage of 
Plane Incident in 2200-2400 GMT Programs on April 7,” FBIS. 
509 “PRC Defense Ministry Spokesman Condemns US Over Plane Collision” and “Chinese Defense Ministry Spokesman Provides 
Details of Plane Collision,” Xinhua, April 4, 2001, in FBIS. 
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Armed Police resolutely support Jiang Zemin’s statement and the Chinese government’s 

policies.”510  Upon the resolution of the crisis on April 11, Xinhua published an article with the 

headline “Troops of All Military Units and Armed Police Force Resolutely Support the Central 

Leadership's Correct Policy Decisions, and Are Determined to Turn Patriotic Enthusiasm Into 

Actions for Strengthening the Armed Forces and Do a Good Job in Safeguarding State 

Sovereignty and Territorial Integrity.”511 On April 12, the People’s Liberation Army Daily first 

page editorial asserted that the military now trusted the CCP Central Committee with Jiang Zemin 

at the core “more than ever” and that “at any time and under any circumstance...will resolutely 

obey the command of the Party and we will steadfastly follow the direction of the CPC Central 

Committee and the Central Military Commission with Comrade Jiang Zemin at the core.”512 

 

 

Nationalist Protests Suppressed  

As the theory predicts, despite the Chinese top leadership’s relatively slow response and the 

unanswered phone calls from the US side to China in the immediate aftermath of collision, the 

Chinese government, on both central and local levels, moved quickly to prevent domestic protests 

against the United States.  On April 2, Provincial governments as well as military districts held 

emergency meetings to circulate Jiang’s instruction that efforts should be made to “prevent 

enemies to stir up trouble and mobilize popular protests.”513 

On the next day of the incident, students of over fifty universities and colleges from nine 

cities, including Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Wuhan, Nanjing, Guangzhou, Shenyang, Xi’an and 

Chongqing, applied to the China’s Ministry of Education for permission to organize street 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
510 Commentator article, “Zhongguo Zhuquan Burong Qinfan,” Jiefangjun bao, April 6, 2001, 1. 
511 "Quanjun he Wujing Budui Guanbing Jianjue Yonghu Woguo Zhengfu Yanzheng Lichang Ba Aiguo Reqing Huawei Qiangguo 
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512 "Jiang Aiguo Zhiqing Huawei Qiangjun Baoguo Zhixing," 1. 
513 Author’s interview with a former Chinese diplomat, October 15, 2015. Also see: A Bin, "Zhendui Meiguo Zhenchaji Zhuangji 
Shijian" [Regarding the collision with US Reconnaissance Plane], Boxun.com, last modified April 3, 2001, accessed October 31, 
2014, http://www.boxun.com/news/gb/china/2001/04/200104030253.shtml. 
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protests to demand proper apology and compensation from the US The government, however, 

instructed students and faculty members to stay on campus to “concentrate on work and study,” 

urging them to trust the government’s capability in handling bilateral relations with the US In 

response to the applications from cadres of military universities and institutes for anti-US protests, 

the Central Military Committee instructed that cadres and faculty members were allowed to 

congregate on campus, but were prohibited from taking it to the street. Two students who 

attempted to protest in front of the US embassy in Beijing were prevented by the police.514 

Similar to the government’s handling of nationalist sentiments in the wake of the NATO bombing 

of Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 and those triggered by disputes with Japan as described 

in chapter 4, the central government instructed universities and other government departments 

and work units to organize meetings so that no anti-US protests would take place. A circular was 

also issued to instruct civil servants to maintain stability for the sake of the “big picture” and not 

to “act spontaneously.”515 Officers and armed police were deployed outside college campuses in 

major cities of China to prevent students to organize street protests over the collision.516  

   

Anti-US Protests: the Exception or the Rule? 

Due to the relative grave nature and high profile of the NATO bombing of Chinese embassy in 

1999 and the collision between a Chinese fighter jet and a US reconnaissance aircraft in 2001, the 

two incidents are often juxtaposed to compare the governments’ crisis management style in 

different contexts.517 But actually Chinese government response to anti-US protests in 1999 has 

been a rare exception to a behavior pattern that Beijing has kept. The bombing created highly 
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Collision, Anti-US Sentiments Surged, CCP Forbade Protests], Zhongguo Shibao, last modified April 5, 2001, accessed September 
15, 2014, http://forums.chinatimes.com/special/planebroken/90ch410j.htm. 
515 Beijing Public Security Bureau, Beijing Gongan Nianjian (Beijing: Zhongguo Dang’an Chubanshe, 2002), 18.  
516 Bobby, "Zai Zhongmei Zhuangji Shijian Yinqi de Jiqing Beihou" [Behind the Heightened Sentiments Triggered by China-US 
Plane Collision], Modern China Studies, last modified 2001, accessed June 12, 2016, 
http://www.modernchinastudies.org/cn/issues/past-issues/73-mcs-2001-issue-2/573-2012-01-03-12-11-52.html. 
517 Examples include Jessica Chen Weiss, "Autocratic Signaling, Mass Audiences, and Nationalist Protest in China," International 
Organization 67, no. 1 (January 2013): 1-35, which later appeared as a chapter in her book,  Jessica Chen Weiss, Powerful Patriots: 
Nationalist Protest in China's Foreign Relations (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2014);  
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visible martyrs, which had a huge impact on the psyche of the Chinese citizens, for whom 

memories about being bullied as a nation and the collective psyche of victimhood never faded 

away. Shortly before the bombing, the Chinese leadership had been rather divided due to different 

opinions on China’s accession to the World Trade Organization, which made existing rifts within 

the elites more pronounced. Moreover, the NATO bombing had been the most unexpected and 

unimaginable diplomatic crisis that the incumbent Chinese government had known. These factors 

combined to have weakened the Chinese government’s capability in calmly and resolutely 

keeping popular nationalist protests at bay.  

Chinese government’s prevention of domestic nationalist sentiments from being 

translated into street protests after the China-US plane collision in 2001, on the other hand, fits in 

the general pattern of China’s handling of heightened popular nationalist sentiments. The Chinese 

government’s attitude toward popular nationalism during the 1993 Yinhe Incident and after 

Beijing’s losing of its bid for the 2000 Olympics are examples in which anti-US  protests might 

have happened within China but never materialized, showing Beijing’s behavior pattern of 

controlling anti-US sentiments when triggering events happen. In the following I present these 

cases to illustrate the theory. Before delving into the cases, two points need to be highlighted: first, 

despite the fact that China-US relations have always had problems, the Chinese government has 

regarded relations with the US as one of China’s most important bilateral relations that need to be 

carefully managed and, whenever possible, improved; second, preemptive suppression of anti-

foreign protests is predicted by the theory when either of the two necessary conditions for 

government tolerance at the initial stage is absent. As China has entered into the administration 

led by Xi Jinping, a stronger leader than his predecessor who has aggressively consolidated 

power and purged political opponents, the leadership is going to firmly stand behind him when 

future triggering events happen, making nationalist street protests even less likely.  

 

The Yinhe Incident  
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On August 3, 1993, the Yinhe, a Chinese regular cargo container ship that was on route from 

China’s Tianjin city to Kuwait, was forced to stop in the international waters of the Indian Ocean 

by the US Navy. The United States claimed to have had reliable intelligence indicating that the 

Chinese ship was carrying chemical materials used for weapons that were bound for Iran. On 

August 9, China officially declared that the Yinhe was not carrying any chemical weapons 

materials and demanded the United States to stop harassing the Yinhe in international waters, 

which the United States dismissed.518 On August 26, Yinhe arrived at port of Damman of Saudi 

Arabia for an inspection by a Saudi-US joint team, as agreed by Chinese authorities, which 

started two days later. Before that, the 38 Chinese crewmembers on Yinhe had already drifted on 

the sea under the close watch of two US warships and five helicopters for 22 days, during which 

the crew were asked by the company that owned the ship, the China Ocean Shipping Corporation 

(COSC), not to send or receive personal telegraphs so as to avoid “any unnecessary problem.”  

As recalled by crewmembers Mi Junxi and Liu Xiaoyuan, the three weeks on the sea felt 

long, tense, and “humiliating,” and there was a point at which the US warships were prepared to 

fire cannons on the Yinhe. The ship was left on the sea under scathing sun without any provision 

of fresh water, food or gas until August 20, when a Saudi supply ship was arranged, at the request 

of the Chinese shipping company, to approach the Yinhe and provided it with fresh water and 

food supplies. The inspection was concluded on the morning of September 4, and none of the 

chemicals claimed by the US was found.519  

China then demanded the United States to apologize, which the latter refused by stating 

that the United States “had acted in good faith on intelligence from a number of sources, all of 

which proved to be wrong.” 520 The US official position has remained that the incident was a good 
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job done by its intelligence community and that the illegal materials were intended to board on 

the Chinese cargo ship, despite the fact that a number of US diplomats as well as the Central 

Intelligence Agency openly admitted that the US side had acted on faulty intelligence.521   

The Chinese mainstream media did not report on the details of the Yinhe incident until 

after the inspection was concluded and it was clear that there were no chemical weapon materials 

on board. The CCTV broadcasted a special report on the incident in late September.522 Even 

though the Chinese public, then without access to the Internet or other ways of obtaining 

international news, was only informed about the incident after the inspection was concluded, 

nationalist sentiments against the US as well as the Chinese government’s seemingly weak stance 

in the process increased. That the Yinhe was forced to be adrift on international waters for over 

three weeks and that the Chinese government agreed the ship to be inspected by the Americans 

were seen as an utter shame for the Chinese navy and the country as a whole.523 The Chinese 

government, on its part, tried to downplay the incident and explained that the attitude of the US 

government did not represent the mainstream opinion in the United States. In the officially 

sanctioned reports, the incident was painted as an instance in which the Americans “lifted a rock 

only to drop it on their own feet,” and the Chinese diplomats’ “highly skillful negotiations” with 

the Americans were hailed as a success.524 Probably due to the government’s downplaying of the 

issue, no anti-US protest attempts were reported in the aftermath of the Yinhe incident. 

 

Beijing’s Losing of Bid for Olympics in 1993 

There was a very short time span between the Yinhe Incident and Beijing’s losing of its bid to 

host the 2000 Olympics on the night of September 24, 1993 (Beijing time). The Chinese public 
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was beyond disappointed when it was announced that the bid went to Sydney instead of Beijing, 

as they had been confident that Beijing would win the bid, and before the announcement, the 

nation had already prepared itself to embrace a moment of triumph that would mark its 

reemergence to the world stage after “one hundred years of humiliation.”525  

While the Chinese official statement attempted to graciously accept that the bid was 

unsuccessful, many Chinese people were filled with anger and deep resentment that it was the 

United States and other Western countries that had cited China’s human rights record as a 

disqualifying factor. In the afternoon of September 24, there were rumors that college students in 

Beijing would demonstrate in front of the US embassy in Beijing if Beijing lost its bid, which did 

not materialize after all. While the whole country had been mobilized to support Beijing’s bid for 

the 2000 Olympics, which had been hailed as an overdue event that with great significance for the 

nation’s dignity and rejuvenation, the government also saw to it that internal security was 

tightened and that residents in Beijing warned to calmly take the decision of the International 

Olympics Committee calmly, no matter what it was. On the day of the announcement, all 

campuses in Beijing were under tight control with the close police watch. Students were 

instructed to go back to their dorms to sleep minutes after the announcement, while state 

television broadcasted programs and speeches aimed at calming the public down.526 

 

Conclusion 

The Chinese government has attached utmost importance to domestic stability, which is the 

fundamental basis for regime survival. It is likely, however, that the government’s ability to act as 

a rational unitary actor is compromised when there are external shocks that trigger 

calls for nationalist protests at a time when recent relations with the potential target country have 
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been tense and there is a lack of elite consensus or standard protocol on how to deal with similar 

issues. Anti-US protests in 1999 broke out under such circumstances, but were reined in, after 

escalation, by the Chinese government in the manner predicted by the theory proposed in this 

dissertation. During the 2001 plane collision incident with the US, and in other cases in which 

there were serious diplomatic disputes with the US, the Chinese government was united in taking 

seriously stability as well as China’s bilateral relations with the US and following its usual 

behavior pattern of containing potential domestic nationalist protests in order to maintain 

domestic stability.   
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  Chapter 6: Nationalist Protests Contained: the Examples of Disputes with Russia and 

Indonesia  

 

As discussed in chapter 2 and chapter 4, Japan represents the primary “enemy” in the state-led 

construction of nationalism in contemporary China, since the CCP’s legitimacy has been partially 

based on leading China to victory over Japanese aggression in the Second World War. It is no 

surprise, therefore, that modern China has seen the largest number of attempts at anti-Japanese 

protests despite the fact that China has had many unpleasant memories and disputes in its deals 

with the Western countries and its neighbors as well, and that only anti-Japanese protests have 

escalated to the second stage, that is, into cross-regional and cross-occupational protests. Anti-US 

protests, as discussed in chapter 5, were allowed and escalated only in 1999, after the NATO 

bombing of Chinese embassy in Belgrade, which is the exception to the behavioral pattern of the 

Chinese government toward anti-US nationalist protests.   

The rest of this chapter traces cases of China’s disputes with countries other than Japan 

and the US in which nationalist protests either failed to take place or happened but did not 

escalate. In all these cases, either or both of the necessary conditions—recent tense bilateral 

relations and lack of elite cohesion-- for government tolerance of popular nationalist protests 

were absent. 

 

The New Star Incident with Russia in 2009   

The Chinese government’s handling of the New Star cargo ship incident in 2009 demonstrates 

how, when China’s political relations with a country that is a potential target of nationalist 

protests are good and when the Chinese government is determined to maintain that good relations 

as a unitary actor,  it is highly unlikely that a conflict with the target country will trigger protests 

in China that present a dilemma to the government.  

Relations between China and Russia dramatically improved after the dissolution of the 
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former Soviet Union and the establishment of the Russian Federation in 1991. With the collapse 

of the Soviet Union, the de facto US-China alliance ended, and a China-Russia rapprochement 

began. In 1992, the two countries declared that they were pursuing a “constructive partnership;” 

in 1996, they progressed toward a “strategic partnership”; and in 2001, they signed a treaty of 

“friendship and cooperation.”527 In 2005, China and Russia completed their marathon 40-year 

border negotiations, peacefully resolving territorial disputes that had troubled the two neighbors 

for decades. By demarcating the 4,300-kilometer-plus borderline, the two countries eliminated the 

greatest obstacle and hazard in their bilateral relations.528 On the eve of a state visit to Moscow in 

2013 by Chinese President Xi Jinping, Russian President Vladimir Putin remarked that the two 

nations were forging a “special relationship.”529 Although China does not admit having formed an 

alliance with Russia, the China–Russia relationship in the current decade has become closer than 

ever before, as the two countries have cooperated closely in the UN Security Council, coordinated 

positions on issues such as the cyberspace, and developed economic and trade ties. 530  As China’s 

rise has led to Western wariness and Russia’s relations with the West have deteriorated in the 

2000s, it was natural for the two big neighbors to develop their ties even further.   

China and Russia have not always had such a close relationship, and the public 

perception of Russia has not been as warm as the official rhetoric has indicated.531 For example, 

many in China still talk about the 1.5 million square kilometers of land annexed by Tsarist Russia 

in the late nineteenth century, and a search for this item on Chinese search engine Baidu would 
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530 Fu Ying, "How China Sees Russia: Beijing and Moscow Are Close, but  Not Allies," Foreign Affairs, last modified December 14, 
2015, accessed June 29, 2016, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2015-12-14/how-china-sees-russia. 
531 Xinping Wang, "Mulin Youhao Xinaghu Zunzhong de Dianfan" [A Model for Good Neighborliness and Mutual Respect], People's 
Daily, December 14, 2015, sec. 3; Yi Ou, "Zhong E Guanxi Weihe Rangren Shufu" [Why Do People Feel Good About China-Russia 
Relations], XINHUANET.com, last modified August 11, 2015, accessed June 30, 2016, http://news.xinhuanet.com/world/2015-
08/11/c_128114549.htm.  
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produce millions of entries.532 In a private conversation with several Beijing-based international-

relations scholars in July 2015, two professors, from the Party School of the CCP Central 

Committee and the Beijing University, respectively, confided to me that they believed that the 

Chinese government made a mistake in the 1950s in not insisting on getting the 1.5 million 

square kilometers back. In their view, the series of China–Russia treaties that solved the border 

disputes was actually a compromise on the part of China, as it was at the cost of China to 

acknowledge all the unequal treaties signed during the Qing dynasty. A former editor of the 

People’s Daily even asked, rhetorically, “Russia has encroached on (Chinese territory equivalent 

to) dozens of Taiwans, why don’t the Chinese protest against Russia?” He continued, angrily, that 

China does not really get any real economic benefit in trading with Russia, as China has been 

purchasing petroleum from Russia at prices higher than those on the international market, and 

that China “cozies up” with Russia purely for political reasons with no regard of economic 

interest or national dignity.533  

Because of the sensitivity of the border demarcation negotiations, domestic media in 

China had never reported on the details of the treaties since the start of the negotiations in 1991 in 

order to prevent any potential domestic public pressure.534 But due to Chinese government’s 

consistent policy of maintaining good relations with Russia since the 1990s, it acted resolutely 

and effectively to use propaganda and censorship to subdue anti-Russian sentiments. The fact that 

Russia does not constitute an essential component in the constructed national identity or the 

narrative of China’s modern history as accepted by the public contributed to the unity of the 

government as there was less concern that suppressing anti-Russian sentiments would damage the 

CCP’s nationalist credentials.  
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Details of the Incident 

On February 14, 2009, the New Star, a Chinese cargo ship, was fired on by a Russian warship 

near the eastern port city of Vladivostok and it sank on February 15. Of the 10 Chinese sailors on 

board, only three were rescued and the other seven were missing.  

The Russian media reported that the New Star, flying the Sierra Leone flag at the time, 

had been held in Nakhodka, in the Siberian Far East, on suspicion of smuggling, but had left port 

without notifying the authorities, after which a Russian naval cruiser chased after it and sank the 

Chinese ship when trying to force it to return to port by opening fire.  

After the incident, the Russian authorities stated that it was the captain of the New Star, 

not the Russian navy, who should be held responsible for this tragedy, and that the Russian 

warship was “forced” to fire upon the Chinese cargo ship:  

 

We took exhaustive measures to stop the boat: the border guards fired warning shots, but 
the New Star continued on its way without reacting to the orders… We regret the tragic 
consequences of this incident, however we consider the captain of the New Star, who 
behaved extremely irresponsibly, is fully to blame for the incident.535  
 

On February 20, the Russian authorities announced that they had ceased efforts to search 

for and rescue the missing crewmembers of the New Star.536 

According to J-Rui Lucky shipping company, the Hong Kong based company that leased 

the New Star, the ship  

 

had never been involved in smuggling. The story the Russia authorities fed to the press 
is a cover-up that turns black into white. Their account does not mention the fact that 
their warship fired on our cargo ship. What they are portraying as a rescue was in fact an 
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act of murder.537 
 

On February 19, Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Li Hui called a meeting with S. S. Razov, 

the Russian ambassador to China, and told him that “the Chinese side expresses shock and deep 

concern over this incident. We call on the Russian side to begin with a humanitarian spirit... and 

continue to make all efforts to find the missing personnel.”538 The next day, a representative of 

China’s Foreign Ministry, Zhang Xiyun, director-general for the Department of European-Central 

Asian Affairs, said “the attitude of the Russian foreign ministry is hard to understand and 

unacceptable.”539 

On February 24, another representative of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, Ma Chaoxu, 

expressed “deep concerns” over the New Star incident and said that the Chinese side “attaches 

great importance” to the way it was handled. He also said that the Russian authorities had 

expressed regret over the incident and promised to inform the Chinese about the investigation 

result.540 However, no report on the investigation was ever released to the public.  

Despite the fact that seven Chinese citizens were missing (and later presumed dead) as a 

result of being fired at intentionally by a Russian warship, and that the facts and responsibilities 

were disputed, the Chinese public reaction was rather calm or even indifferent as a result of 

government downplaying of and censorship over the issue. As soon as the news arrived in China, 

the Department of Propaganda instructed all media outlets not to report on the incident on their 

own. It was not until five days after the incident, on February 20, that the Information Department 

of China’s Foreign Ministry instructed web portals to publish the press release prepared by the 

Foreign Ministry.541 The brief press release emphasized the Chinese Foreign Ministry’s “strong” 

reaction to the Russian handling of the issue as well as the Russian authorities’ “regret” and 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
537 Keen Zhang, "Ship Owner: 'Russians Fired on Us,'" China.org.cn, last modified February 19, 2009, accessed June 30, 2016, 
http://china.org.cn/international/2009-02/19/content_17303688.htm. 
538  "China Slams Russian Attitude," AFP. 
539 Ibid. 
540 Yudan Wang and Lu Chang, "Qidai Efang dui Xinxinghao Shijian Diaocha Jieguo" [China Expects Russia to Conclude 
Investigation Over New Star Incident], People's Daily, February 25, 2009, Overseas edition, sec. 1. 
541 Author’s interview with a former editor of the People’s Daily, July 4, 2015; “Zhenllibu Zhiling,” China Digital Times, accessed 
June 24, 2016 , http://chinadigitaltimes.net/chinese/2009/02/【真理部】转载关于新星号货轮的消息等-4/ .  
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promise to investigate the incident. It did not report on how the Chinese cargo ship was sunk, the 

Russian attitude that the sinking of the ship and the missing of crew members were purely the 

responsibility of the Chinese captain, or that the Russian authorities had stopped the search and 

rescue operation on the 20th.542   

The New Star incident is not the only occasion when Russian warship has fired on a 

Chinese ship and caused casualties. In July 2012, the Russian coast guard fired on two Chinese 

fishing boats and detained 36 fishermen who had entered Russia’s EEZ. One fisherman was 

missing as a result.543 In both instances, however, the Chinese public remained calm, not only 

because the government intentionally controlled news about the incidents as China needed a good 

relationship with Russia for geopolitical reasons, but also because conflicts with Russia are 

“manageable” in the first place, as it has not been constructed as a target of public hostility in 

China by government propaganda and the educational system. Interviews with scholars in Beijing 

also show that there was a public understanding that any attempt at anti-Russian protests would 

result in suppression and punishment. In the words of a former editor of People’s Daily, “Protests 

against countries other than Japan are not a very safe cloak for protest in China.”544 This further 

discourages any such attempts at genuine protest against Russian behavior or the use of such 

incidents to air other demands. As a post on Sina Weibo (the Chinese version of Twitter) said 

during the 2012 anti-Japanese protests, “It is really sad that the opportunity for the Chinese to 

protest in the street is given by the Japanese.”545 

 

Anti-Ethnic Chinese Riots in Indonesia in 1998 
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544 Author’s conversation with three Beijing-based scholars, July 18, 2015. Also see: Rachel Stern and Jonathan Hassid, “Amplifying 
Silence: Uncertainty and Control Parables in Contemporary China,” Comparative Political Studies 45 no. 10 (October 2012): 1230-
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China has a long-running and serious feud with Indonesia, but anti-Indonesian protests in Beijing 

in 1998 against riots targeting ethnic Chinese in Indonesia were immediately contained by police 

force and did not escalate.  

Since the 1950s, ethnic Chinese community in Indonesia has been routinely discriminated 

against and its members have repeatedly fallen victim to political persecution, cruel rape, looting 

and killing, but the Chinese government had seldom acted to intervene other than expressing 

dissatisfaction in rhetoric.546 The Indonesian genocide of 1965–1966 targeting Communists and 

ethnic Chinese resulted in an estimated death toll of between 500,000 and one million, with some 

estimates as high as two to three million people.547 Indonesian rioters and armed forces even 

broke in and robbed Chinese diplomatic buildings across the country and beat and shot Chinese 

diplomats. The Chinese embassy in Jakarta was ransacked and burned down. In October 1967, 

China severed diplomatic relations with Indonesia as anti-China activities in Indonesia kept 

escalating despite protest from the Chinese government. 548  

Ever since China normalized diplomatic relations with Indonesia in 1990 after multiple 

high-level exchanges, however, the bilateral relations have been expanding.549 In 1998, the 

Chinese government’s position over issues concerning ethnic Chinese in Indonesia in has been 

generally consistent, that is, to maintain a friendly relationship with Indonesia as well as an 

international image as a responsible actor, especially at a time when Asia was being hit by a 

serious financial crisis. And the government’s attitude toward domestic protests over the 
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Indonesian government’s inactivity in restoring social order (and potentially against the Chinese 

government’s slow and restrained response over the May riots) has also been firm, that is, to 

contain domestic nationalist sentiments so as to minimize the impact on domestic stability as well 

as foreign policy decision-making. The Chinese government sees relations with Indonesia as 

important for three reasons. First, the Chinese government does not want Taiwan to take 

advantage of any damage to China–Indonesia relations to gain recognition from Indonesia in the 

long-lasting China–Taiwan diplomatic competition. Second, Indonesia, despite its internal 

problems, remains one of the most influential members of ASEAN (the Association of South 

Eastern Asian Nations), which has been playing a central role in regional affairs, and China needs 

a favorable regional environment in order to solve issues such as the South China Sea disputes. 

Moreover, China has been an ardent defender of the principle of noninterference and sovereignty 

over individual rights, and would have difficulty justifying any position that departs from it.550  

Therefore, prior to the outbreak of the riots in May 1998, Beijing’s policy reportedly was 

“simply to hope the riots wouldn’t happen.”551 During his visit to Jakarta in April 1998, Chinese 

Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan made it clear that incidents of anti-Chinese riots throughout 

Indonesia were an “internal affair” of Indonesia and offered an aid package worth more than $600 

million to the Indonesian government that was struggling with the financial crisis.552  

 

Details of the Incident and Quelled Protest Attempts  

In May 1998, economic problems triggered incidents of mass violence throughout Indonesia 

targeting ethnic Chinese. Raping and looting continued for days, and over 1,000 ethnic Chinese 

were killed as a result.553 At least 168 ethnic Chinese women were mass raped and 20 of them 
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killed by rioters, some of who were suspected by witnesses to be members of the military.554 

However, the anti-Chinese riots only received cursory reporting within China, and the Chinese 

government did not publicly condemn the riots or demand the Indonesian government to protect 

the ethnic Chinese community and Chinese diplomatic buildings until July 14, 1998, over two 

months after the riots started.555 In August, there were attempts in Beijing to protest against the 

Indonesian government’s inaction in protecting the ethnic Chinese community after two Chinese 

newspapers published photographic essays showing the violence in May, but those attempts were 

contained by the government and did not escalate.  

After the news reached Beijing, a student association of the Peking University applied to 

the Municipal Public Security Bureau for permission to hold demonstrations on August 17, the 

Indonesian independence day, but it was turned down on grounds of concerns over threats to 

public security and social order, as is the case for the majority of such applications in China since 

the Tiananmen Square incident.556 Then a group of women’s rights activists, writers and 

journalists tried to protest in front of the Indonesian embassy, but were prevented by police before 

they could make it to the embassy.557  

As the government was alerted by the applications for demonstration, university officials, 

who were instructed not to allow students to leave campus to protest, tried to persuade students to 

stay on campus by saying that Chinese youth should not be creating instability at a time when 

large parts of the country are threatened by devastating floods.558 But the students went on with 

their plans anyway. On August 15, students of Beijing University collected over 1,500 signatures 

on campus on a letter of protest addressed to the Indonesian ambassador in Beijing. On August 17, 
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despite the government ban and preventive measures of the university, about 100 students from 

Peking University and Tsinghua University “slipped out” from campus “in dribs and drabs” and 

went to the Indonesian embassy in Beijing in two groups to demonstrate against the anti-Chinese 

riots in Indonesia in May.559 Student protesters were closely watched by about 300 armed police 

on the spot, in addition to numerous plainclothes police as well as three surveillance cameras that 

were meant to videotape the faces and activities of student protesters as deterrence for anything 

that “exceeds what was proper.” 560 At 11:30 in the morning, about 20 Beijing University students 

arrived at the east gate of the Indonesian embassy with posters and pictures of victims from the 

Internet, but were immediately stopped and dispersed by over 50 police officers. Students then 

displayed a poster reading, “Heaven will not tolerate the atrocity” on the trees across the street 

from the east gate. The poster was removed by police minutes later and the students were also 

forced to leave. But at noon, the second group of 100 students arrived and congregated to display 

posters that showed sympathy to victims of the violence in May, which attracted hundreds of 

onlookers. Police again came to disperse the students, while some residents tried to persuade 

students to leave by saying that if they insisted on staying, they might be shot by the police, a 

reflection of the deeply-rooted fear the Tiananmen Square incident had instilled in people’s minds.   

At 12:30 pm, the Indonesian embassy sent an information officer to meet with four 

student representatives and accepted a protest letter that demanded the Indonesian ambassador to 

meet with the students in three days, or students would organize larger-scale anti-Indonesian 

demonstrations. There is no follow-up report, however, about any meeting between the 

Indonesian ambassador and students. The students then remained outside the Indonesian embassy 

while police kept trying to disperse them and stop them from talking to foreign journalists until 

1:30 pm. Student activism over the anti-ethnic Chinese riots in Indonesia then gradually died 

down and did not spread to other cities or other occupations, and the demonstrations did not 
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receive any coverage in the Chinese-language media.561  

As discussed earlier, Beijing did not make public demands that Indonesia do more to 

protect the ethnic Chinese population until over two months later, when international media 

started to report allegations of rape and torture of ethnic Chinese women by elements associated 

with the Indonesian security establishment.562 Although there were demands from Hong Kong 

that China apply sanctions on Indonesia for its poor handling of the riots, the Chinese government 

refrained from opting for economic sanctions as the leadership saw it as important to maintain a 

good relationship with ASEAN member states and promote its international image by trying to 

play a positive role in coping with the Asian Financial Crisis.563   

As the Chinese leadership was united and decisive in maintaining a friendly relationship 

with Indonesia, despite the latter’s handling of the May riots, the government was resolute at the 

very beginning that the riots should not be reported domestically and social protests should be 

contained. As social stability remains one of the internal priorities, applications to protest in front 

of the Indonesian embassy in Beijing were by default rejected by the Bureau of Public Security in 

Beijing and initial attempts by women’s rights activists and journalists were prevented before 

they could materialize.  

When small groups of university students evaded government monitoring and made it to 

the Indonesian embassy, the security apparatus responded quickly and dispersed the students 

several times. When students confronted the police by insisting on staying and presenting the 

letter to the Indonesian ambassador, police watched closely and prevented the students from 

talking to foreign media before finally dispersing the crowds.  

Although received some coverage by overseas media, the protests barely made it to the 

Chinese-language media. Activism against Indonesia quickly died down and did not have much 
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562 Zha, “China and the May 1998,” 565. 
563 Peter Passell, “Economic Scene; China's Stable Currency is Protecting it, for Now,” The New York Times, last modified June 25, 
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China's Image a Responsible Power], Sina.com.cn, last modified August 13, 2007, accessed June 30, 2016, 
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public resonance despite the fact that the Chinese government did not take any substantial 

measures, such as economic sanctions, to pressure the Indonesian government to effectively 

protect the safety and property of ethnic Chinese and China’s diplomatic missions other than 

issuing rhetorical demands.  

As discussed earlier, despite the fact that the relations between China and Indonesia were 

so unpleasant that the two countries suspended diplomatic relations for decades, Indonesia was 

never a significant “other” in the victimization narrative on which the CCP’s legitimacy partially 

rests and that the CCP has been promoting with education and propaganda. In other words, for 

historical reasons and the necessity of keeping the CCP’s revolutionary history alive, Indonesia is 

never a routine enemy with which conflict is essential in the social construction of the national 

identity of contemporary China. Therefore, anti-Indonesian sentiment did not have a high degree 

of public resonance, which is the basis of escalation. Without much concern over legitimacy and 

taking domestic stability seriously,  the Chinese government acted swiftly and effectively  to 

prevent and contain anti-Indonesian protests in 1998.   

 

Conclusion 

Nationalist protests have the opportunity to break out and escalate in contemporary China when 

two conditions are met: the government is indecisive about how to handle the initial attempts at 

protest due to either division or confusion among the elite, and when recent bilateral relations 

between China and the concerned country have been tense. As a second order matter, which 

country is targeted affects the intensity of public anger and in turn government resoluteness in 

preventing early protesting attempts. If the nationalist sentiments and protests are more incident-

based than country-based, that is, if the country concerned does not constitute a significant “other” 

in the social construction of China’s national identity, then the protests either are not going to 

happen or, when they actually take place, do not escalate. This is because they are less likely to 

trigger strong emotions among the public, in the first place, and would have limited public 
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resonance and support in the second. On the part of the government’s management of potential 

domestic reactions, incident-based sentiments and activities, like those in the cases reviewed in 

this chapter, are easy to contain with censorship, propaganda and the security apparatus as they 

have a low degree of public resonance and low impact on the CCP’s legitimacy.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

Why does the Chinese government permit popular nationalist protests some times but not others 

in the post-Tiananmen era?  

 Given the ideological implications and broad appeal of nationalist protests in contemporary 

China, nationalist protests are prevented from taking place more often than not. Therefore, it is 

puzzling that the Chinese government would have allowed them to happen in certain cases, 

primarily protests triggered by incidents with Japan and the United States, as it involves very high 

political risks for the regime. 

 Based on case studies of government response to potential and actual nationalist protests in 

China in the years after 1989, this dissertation has argued that the response of Chinese 

government to popular nationalist protests triggered by external issues should be conceptualized 

as a process consisting of two stages: the initial stage, when there are signs of attempts at 

nationalist protests or only small-scale, sporadic protests have broken out, and the escalated stage, 

when nationalist protests, not prevented at the first stage, escalated into large-scale protests that 

cut across regional boundaries and class lines. At the first stage, under what conditions will the 

Chinese government allow such protests to happen? It is argued in this dissertation that only 

under rare conditions--when there is the coexistence of a) recent tense relations between China 

and b) elite disunity/indecision—either generally speaking or specifically over how to handle the 

triggering incident, the Chinese government would allow such protests to take place. The two-

stage process is seen in anti-Japanese protests in 2005, 2010 and 2012, as well as anti-US protests 

in 1999. In other cases, nationalist protests were prevented at the initial stage.  

 If nationalist protests have escalated, it would be clearer to the leadership that the protests 

would pose a threat to social stability and cannot be allowed to last. At this stage, therefore, elite 

disunity or indecision would give way to the government’s collective will to re-impose domestic 

stability without backlash. From high level to low level of coercion, the government will resort to 
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repression (high-level coercion) when there is little public support for the nationalist protests 

(anti-Japanese protests in 2012 after the protests went violent and seriously injured innocent 

Chinese citizens), exercise discouragement (medium-level coercion) when protests enjoy high 

public support and spill over from nationalist ones to other issue areas (anti-Japanese protests in 

2010), and respond with monitored tolerance (low-level coercion) when protests are with high 

public support and only with nationalist motivations (anti-US protests in 1999; anti-Japanese 

protests in 2005).  

  

Will and Capability to Maintain Stability 

This dissertation bases its theory on the assumption that the Chinese government regards 

domestic stability as the utmost objective at all times. This assumption limits the universe of 

cases to ones in which China as a country does not face imminent threat of being attacked by 

another, more powerful country. As elaborated in chapter three, from the 1980s on, and especially 

after the Tiananmen incident in which student protests threatened to destabilize the Chinese 

communist regime in 1989, domestic stability has remained the utmost priority for the Chinese 

leadership. In the area of foreign policy, it is domestic political stability that has been officially 

defined as China’s primary foreign policy objective, which means the Chinese Communist Party 

must ensure itself to stay in power and the socialist political system to remain intact.564  

 If “stability overrides everything else,” why, then, did we see eruption of nationalist 

protests that were arguably tolerated by the government under certain circumstances? Why were 

anti-Japanese protests allowed to take place in 2005, 2010 and 2012 but not in 1990 and 1996? 

And why, despite the fact that there were several cases in which U.S. activities toward China had 

triggered anti-U.S. sentiments that may potentially lead to nationalist protests since 1989, only in 

1999 did we see anti-U.S. protests? Why is it that anti-foreign protests against countries such as 
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Indonesia and Russia were never allowed in China even when incidents with these countries that 

can be deemed as violations to China’s national dignity or integrity happened? Is it reasonable to 

argue that at certain points in time, considerations for properly handling foreign policy problems 

overweigh those for domestic stability, and that allowing nationalist protests at home serves 

particular purposes, including sending a signal of resoluteness to the country concerned, 

distracting the public from pressing domestic problems at home, or targeting particular political 

figures as a result of factional struggles within the leadership? In other words, does the 

occurrence of nationalist protests in China, which has been perceived as impossible without the 

permission of the Chinese government, mean “stability overrides everything else” 565 is just a 

general principle that does not apply at all times?  

 The government’s behaviors throughout the years have demonstrated that Deng Xiaoping’s 

words in late 1980s, “stability overrides everything else,” are not only a political slogan, but also 

a deeply rooted collective belief of the CCP leadership. In the author’s interviews conducted from 

2013 to 2015 with over sixty Chinese central and local government officials, diplomats, 

journalists with official and commercial newspapers, professors and independent scholars, the 

single theme that was reinforced once and again was the central government’s high sense of 

vulnerability vis-à-vis forces that may pose threat to the regime. Although almost three decades 

have passed since the confrontation between student protesters and the Chinese government that 

ended in bloodshed on the Tiananmen Square in 1989, the three generations of Chinese 

leadership (led by Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping, respectively) in the post-Tiananmen era 

have consistently emphasized the principle of taking stability with great seriousness, as it is 

fundamental to regime survival. The government’s high level of alert and tightened security 

measures in Beijing and across the country every year before and after the June 4 anniversary of 

the Tiananmen incident is just one of the many indicators of the leadership’s sense of fragility. In 
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the just passed 27th anniversary of the Tiananmen crackdown in 2016, heightened security in 

Beijing pointed to “the enduring sensitivity over the events among the Communist Party 

leadership.” The spokesperson of the Chinese Foreign Ministry reiterated “the path of socialism 

with Chinese characteristics” has proved to be in the interest of all the Chinese people.566  

 Although, theoretically, nationalist protests can be used by the CCP for purposes as 

mentioned earlier, the Party’s constant sense of vulnerability and high level of alert to the 

potential destruction that such protests may have on domestic stability and regime resilience 

mean that when it makes decisions as a rational unitary actor, nationalist protests would not be 

allowed anytime given their potential destabilizing effects. The Chinese government’s allowing 

of the eruption of nationalist protests, therefore, is a matter of capability, not just will.  

 When unpredicted diplomatic friction or even crisis takes place, there is the possibility that 

the external incidents will trigger nationalist protests if there are intense popular nationalist 

sentiments. And as the Chinese government regards domestic stability with the highest priority, 

its default response to attempts at popular nationalist protests should be suppression. As Chapters 

Four, Five and Six have demonstrated, the two factors, tense recent relations with the target 

country and lack of elite cohesiveness, reinforce each other to affect the government’s capability 

in resolutely and effectively preventing popular nationalism from being translated into street 

protests. As it is rare for tense relations with the target country and elite disunity to exist at the 

same time when a nationalism-triggering diplomatic problem occurs, nationalist protests have 

been and will continue to be rare in contemporary China.  

 It should be noted that as interactions with Japan plays a special role in shaping Chinese 

nationalism, as described in Chapter Two and Chapter Four, nationalist sentiments triggered by 

frictions with Japan are more likely to be so heightened and intense among the public that the 

government’s capability in responding resolutely and concertedly to damp protesting efforts 
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would be compromised.  

 If nationalist protests triggered by intense nationalist sentiments, tolerated by the 

government at the initial stage, escalated into large-scale protests involving multiple localities and 

social groups, they clearly pose a threat to social stability and may evolve to target the Chinese 

government. At this stage, how to handle the protests become a pure domestic concern, and how 

much coercion the government uses to end the protests is dependent on the nature of the protests 

themselves.  

 

Powerful Nation, Fragile Party   

The outside world sees the post-Tiananmen China as a country that has embarked on a fast track 

of economic development and international political prowess while having kept an authoritarian 

rule over its society, and is sometimes in disbelief when the Chinese government claims, “we 

need to take public opinion into consideration, too.” But the CCP has never stopped or even 

weakened its sense of vulnerability. This sense of vulnerability, combined with the actual regime 

resilience stemmed from both historical and contemporary sources,567 have paradoxically 

contributed to the existence of a state-society relationship that is in an uneasy equilibrium.   

 It is true that with its “explosive” economic growth, China has also built up its military 

strength and increased international influence, therefore should be more powerful both externally 

and internally. Many have observed that China has adopted a more assertive foreign policy since 

2008.568 Since Xi Jinping assumed power in 2012 as CCP General Secretary, China’s foreign 

policy position has been tougher, as demonstrated in its assertiveness in disputed waters in the 

South and East China sea: announcing an Air Defense Identification Zone that overlapped with 

that of Japan, plans to build light houses in the South China Sea, installing an oil rig in contested 

waters that triggered deadly anti-Chinese riots in Vietnam, and continued building of artificial 
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islands despite the Philippines’ attempt to bring China to a UN tribunal. Moreover, China under 

Xi played a leading role in the materialization of three large new multinational financial 

institutions with a combined capitalization of $240 billion: the New Development Bank (the 

BRICS development bank), the Silk Road infrastructure fund, and the Asia Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB), which are seen by the outside world, especially the United States, as a 

challenge the existing order by a rising power.569  

 Within the country, on the other hand, Xi has spared no efforts in taking measures to 

consolidate his own legitimacy, which is not a sign of overblown confidence. The tough foreign 

policy moves are one of the ways through which Xi consolidates power in the government and 

build up legitimacy for himself and the Party. Xi’s heavy-handedness not only on corruption, but 

also on dissidents has shown that the Chinese government in the 2010s is still extremely vigilant 

for threats to regime instability. Moreover, a more experienced CCP leadership will be better able 

to handle future diplomatic events that may have domestic consequences with more cohesion and 

finesse; and nationalist protests like those against Japan and the United States as examined in 

Chapter Four and Chapter Five will be less likely to happen in the future.  

  

Nationalist Protests and other Types of Social Protests 

By arguing that the Chinese government’s default response to nationalist protests is to prevent 

them out of considerations for regime stability, and that when nationalist protests are allowed to 

take place, it is because the government’s capability of responding effectively as a whole to 

popular nationalism has been temporarily compromised, this dissertation has put forward that the 

Chinese government sees nationalist protests first as protests, and then nationalist. But nationalist 

protests are different from other forms of social protests in that they are more difficult to handle, 
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Obama, "Statement by the President on the Trans-Pacific Partnership," last modified October 5, 2015, accessed June 17, 2016, 
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as they are easier to escalate into protests that cut across regional lines and social groups, usually 

draw high attention from the public and the international community given their anti-foreign 

demands, have inherent legitimacy.  

 China has witnessed ever increasing social protests since the 1990s. The Ministry of Public 

Security of China released that the number of incidents of social unrest across the country rose 

from 8,700 in 1993 to 87,000 in 2005.570  Between 2006 and 2010, the number of protests in 

China doubled, rising to an estimated 180,000 reported "mass incidents" in response to a variety 

of issues including official corruption, government land confiscation, Tibetan autonomy and 

pollution.571 The regime, however, remains resilient in this context, as the country’s economy 

keeps growing and regime support continues to be high. “Bigger concerns such as regime change 

are generally off the table. Many Chinese do not even believe that regime change would lead to 

individual gains.”572 Grievances are generally against local rather than central governments, and 

what most social protests demand is that the government, to quote Bruce Dickson, govern better, 

not govern differently.573 The Chinese public generally views the CCP favorably.  

 Although social protests have not yet posed a tangible threat to the rule of the CCP, they 

help to keep alive the sense of fragility within the leadership. Moreover, while other forms of 

social protests are usually of an economic nature and localized and therefore less costly to control, 

and vocal dissidents are either working from overseas or are in prison, nationalist protests have 

the highest likelihood among social activities in China to spin into politically-charged movements 

that threaten the incumbent regime, given the celebrated place of nationalist protests in the 

“revolutionary mythologies”574 of the CCP and the fact that the CCP partially bases its legitimacy 

on nationalism itself. Therefore, they are also the most tricky to handle.  
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Implication for Field Work and Sensitive Issues 

This dissertation is heavily based upon interviews in the field, which were conducted in a time 

span of about a year in Beijing, Tianjin, and two cities and a county in China’s Sichuan Province. 

Early on the stage of the fieldwork, the author found that finding interviewees and securing 

interviews had turned out to be much more difficult than she had expected. The government’s ban 

on civil servants to have any form of contact with persons with foreign affiliations made it 

extremely hard to secure interviews with local officials, who feared the fact that they had sit 

down with a researcher with foreign affiliation would harm their careers or even safety. After 

interviewing an independent scholar who had done jail time for advocating for the release of a 

famous Chinese rights lawyer in the summer of 2014, the author had to stop contacting people for 

interviews because she found there were signs that her emails were monitored. There were cases 

in which the author had done interviews with local officials and got information that did not seem 

sensitive at all but then received phone calls from the interviewees requesting anonymity even 

though it was promised at the outset of the interviews. The difficult balance between data 

transparency and protecting interviewees is amplified in the authoritarian context of China, 

especially when the political atmosphere is tight. In particular, it may be hard to do interviews 

with (or get reliable information from) local officials concerning sensitive issues such as the 

handling of protests and the pace of political reforms at present.  

 

Generalizability, Suggestions for Further Research, and Policy Recommendations  

The theory presented in this dissertation may travel to contexts in which the state survived social 

movements that had posed existential threat to the regime and instilled a lasting perception to the 

elite about the importance of domestic stability, such as countries in the Middle East that were 

affected by the Arab Spring. Moreover, this dissertation conceptualizes the government’s 

response to attempted and actual nationalist protests as a two-stage process, which may not only 
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be relevant to other authoritarian regimes such as Vietnam and authoritarian regimes in the 

Middle East, but also democratic contexts such as South Korea and Japan. For this dissertation, 

there is much room to develop more specific and operationalizable indicators to more clearly 

identify the line between the initial and escalated stages, and applying the theory to more contexts 

may be helpful in that regard. More broadly, comparative research between the origins, 

government treatment, manifestations and political implications of nationalism in China and other 

countries, such as Japan, South Korea, Vietnam and the Philippines, would help further the 

understanding of international relations in the region and domestic political dynamics of 

individual countries.  

 This dissertation has tried to explain why the central government has responded to 

nationalist protests in different ways. While the author only claims to explain the government 

management of such protests and does not aim to tackle the protests mobilized by social forces, it 

may be interesting and meaningful to examine the micro-foundations of nationalist protests—the 

patterns and trends of how such protests are organized and materialize, local government’s 

interactions with protesters, the tipping points at which online protests translate to offline protests, 

etc., which may contribute to better understanding about state-society relations in China and the 

prospects of political changes in the country.   

 Lastly, one of the important lessons that should be learned by government officials from 

this dissertation is that presenting leadership unity to the society matters for domestic stability. 

This is not new, as elite disunity has been long identified as an important sign of political 

opportunities for social movements. But this dissertation has identified some important signs of 

elite disunity that encouraged nationalist protests: the seeming absence of protocol, slow official 

response to triggering issues, conflicting information from different media outlets, mixed 

messages sent from different units of the government, and surprisingly, lack of clear instructions 

from the central government to local governments on how to handle nationalist protests when 

they happen. This dissertation has also demonstrated the discrepancy between the impression 
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about a state with strong coercive capabilities and the fact that some localities have only limited 

police staff. If the state is aware of that discrepancy, it partially explains the sense of fragility 

among the leadership; if the state is unaware, on the other hand, it means the state is truly fragile 

and should tread very carefully.   



203	
  
	
  

Bibliography  
  
Aarons, Mark. "Justice Betrayed: Post-1945 Responses to Genocide." In The Legacy of  

Nuremberg: Civilising Influence or Institutionalised Vengeance?, edited by David A. 
Blumenthal and Timothy L. H. McCormack. Leiden ; Boston: Martinus Nijhoff 
Publishers, 2007. 
 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of  
Nationalism. New York: Verso, 1983. 
 

Asahi Shimbun. "Nationalism and the China-Japan Conflict." The Asia Pacific Journal Japan  
Focus. Last modified April 13, 2005. Accessed June 23, 2016. http://apjjf.org/-Shimbun-
Asahi/2031/article.html. 
 

Balaram, P. "Macaulay’s Children." Current Science 81, no. 7 (October 10, 2001): 733-34.  
 

Barme, Geremie. "History for the Masses" In Using the Past to Serve the Present: Historiography  
and Politics in Contemporary China, edited by Jonathan Unger, 281-82. M.E. Sharpe, 
1993. 

 
Bellin, Eva. "Reconsidering the Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle  

East.” Comparative Politics, January 2012, 127-49. 
 

Bridges, Brian, and Chepo Chan. "Looking North: Taiwan’s Relations with Japan under Chen  
Shui-bian." Pacific Affairs, no. 81 (Winter 2008): 577-96. 

 
Brown, Kerry. "The Power Struggle Among China’s Elite." Foreign Policy. Last modified  

October 14, 2010. Accessed June 24, 2016. http://foreignpolicy.com/2010/10/14/ the-
power-struggle-among-chinas-elite/. 
 

Bryant, Clifton D. Handbook of Death and Dying. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2003. 
 
Buthe, Tim, Alan M. Jacobs, Erik Bleich, Robert J. Pekkanen, Marc Trachtenberg, Katherine  

Cramer, Victor Shih, Sarah Elizabeth Parkinson, Elisabeth Jean Wood, and Timothy 
Pachirat. "Symposium: Transparency in Qualitative and Multi-Method Research." 
Qualitative & Multi-Method Research 13, no. 1 (Spring 2015). 

 
Cabestan, Jean-Pierre. "The Many Facets of Chinese Nationalism." China Perspectives 59  

(2005): 26-40.  
 
Cai, Yongshun. “Power Structure and Regime Resilience: Contentious Politics in China.” British  

Journal of Political Science 38, no. 3 (July 2008), 411-32. 
 
Carlson, Allen R., Anna Costa, Prasenjit Duara, James Leibold, Kevin Carrico, Peter H. Gries,  

Naoko Eto, Suisheng Zhao, and Jessica C. Weiss. "Nations and Nationalism Roundtable 
Discussion on Chinese Nationalism and National Identity." Nations and Nationalism 22, 
no. 3 (July 2016): 415-46. 

 
Chang, Gordon G. "2015: The Year China Goes Broke?" The National Interest. Last modified  

September 1, 2015. Accessed July 2, 2016. http://nationalinterest.org/feature/ 2015-the-
year-china-goes-broke-13749. 



204	
  
	
  

 
Chang, Paul Y., and Alex S. Vitale. "Repressive Coverage in an Authoritarian Context: Threat,  

Weakness, and Legitimacy in South Korea’s Democracy Movement." Mobilization 18, 
no. 1 (2013): 19-39.  

 
Chen, Chunhua. “Chinese Nationalism and its Political Implications .” in Asian Nationalisms  

Reconsidered, edited by Jeff Kingston, 147-159. London: Routledge, 2015.  
 
Chen, Shi. Beijing: Who Knows the Truth? Hong Kong: Pacific Century Press Limited, 2000. " 
 
Chen, Xi. Social Protest and Contentious Authoritarianism in China. Cambridge: Cambridge  

University Press, 2012. 
 

Cheng, Wei. The Chinamen: Racist Imagination on the Titanic. N.p.: LiJiang Chubanshe, 2013. 
  
Cheow, Eric Teo Chu. "Rising Chinese Nationalism over the Taiwan Question." The Jamestown  

Foundation. Last modified December 31, 2009. Accessed November 17, 
2014.  http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=364
3#.VGqV9FfF-bJ.  
 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. "Report on the Life Quality of Chinese Urban Citizens."  
Chinese Social Development Research. Accessed November 17, 
2014. http://www.nisd.cass.cn/news/681927.htm. 

 
Chuan Fu. Shinian Xuechao Jishi. N.p.: Beijing Chubanshe, 1990. 
 
The China Institute of International Studies. The CIIS Blue Book on International Situation and  

China's Foreign Affairs. Beijing: Shishi Chubanshe, 2011. 
 
Christensen, Thomas J. "Chinese Realpolitik: Reading Beijing’s World- 

View." Foreign Affairs 75, no. 5 (1996): 37-52.  
 
Clinton, William J. Public papers of the Presidents of the United States, William J. Clinton.  

Washington, DC : Office of the Federal Register, National Archives and Records 
Administration,1999.  
 

Cohen, William S., and George J. Tenet. "Joint Statement by Secretary Cohen and DCI Tenet."  
www.cia.gov. Last modified May 8, 1999. Accessed November 14, 
2014.https://www.cia.gov/ news-information/press-releases-statements/press-release-
archive-1999/pr050899.html.  
 

Cribb, Robert. "The Indonesian Genocide of 1965-1966." In    
Teaching about Genocide: Issues, Approaches, and Resources, edited by Samuel Totten, 
133-43. Greenwich, Conn.: Information Age Publishing, 2004. 

 
Chung, Jae Ho. "Managing Political Crisis in China: The Case of Collective Protests." In China's  

Crisis Management, 25-42. London and New York: Routledge, 2011. 
 
Dickson, Bruce J. "Populist Authoritarianism: The Future of  

the Chinese Communist Party." Paper presented at Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace Conference, Washington, November 2, 2005.  



205	
  
	
  

———. "Updating the China Model." The Washington Quarterly 34, no. 4 (2011): 39- 
58. 

———.  The Dictator's Dilemma: The Chinese Communist Party's Strategy for Survival.  
New York: Oxford University Press, 2016. 
 

Dickson, Bruce J., Mingming Shen, and Jie Yan. "Generating Regime Support in Contemporary  
China: Legitimation and the Local Legitimacy Deficit." Modern China, forthcoming. 

 
Downs, Erica Strecker, and Phillip C. Saunders. "Erratum: Legitimacy and the Limits of  

Nationalism." International Security 23, no. 4 (Spring 1999): 114-46. 
 
Duara, Prasenjit. Sovereignty and Authenticity: Manchukuo  

and the East Asia Modern. Lanham, Md.:Rowman and Littlefield, 2003.  
 
Dumbaugh, Kerry. "CRS Report for Congress: Chinese Embassy Bombing in Belgrade:  

Compensation Issues." congressionalresearch.com. Last modified April 12, 2000. 
Accessed June 11, 2014. http://congressionalresearch.com/RS20547/document.php. 

 
Earl, Jennifer, Sarah A. Soule, and John D. McCarthy. "Protest Under Fire? Explaining the  

Policing of Protest." American Sociological Review 68, no. 4 (2003): 581-606. 
 
Eisinger, Peter K.  “The Conditions of Protest Behavior in American Cities.” The American  

Political Science Review 67 no. 1 (1997): 11 - 28. 
 

 
Fan, Wei, Hong Fan, and Zhouxiang Lu. "Why Did China Bid Twice for the Olympic Games?"  

Journal of Olympic History 20, no. 2 (July 2011): 31-37. 
 
Fewsmith, Joseph. "The Impact of the Kosovo Conflict on China’s Political Leaders and  

Prospects for WTO Accession." NBR Briefing: Policy Report, no. 6 (July 1999).  
———.  "China and the WTO: The Politics Behind the Agreement." The National  

Bureau of Asian Research. Last modified November 1999. Accessed June 11, 2016. 
http://www.iatp.org/files/China_and_the_WTO_The_Politics_Behind_the_Agre.htm.  

 
Fewsmith, Joseph, and Stanley Rosen. "The Domestic Context of Chinese Foreign Policy: Does  

‘Public Opinion’ Matter?" In The Making of Chinese Foreign and Security Policy in the 
Era of Reform, edited by David M. Lampton, 151-75. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2002. 

 
Fish, Eric. "A Glimpse into Chinese Nationalism." The Diplomat. Last modified November 7,  

2014. Accessed July 2, 2016. http://thediplomat.com/2014/11/a-glimpse-into-chinese-
nationalism/.  

 
Fu, Ying. "Can East Asia Carry on Momentum of Regional Cooperation?" The Straits Times,  

November 16, 2015. 
———. "How China Sees Russia: Beijing and Moscow Are Close, but ?Not Allies." Foreign  

Affairs. Last modified December 14, 2015. Accessed June 29, 2016. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2015-12-14/how-china-sees-russia. 
 

Gartner, Scott Sigmund, and Patrick M. Regan. "Threat and Repression: The Non-Linear  
Relationship between Government and Opposition Violence." Journal of Peace Research 



206	
  
	
  

33, no. 3 (1996): 273-87. 
  
George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennet. "Chapter 3: The Method of Structured, Focused  

Comparison." In Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 67-124. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005.  

 
Gellately, Robert, and Ben Kiernan. The Specter of Genocide: Mass Murder in Historical  

Perspective. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 2003. 
 
Geng, Yunzhi. "Wusi Xinwenhua Yundong de Zai Renshi" [Rethinking the May 4 Movement  

and New Cultural Movement]. China Social Science, no. 3 (1989): 3-20. 
 
Gill, Bates, and Melissa Murphy. "China-Europe Relations Implications and Policy  

Responses for  the United States." 2008, 1-47. Accessed October 5, 2015. 
http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/080507-gill- chinaeuroperelations-web.pdf. 

  
Gobel, Christian, and Lynette H. Ong. Social Unrest in China. London, U.K.: Europe China  

Research and Advice Network, 2012. 
  
Goldstone, Jack and Charles Tilly. “Threat (and Opportunity): Popular Action and State Response  

in the Dynamics of Contentious Action.” InSilence and Voice in the Study of Contentious 
Politics. Edited by Ronald Aminzade, Jack Goldstone, Elizabeth J. Perry, William H. 
Sewell Jr., Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001: 179-194. 

  
Granovetter, Mark S. "The Strength of Weak Ties.” American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 6  

(May 1973): 1360-80. 
  
Gries, Peter Hays. "A" China Threat"? Power and Passion in Chinese ‘Face Nationalism’.” World  

Affairs 162 no.2 (1999): 63-75. 
———. China's New Nationalism: Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy. Berkley and Los Angeles,  

CA: University of California Press, 2004. 
 
Gupta, Sourabh, and Samuels International. "China-Japan Trawler Incident: Reviewing the  

Dispute over Senkaku/Daioyu Waters." East Asia Forum. Last modified December 6, 
2010. Accessed June 23, 2016. http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2010/12/06/china-japan-
trawler-incident-review-of-legalities-understandings-and-practices-in-disputed-
senkakudaioyu-waters/. 
 

Haruki, Wada. "Resolving theChina-Japan Conflict Over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands." The Asia- 
Pacific Journal: Japan Focus. Last modified November 9, 2010. Accessed June 24, 2016. 
http://apjjf.org/ -Wada-Haruki/3433/article.pdf. 
 

Hauben, Michael, and Ronda Hauben. Netizens: On the History and Impact of Usenet and the  
Internet. Los Alamitos, CA: IEEE Computer Society Press, 1997. 

 
He, Baogang. "Giving the People a Voice? Experiments with Consultative Authoritarian  

Institutions in China." The Journal of Contemporary China 19, no. 66 (September 1, 
2010): 675-92. 

 
Headley, Tyler, and Cole Tanigawa-Lau. "Measuring Chinese Discontent: What Local Level  



207	
  
	
  

Unrest Tells Us." Foreign Affairs. Last modified March 10, 2016. Accessed June 17, 
2016. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2016-03-10/measuring-chinese-
discontent. 

 
Heike, Holbig, and Robert F . Ash. China's Accession to the World Trade Organization:  

National and International Perspectives. London ; New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2002.  
 
Holcombe, Chester. Real Chinaman. New York: Dodd, Mead & company, 1895.  
 
Hu, Shi. Essays by Hu Shi. N.p.: 21st Century Press, 2013.  
 
Huntington, Samuel P. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century:  

University of Oklahoma Press, 1991. 
 

International Crisis Group, "Dangerous Waters: China-Japan Relations on the Rocks."  
International Crisis Group. Last modified April 8, 2013. Accessed June 25, 2016. 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/ north-east-asia/245-dangerous-waters-
china-japan-relations-on-the-rocks.pdf. 

 
Jie, Dalei. "Public Opinion and Chinese Foreign Policy: New Media and Old Puzzles." In The  

Internet, Social Media, and a Changing China, edited by Jacques DeLisle, Avery 
Goldstein, and Guobin Yang, 150-60. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2016.  

 
Johnston, Alastair Ian. "How New and Assertive Is China's New Assertiveness?" International  

Security 37, no. 4 (Spring 2013): 7-48. 
 
John Garnaut. "The Great Irony of Bo Xilai's Downfall." The Atlantic. Last modified September  

23, 2013. Accessed June 25, 2016.  
http://www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/09/the-great-irony-of-bo-xilais-
downfall/279885/. 
 

Kurlantzick, Joshua. "Vietnam Protests: More Than Just Anti-China Sentiment." Council on  
Foreign Relations. Last modified May 15, 2014. Accessed July 5, 2016. 
http://blogs.cfr.org/asia/2014/05/15/vietnam-protests-more-than-just-anti-china-
sentiment/. 
 

Kuran, Timur. “Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European Revolution of  
1989.” World Politics 44 (October 1991): 7–48. 
 

Lam, Peng Er. Japan's Relations With China: Facing a Rising Power. London; New York:  
Routledge, 2006. 

 
Li, Nan. "Chinese Civil-Military Relations in the Post-Deng Era." U.S. Naval War College China  

Maritime Studies, no. 4 (January 2010): 22.  
  
Lichbach, Mark Irving. ”Deterrence or Escalation? The Puzzle of Aggregate Studies of  

Repression and Dissent.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 31 no.6 (1987): 266-97. 
 

Long, William J. "Nonproliferation as a Goal of Japanese Foreign Assistance." Asian Survey 39,  
no. 2 (March/April 1999): 328-47. 



208	
  
	
  

 
Lu, Xun. Complete Works by Lu Xun. Vol. 6 of Luxun Quanji. N.p.: Renmin Wenxue Chubanshe, 

2005.  
 
Macfarquhar, Roderick, and John K. Fairbank, eds. The People's Republic, Part I: The  

Emergence of Revolutionary China 1949 -
1965. Vol. 14. Cambridge, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987.  
 

Macgowan, John. Men and Manners of Modern China. New York: Dodd, Mead and Company,  
1912. 
 

Manion, Melanie. "Reluctant Duelists: The Logic of the 1989 Protests and Massacre."  
Introduction to Beijing Spring, 1989: Confrontation and Conflict: The Basic Documents, 
edited by Michel Oksenberg, Lawrence R. Sullivan, and Marc Lambert, xiii-xlii. 
Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1990.  
 

Mark Webber and Michael Smith, Foreign policy in a transformed world (New York: Routledge,  
2014) 

 
Ministry of Defense of Japan. "Defense of Japan 2011." Last modified August 3, 2011. Accessed  

June 25, 2016. http://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/2011.html. 
———."National Defense Program Guidelines, Fiscal Year 2005." Last modified  

December 10, 2004. Accessed June 21, 2016.http://www.mod.go.jp/e/d_act/d_policy/pdf/  
      national_guidelines.pdf. 
 
Mulvenon, James. "Civil-Military Relations and the EP-3 Crisis: A Content Analysis." China  

Leadership Monitor, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 1-11. 
 
Nathan, Andrew J. "China at the Tipping Point? Foreseeing the Unforeseeable." Journal of  

Democracy 24, no. 1 (January 2013): 20-25. 
 
Nathan, Andrew J. and Andrew Scobell. China’s Search for Security. New York: Columbia  

University Press, 2012. 
 
Nye, Jr., Joseph S. "A New Sino-Russian Alliance?" Project Syndicate. Last modified January 12,  

2015. Accessed June 29, 2016. https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/russia-
china-alliance-by-joseph-s--nye-2015-01?barrier=true. 

 
O'Brien, Kevin J.  "Rightful Resistance.” World Politics 49, no. 1 (1996): 31-55. 
 
O'Donoghue, T. A and Keith Punch. Qualitative Educational Research in Action: Doing and  

Reflecting. New York: Routledge, 2003.  
  
Overholt, William H. "China after Deng." Foreign Affairs 75, no. 3 (May/June 1996): 63-78. 
 
Perry, Elizabeth J. Challenging the Mandate of Heaven: Social Protest and State Power in China.  

New York, London: M.E. Sharpe, 2001. 
 
 
Przystup, James J. "Trying to Get Beyond Yasukuni." Comparative Connections 7, no. 1 (2005):  

115-16.  



209	
  
	
  

———. “Japan-China Relations: A Volatile Mix: Natural Gas, a Submarine, a Shrine, and a  
Visa.” Comparative Connections 6 (January 2005): 127. 

 
Prime, Penelope B. "China Joins the WTO: How, Why and What Now?" Business Economics  

XXXVII, no. 2 (April 2002): 26-32.  
 
Pye, Lucian W. "How China's Nationalism was Shanghaied.” The Australian Journal of Chinese  

Affairs no. 29 (1993): 107-33. 
———. "Review: Challenging the Mandate of Heaven: Social Protest and State Power in  

China." Foreign Affairs, March/April 2002. Accessed July 5, 2016. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/reviews/capsule-review/2002-03-01/challenging-
mandate-heaven-social-protest-and-state-power-china. 

 
Reilly, James, “China's History Activism and Sino-Japanese Relations,” China: An International  

Journal 4, No. 2 (2006): 189-216. 
———. Strong Society, Smart State: The Rise of Public Opinion in China’s Japan Policy.  
New York: Columbia University Press, 2011. 
 
Renan, Ernest. "What Is a Nation? An 1882 Lecture." Social Contract Journal Issues 16, no. 3  

(Spring 2006). Accessed July 2, 2016. 
http://www.thesocialcontract.com/artman2/publish/tsc1603/article_1405.shtml. 

 
Richelson, Jeffrey T., and Michael L. Evans, eds. "Tiananmen Square, 1989: The Declassified  

History." The National Security Archive. Last modified June 1, 1999. Accessed June 19, 
2016. http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB16/. 

 
Roberts, Adam. "NATO's ‘Humanitarian War' over Kosovo." Survival (London) 41, no. 3  

(September 1, 1999): 102-23.  
 

Robertson, Graeme B. The Politics of Protest in Hybrid Regimes: Managing Dissent in Post- 
Communist Russia.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 
 

Sartori, Giovanni. "Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics." The American Political  
Science Review 64, no. 4 (December 1970):1033-53. 
 

Shambaugh,David.  "China's Propaganda System: Institutions, Processes and Efficacy." The  
China Journal no. 57 (January 2007): 25-58. 

———. China's Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation. Washington, D.C. : Woodrow  
Wilson Center Press, 2008. 

 
Shaw, Han-yi. "The Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands Dispute: Its History and an Analysis of the  

Ownership Claims of the P.R.C, R.O.C., and Japan." Maryland Series in Contemporary 
Asian Studies, no. 3 (1999). 
 

Schweller, Randall L. Unanswered Threats : Political Constraints on the Balance of Power.  
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University, 2006.  
 

Scobell, Andrew. "Show of Force: Chinese Soldiers, Statesmen, and the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait  
Crisis." Political Science Quarterly 115, no. 2 (2000): 227-246. 
 

Scobell, Andrew, and Scott W. Harold. "An 'Assertive' China? Insights from Interviews." Asian  



210	
  
	
  

Security 9, no. 2 (2013): 111-31. 
 

Shirk, Susan L. China: Fragile Superpower: How China's Internal Politics Could Derail Its  
Peaceful Rise. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 
 

Smith, Arthur Henderson. Chinese Characteristics. Edinburgh: Oliphant Anderson and Ferrier,  
1897.  
 

Stern, Rachel and Jonathan Hassid. “Amplifying Silence: Uncertainty and Control Parables in  
Contemporary China.” Comparative Political Studies 45 no. 10 (October 2012): 1230-
54.  

 
Stern, Rachel, and Kevin J. O’Brien. "Politics at the Boundary Mixed Signals and the Chinese  

State." Modern China 38, no. 2 (2011): 174-98. 
 

Stockmann, Daniela. Media Commercialization and Authoritarian Rule in China. Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 2012. 

 
Strassler, Karen. "Gendered Visibilities and the Dream of Transparency: The Chinese-Indonesian  

Rape Debate in Post-Suharto Indonesia." Gender & History 16, no. 3 (November 2004): 
689-725. 

 
Tam, Yue-him. "Who Engineered the Anti-Japanese Protests in 2005?" Macalester International  

18 (2007). 
 

Tang, Jiaxuan. Jinfeng Xuyu. N.p.: Shijie Zhishi Chubanshe, 2009. 
 

Tarrow, Sidney. Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

 
Tsai, Lily L. "Quantitative research and issues of political sensitivity in rural China." In 

Contemporary Chinese Politics: New sources, Methods, and Field Strategies, edited by 
Allen Carlson et.al. New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010. 

 
Tsu, Jing. "Romanization without Rome: China’s Latin New Script and Soviet Central Asia." In  

Asia Inside Out: Connected Places, edited by Eric Tagliacozzo, Helen F. Siu, and Peter 
C.Perdue, Cambridge, Massachusetts?London, England: Harvard University Press, 2015.  
 

Vatikiotis, Michael, Matt Forney, and Ben Dolven. "Compatriot Games: China Changes Tack on  
Atrocities in Indonesia." Far Eastern Economic Review, August 20, 1998, 20-23. 
 

Vogel, Ezra F., and Yuan Ming, eds. The Golden Age of the U.S.-China-Japan Triangle, 1972- 
1989. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center, 2002. 

 
Wang, Huan. "Sakeqi de Aoyunhui Kaimushi Biaotai Fengbo" [Sarkozy‘s Attitude About  

Opening Ceremony of the Beijing Olympics]. Caijing, July 10, 2008. Accessed July 1, 
2016. http://www.caijing.com.cn/2008-07-10/100074042.html. 

 
Wang, Jisi. "China's Search for a Grand Strategy." Foreign Affairs. March/April 2011. Accessed  

June 17, 2016. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2011-02-20/ chinas-search-
grand-strategy. 



211	
  
	
  

 
Wang, Zheng.  Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics and  

Foreign Relations. New York: Columbia University Press, 2012. 
 
Wasserstrom, Jeffrey. "Student Protests in Fin-De-Siècle China." New Left Review, no. 237  

(1999): 52-76. 
———. "Chinese Students and Anti-Japanese Protests: Past and Present." World Policy  

Journal 22, no. 2 (Summer 2005): 59-65.  
 
Weiss, Jessica Chen. "Autocratic Signaling, Mass Audiences, and Nationalist Protest in China."  

International Organization 67, no. 1 (January 2013): 1-35. 
———.  Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China's Foreign Relations. New  

York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2014.  
 
Wintrobe, Ronald. The Political Economy of Dictatorship. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge  

University Press, 1998. 
  
Wintrobe, Ronald. "Dictatorship: Analytical Approaches" In The Oxford Handbook of  

Comparative Politics, edited by Carles Boix and Susan C. Stokes, 363-94. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005. 

  
Whiting, Allen S."Chinese Nationalism and Foreign Policy after Deng," The China Quarterly,  
142 (1995): 295-316. 
 
Woods, Jackson S., and Bruce J. Dickson. "Victims and Patriots: Disaggregating Nationalism in  

Urban China." Journal of Contemporary China: forthcoming. 
 
Wu, Enyuan. "Dui Sulian Jieti Jiaoxun Yixie Guandian de Jiantao" [Reflecting on Some Views  

on the Lesson of the USSR Disintegration]. Makesi Zhuyi Yanjiu, March 16, 2016. 
 
Yang, Jisheng. Zhongguo Gaige Kaifang Niandai de Zhengzhi Douzheng. N.p.: Zhongyang  

Bianyi Chubanshe, 1998. 
 
Yeo, Andrew. Activists, Alliances, and Anti-U.S. Base Protests. New York: Cambridge  

University Press, 2001. 
 

Zha, Daojiong. "China and the May 1998 Riots of Indonesia: Exploring the Issues." The Pacific  
Review 13, no. 4 (2000): 557-75. 

 
Zhang, Tuosheng. "Zhongmei Zhungji Shijian jiqi Jingyan Jiaoxun" [China-US Plane Collision  

and Its Lessons]. Shijie Jingji yu Zhengzhi, no. 3 (2005): 30-36. 
 
Zhao, Dingxin. Power of Tiananmen : State-society Relations and the 1989 Beijing Student  
Movement. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001.  
———."An Angle on Nationalism in China Today: Attitudes  

among Beijing Students after Belgrade 1999." The China Quarterly 172 (2002): 885-905. 
———. "State-Society Relations and the Discourses and  

Activities of the 1989 Beijing Student Movement." American Journal of Sociology 106, 
no. 6 (2000): 1592-632.  
 

Zhao, Suisheng. "A State-Led Nationalism: The Patriotic Education Campaign in Post- 



212	
  
	
  

Tian'anmen China." Communist and Post-Communist Studies 31, no. 3 (September 
1998): 297-302. 

———."Chinese Nationalism and Its International Orientations," Political Science  
Quarterly, 115, no. 1 (2000): 189-216. 

———. Construction of Chinese Nationalism in the Early 21st Century: Domestic  
Sources and 
International Implications. London ; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 201
4.  

 
Zheng,Yongnian. Discovering Chinese Nationalism in China. New York: Cambridge University  

Press, 1999. 
 
Zhou, Taomo. "Ambivalent Alliance: Chinese Policy towards Indonesia, 1960–1965." Last  

modified August 14, 2013. Accessed June 30, 2016. 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/ambivalent-alliance-chinese-policy-towards-
indonesia-1960-1965.  



213	
  
	
  

Appendix A-Introductory Letter to Interviewees from Professor Bruce Dickson 
 

 
 
 
 
 



214	
  
	
  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



215	
  
	
  

Appendix B-Introductory Letter to Interviewees from the Department of Political s 
Science, George Washington University 

 

 



216	
  
	
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



217	
  
	
  

Appendix C-Introductory Letter to Interviewees from the Research Center for Contemporary 
China, Peking University 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


