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Anti-Western nationalism increased in China in the 1990s. From official media 
to the frontiers of popular culture, from Beijing to Guangzhou, there was a 
mixture of rising pride and lingering insecurity. Many Chinese believed that 
they were reclaiming their rightful place as an international powerhouse in the 
world, a position they had lost decades before. As part of the return to 
prominence, nationalists were explaining the profound sense of humiliation 
among Chinese who suffered at the hands of Western powers during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They increasingly criticized U.S.-led 
Western countries. They excoriated Western governments for selling arms to 
Taiwan, for preventing China from entering the World Trade Organization, for 
promoting Tibetan independence, and for interfering with China's internal 
affairs in the name of human rights.  
 
Anti-Western sentiment in China reached a high in May 1999. Hundreds of 
protesters took to the streets in major cities to protest NATO's bombing of 
China's embassy in Belgrade, Yugoslavia, which killed three and wounded 
twenty Chinese. Protesters clashed with police at the U.S. embassy in 
Beijing, smashing cars and windows. Some of the protesters sang the 
Chinese national anthem and others shouted "Protect sovereignty, protect 
peace" and "We don't want war." Signs hung on a bus that brought students 
to the embassy said "NATO Nazis." Some Chinese shouted obscenities or 
cast angry looks at Westerners walking along the street. In Beijing, many 
Americans simply stayed inside.  
 
More than 170,000 people massed in front of the U.S. consulate in Chengdu 
for several days following the bombing and protesters set fire to the U.S. 
consul's residence in that city. Police in Guangzhou in South China warned 
Western residents to stay indoors. The U.S. and British governments issued 
travel advisories for their citizens in China, urging them to remain in their 
hotels or homes.  
 
Protests in front of the U.S. and British embassies were the largest anti-West 
demonstrations since the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s. The protests 
heightened the traditional feeling of humiliation of a weak China, bullied by 
the West over the past 150 years, but resisting in periodic outbursts of 
Chinese nationalism. One must ask how and why those sentiments 
developed when the Western states presented no threat to China in the 
1990s. To answer this question, I will trace the source of Chinese 
nationalism, examine the formation of such sentiments, and analyze the 
causes for anti-Western nationalism in China from 1989 to 1999.  



 
NATIONALISM IN HISTORICAL REVIEW  
 
The expression of nationhood is essentially a consequence of the modern era 
and the rise of nation-states. Modern nationalism binds together people who 
possess common cultural, linguistic, racial, historical, or geographical 
characteristics and who give their loyalty to the same political group. Modern 
nationalism helped to establish independent and sovereign states, to abolish 
medieval feudal privileges, and to reduce papal power in Europe in the 
seventeenth century.(1) After the nation-state system was established in 
Western Europe during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, modern 
nationalism began to spread to Asia as well as to the rest of the world. In the 
first half of the twentieth century, Asian peoples sought to build independent, 
sovereign states. Asian nationalism was identified with anticolonialism and 
anti-imperialism movements and became a powerful force for Asian 
modernization and development.  
 
A revival of nationalism in many parts of the world has characterized the post-
cold war era. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, nationalism, mixed with 
anti-Russianism, replaced Marxism and Leninism as the foundation for 
government role in the former Eastern bloc nations. East Europeans have 
been struggling to create independent and sovereign states free from Soviet 
influence. In Russia, nationalism was on the rise when NATO's expansion 
into Central Europe posed a threat to Russian security. Russian nationalists 
called for a Pan-Slavic nationalist movement to restore the Russian empire to 
its greatness under Peter the Great.  
 
In Asia, in the 1990s, Asian nationalists opposed Western human rights 
standards as universal standards while favoring "Asian values," Singapore-
style authoritarianism, and "new" Confucianism. Asian nationalists were 
irritated when Westerners increasingly criticized their human rights violations 
and were determined to say no to the West's demands for change. A 
proclamation of the new Asian nationalism was Malaysian Prime Minister 
Mahathir Mohamad's book, Asia Can Say No, advocating that Asia persist in 
taking its own road and resolutely say no to unreasonable demands from the 
West.(2)  
 
In China, nationalism emerged well before Westerners came to East Asia.(3) 
Traditional Chinese nationalism, not regarded as part of the modern 
nationalist system, advocated Han chauvinism, the belief that Han culture 
was superior to other cultures in East Asia. The Chinese emperor was a 
divine appointee with a universal mandate from heaven. The Chinese viewed 
other countries as tributary states of their empire. Traditional Chinese 



nationalism was rooted in an arrogant belief in the superiority of Chinese 
civilization and justified China's cultural and demographic hegemony in Asia.  
 
The Chinese did not accept modern nationalism until the nineteenth century 
when Sun Yetsen advocated national independence without imperial 
domination and the principle of national equality within China--the "Equality of 
Five Peoples." Modern Chinese nationalism was identified with anti-
imperialist movements such as the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, the May Fourth 
Movement of 1919, and the anti-Japanese straggles of the 1930s and 1940s. 
After taking over China in 1949, the Chinese Communists adopted Marxist-
Leninism, which advocated communist revolution and the downfall of 
capitalism all over the world. The Chinese government promoted campaigns 
against "U.S. imperialism" and "Soviet hegemonism" but nationalism as an 
ideology never gained strength in China before the 1990s.  
 
THE RISE OF ANTI-WESTERN NATIONALISM IN CHINA IN THE 1990s  
 
The post-cold war international situation, especially the rise of intense ethnic 
and nationalist conflicts around the world, helped to increase Chinese 
awareness of the importance of nationalism. The new Chinese nationalism, 
which stressed China's role as a victim of modern history, was based on 
frustration over China's inability to overcome political and economic barriers 
set up by Western countries. Those in the West were equally determined to 
guard their own national interests. In an effort to define an identity separate 
from the rest of the world, Chinese nationalists demanded a change in the 
international order, which was dominated by the West after the end of the 
cold war.  
 
In the 1980s, anti-traditional topics were very popular in China. When Su 
Xiaokang's six-part television documentary series Heshang [Yellow River 
Elegy] was first shown in June 1988 on the Central Television Station in 
Beijing, the response was intense. It became tremendously popular. 
Heshang, a critical examination of Chinese history from its origin to the 
1980s, condemned the traditional Chinese values, culture, and political 
system that contributed to stagnation of Chinese society in comparison with 
European countries, implying also that the Chinese Communists contributed 
to China's backwardness in the twentieth century.(4) In contrast, in the 1990s, 
few anti-traditional articles and books appeared in China. Rather, "traditional 
studies fever" emerged when many novels, musical and art works, TV series, 
movies, and operas took historical themes as their subject matter. Cultural 
conservativism rose when chauvinistic nationalism gained credibility in 
China's elite intellectual circle in the 1990s. Believing that neither liberal 
democracy nor communism was suitable to China, some favored a new 



authoritarianism and advocated a "go slow" approach to reform. They noted 
that Chinese national cultures played an important role in maintaining stability 
in Chinese history and advocated Confucian ethical norms, such as being 
more concerned with righteousness than profit. China Youth Daily, Strategy 
and Management (People's Liberation Army's publication), and Dushu (Read 
Books) were the major forums for the opinions of the new cultural 
conservatives.  
 
Together with the rise of traditional studies fever and cultural conservativism, 
anti-Western feeling was quietly rising among elite intellectuals. In the 1990s, 
anti-Western works of literature and art became popular. Scholars used the 
new Western theories--post-colonialism, post-Marxism, Orientalism--instead 
of official ideologies as their weapons to attack Western cultures and 
theories. Ironically, students or scholars returning from the United States or 
Europe produced much of the anti-Western literature.  
 
The first anti-Western book that appeared after the Tiananmen incident was 
Yuan Hongbing's, Huangyuan Feng (Winds over the Plain).(5) Yuan claimed 
that the Chinese race would survive in the modern world, condemning 
attempts to achieve freedom by fleeing China as a betrayal of the Chinese 
race. In addressing Western ideas and values, he criticized those who had 
tried to find Western solutions to Chinese problems. His book became 
popular with many college students in 1990.  
 
In 1991, another anti-U.S. book entitled Yibi Xuelinlinde Renquan Zhai [The 
Blood of Human Rights Debt] became a best seller in several of China's 
cities.(6) General He Ming, author of the book, was a political commissar of 
the Nineteenth Army of the Chinese People's Volunteers during the Korean 
War and participated in negotiations with the U.S. government on repatriating 
POWs. He tried to convince the Chinese of the evil U.S. history by showing 
criminal activities of the U.S. Army.  
 
Many Chinese were intrigued by a book, Manhadun de Zhongguo Nuren 
[Chinese Woman in Manhattan], that described a Chinese woman moving to 
New York City and making a quick fortune.(7) The book implied that 
American society was dishonest, that being dishonest was the only way to 
succeed in making money, and that if you did not make money, you were a 
loser. About 200,000 copies of the book were sold in 1993.  
 
Another example of anti-Western artistic works was the TV series, Beijingren 
Zai Niuyue (A Beijing Man in New York), which attracted a record viewing 
audience in China in 1993. The series involved a Chinese hero's trip to the 
United States, where he overcame adversity and made a fortune. Yet he had 



to surrender all of his Chinese values to succeed in the United States. While 
emphasizing the conflicts between Chinese and American cultures, the series 
vilified American society, showing that there was no morality in the United 
States, where the strong destroyed the weak and money dominated 
everything. Successful people were ruffians, and good men always had bad 
luck. As the hero said, "There are many big buildings and large mansions in 
New York City, but not one was built by good men."  
 
Based on a semiautobiographical novel by Wang Zhoushend, who spent four 
years in the United States, the play The Student's Wife attracted hundreds of 
thousands of Shanghai natives in 1995.(8) The play's message was that 
feeling did not matter in American marriages. Women married for money and 
men married for sex. Women had to keep an eye on their weight because if 
they were fat, they would not marry rich men.  
 
In 1996, Zhongmei Jiaolian Caxiezheng [A History of the Rivalries between 
China and the United States] became one of the bestsellers in China.(9) It 
reviewed Sino-U.S. relations from the Korean War of 1950-53 to Taiwan's 
President Li Denghui's visit to the United States in 1996. The authors stated 
that Washington's policies contributed to a series of Sino-U.S. confrontations 
in Korea and Vietnam and conflicts over such issues as Tibet, Taiwan, 
human rights, and arms sales. They claimed that American containment of 
China would fail because China was more powerful than ever before.(10)  
 
In 1996, a popular book written by five young Chinese authors in their thirties, 
Zhongguo Keyi Shoubu [China Can Say No], quite unexpectedly attracted 
great attention in China and abroad.(11) The 50,000 copies of the first edition 
sold out immediately, and the book drew hundreds of letters of support from 
all over China. The book attacked Western cultural, political, and economic 
imperialism and denounced Western opposition to China on issues such as 
human rights, population, most favored nation status, and Taiwan. It warned 
that the U.S. government had no right to tell China what was right or wrong, 
and said that China, being capable of confronting the United States in all 
spheres of international activities, should be prepared to go to war with 
America.  
 
Another book that became a best seller in China in 1997 claimed that 
somebody had to express the growing anger of Chinese intellectuals against 
the West. The authors stated that Western countries were trying to change 
China by imposing their cultures, values, and life styles. They asserted that 
Chinese intellectuals had to be free from domination by the West because 
Western electronic colonialism, meaning such things as satellite and 
television broadcasts, was destroying Chinese traditional values and life 



styles.(12)  
 
After Beijing and Washington reached a trade agreement in November 1999 
that would enable China to join the World Trade Organization (WTO), a new 
anti-Western book, Quanqiuhua Yinying Xiade Zhongguo Zhilu [China's Road 
in the Shade of Globalization] was published before the end of the year.(13) 
This book, which soon became popular in Beijing, was written by Wang 
Xiaodong, a researcher at the Youth Research Center of China, Fang Nin, a 
professor at Beijing Teacher's University, and Song Qiang, one of the authors 
of the book, China Can Say No. The book claimed that China would become 
a member of WTO, but that Western powers would not stop their aggressive 
policies against the Chinese through ideological penetration, political control, 
and economic domination. Therefore, the Chinese had to see clearly the 
West's plots. The authors promoted cultural nationalism, advocating a native 
value system to maintain China's sovereignty and independence.  
 
After the Tiananmen crisis, sports became a national obsession and a source 
of anti-Western nationalism; pride in China's athletes seemed to unify the 
Chinese. In 1993, the Beijing government, with the support of Deng Xiaoping, 
began to campaign to hold the 2000 Olympic Games in China. Hoping that 
the Olympics would boost China's economy and world standing, as the 1988 
games did for South Korea and the 1964 Olympics did for Japan, many 
Chinese felt that Beijing should have an opportunity to host the 2000 Olympic 
Games.(15) But Western countries refused Beijing its hoped-for propaganda 
victory. On 26 July 1993, the U.S. Congress adopted a resolution against 
China's bid. On 23 September, Sydney edged out Beijing by two votes, forty-
five to forty-three. The International Olympic Committee's (IOC) decision was 
a serious blow to Chinese pride and ambition. "It really hurt China's feelings," 
Lu Zhifang, a Beijing lawyer, said to the reporters of Far Eastern Economic 
Review in Beijing.(16)  
 
Most Chinese believed that America was responsible for China's failure to win 
the games. Hang Shaowei, a student at the Beijing Sports College, told an 
American reporter, "I feel a little bit angry. America has no right to interfere in 
the [International Olympic Committee] decision."(17) A Beijing lawyer said 
that "that [the failure of the China's bid] was the moment when the Chinese 
started believing that the U.S. wanted to contain China."(18) Demonstrations 
were prohibited and security was increased in Beijing in case protests broke 
out. Before the IOC's announcement, the U.S. embassy had notified the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry that it needed official protection for American 
institutions in Beijing because many Chinese had indicated that if Beijing 
failed in its Olympic bid they would blame America first.(19) Anti-U.S. 
sentiment with regard to sports was surging among Chinese in Beijing in 



October 1993 and continued to develop during the 1996 Olympics.  
 
During the live broadcast of the opening ceremony of the Olympics in Atlanta, 
Georgia, in 1996, NBC correspondent Bob Costas criticized China's human 
rights record and attacked Chinese women swimmers for using banned 
performance-enhancing drugs. Angered by Costas's reports, many Chinese 
protested against NBC. Some Chinese scorned the poor organization of the 
Olympic Games, took pleasure in America's misfortune when they heard of 
the bombing at the Olympic Park in Atlanta, and looked down on American 
athletes, although they had won many medals in the games. Some attributed 
the failure of Chinese athletes to an American plot, claiming that Americans 
sounded false alarms at night in the hotels where Chinese sportsmen were 
sleeping to disrupt their sleep and affect their performance the next day. They 
claimed that organizers of the games did not provide enough transportation to 
the Chinese athletes, so they did not arrive at the gymnasium on time and 
therefore lost their events. Local newspapers complained of unfair arbitration 
of American judges and a conspiracy by American organizers. The protest 
movement against NBC both in mainland China and in the United States 
continued until the end of the 1996 when NBC apologized to Chinese 
students in the United States.  
 
In 1999, China was ripe for an explosion of patriotic fervor about its women's 
soccer team. The U.S. women's team won the first Women's World Cup, 
which was held in China in 1991, and defeated China again for the Olympic 
Gold Medal in 1996. The Women's World Cup of 1999 attracted national 
attention in China. For the Chinese, the final between the United States and 
China on 10 July came to represent more than just a soccer match-up 
between two longtime rivals. Coming on the heels of the NATO bombing of 
the Chinese embassy in Yugoslavia in May, the face-off at the Rose Bowl had 
become a matter of national pride and patriotism, with Chinese fans eager for 
a decisive victory. "I really hope Americans lose face," said Wang Xiaoping, a 
factory worker in Guangzhou. "Although we cannot defeat the United States 
economically and militarily, we can use soccer to beat them."(20) Wu 
Weisong, a college student in Beijing, said, "It is the Chinese team fighting 
the U.S. team, a chance to vent our spite and to teach Americans a good 
lesson."(21)  
 
One Internet-bulletin-board participant in Beijing implored Chinese ticket 
holders at the Rose Bowl to shout loud and sing China's national anthem. 
Another strongly urged the Chinese women to wipe out the American she-
wolves. In a survey published in Beijing Morning Post, 93 percent of 
Beijingers who responded said that they had planned to wake up early to 
watch the live broadcast when it aired at 4 a.m.; more than 92 percent 



believed that China would defeat its U.S. host.(22) During a meeting on 5 July 
in Shandong province, when State Councilor Wu Yi, China's highest-ranking 
woman, interrupted the discussion to announce that China had beaten 
Norway 5-0 in the semifinal and that Chinese women would go head-to-head 
against the United States at the Rose Bowl, conference participants erupted 
in cheers and applause.  
 
During the live broadcast of the women's World Cup final, millions of Chinese 
were shaking off sleep and staggering to their TV sets, hoping to see their 
women's soccer team beat the Americans for the world title. China's media 
tried to stir nationalist sentiment in their coverage and reported that President 
Jiang Zemin was watching the team's progress and had telephoned them 
with encouragement before the game.  
 
The team's 5-4 loss to the United States on overtime penalty kicks chagrined 
Chinese fans. For many Chinese, the defeat rankled: local resentment 
against the United States still simmered in the wake of NATO's bombing of 
the Chinese embassy in Belgrade. The Beijing Morning Post and other 
newspapers raised doubts about the impartiality of the referees. To many 
Chinese, the defeat was a result of Western conspiracy. They expressed their 
irritation at the Western athletes, judges, organizers of the games, even 
Western governments.  
 
In summary, strong anti-Western sentiments arose among the Chinese after 
1989, reaching a highpoint in 1999.  
 
THE CAUSES OF ANTI-WESTERN NATIONALISM IN CHINA  
 
Official Propaganda  
 
After the Tiananmen crisis, the Chinese government preached patriotism--
love of and loyalty to, or zealous support of, one's country. The Chinese 
leadership exploited patriotism for several reasons. First, as the orthodox 
ideology waned drastically, if not completely, in Chinese political life and the 
Chinese lost their confidence in communism and Marxism, the leadership 
found that they had little alternative but to cultivate national pride and 
patriotism to hold the country together during its rapid, turbulent 
transformation. Patriotism was both a great driving force to encourage the 
Chinese people to revitalize the nation and a banner under which to unify 
ethnic groups. Second, Beijing's call for patriotism was designed to 
counteract regional decentralization, to divert attention from inequalities such 
as the unequal distribution of wealth, to suppress democratic movements in 
China, and to shift public attention from domestic to international problems.  



 
As a result, under the slogan of "Renewing China," Beijing pursued a 
campaign of patriotic education focusing on China's humiliating past to 
arouse awareness of suffering, a concept with origins in Buddhism. The 
purpose of the campaign was to build a politically, economically, and 
culturally unified China free from Western influences regarded as threatening 
to the foundation of the Chinese Communist nation-state. Party General 
Secretary Jiang Zemin launched the campaign aimed at workers and 
students. Li Ruihuan, who was in charge of ideological propaganda and 
education after the Tiananmen incident, launched the campaign to promote 
national culture.(23)  
 
To incite patriotism without enemies is impossible. Chinese hardliners 
understood that Chinese nationalism would not be sustained without an 
obviously dangerous enemy and tried to identify Western countries, 
particularly the United States, as enemies to keep the nationalistic fervor 
going and mobilize domestic support. Li Peng, China's most conservative 
anti-Western leader, promoted a relentless campaign against "counter-
revolution rebellion." The official media claimed that during the student 
movement in 1989 some "black hands" had almost succeeded in 
overthrowing socialism and destroying gains made by economic reform. The 
campaign quickly widened to target the Western countries that supported the 
Chinese students and imposed sanctions on China for its suppression of 
them in Tiananmen in June 1989.  
 
In 1990, the Chinese government incited anti-West patriotism through two 
commemorations: the May 4th Movement and the 150th anniversary of the 
Opium War. On 3 May 1990, Jiang Zemin spoke to 3,000 students in the 
People's Great Hall, stressing that the Opium War was the beginning of 
China's humiliation by the Western countries and claiming that hostile forces 
in Western countries continued to subvert socialist China. Renmin Ribao 
[People's Daily] claimed, "We have to open our country to the world, but we 
cannot advocate total Westernization and must resist the pressure from the 
West."(24) The semiofficial journal Banyuetan, in a series on patriotism, 
emphasized China's ability to withstand any threat from the West, 
condemning some Western countries for imposing sanctions against China 
after 4 June.(25) The People's Liberation Army's newspaper, Jiefangjun Bao 
[Liberation Army's Daily], asserted, "Since the Opium War, the West had 
never stopped its aggression against China. After the People's Republic of 
China was established, the West first imposed an economic embargo on 
China and then isolated and contained the new socialist country in order to 
overthrow this government in its cradle."(26) The national network extensively 
broadcast scenes of chaos in Eastern European countries to convince 



Chinese citizens that a strong central government was important for stability 
in China.  
 
In 1991, the Central Propaganda Department of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) published a "Notice about Conducting Education of Patriotism 
and Revolutionary Tradition by Exploiting Extensively Cultural Relics." In 
1993, the State Educational Committee delivered a notice, "Outline of 
Educational Reform and Development in China," to promote patriotic 
education for students. On 1 April 1994, the CCP Central Committee 
Secretariat held a conference in Beijing attended by the secretaries and 
propaganda chiefs of the party committees of all ministries, state 
commissions, provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions. During the 
conference, General Zhang Wannian claimed, "We have to strengthen our 
power in order to defeat the challenge from hegemonism and 
colonialism."(27) In late 1994, the CCP published the "Outline for the 
Implementation of Patriot Education,"(28) calling on localities to strengthen 
education in patriotism because "patriotism has long been the banner for 
mobilizing and inspiring the Chinese in struggle, and represents a dynamic 
force."(29) During the patriotic education campaign, secondary school 
students were taught patriotic songs; university freshmen were required to 
take a course in modern Chinese history emphasizing the achievements of 
the CCP, and students and workers were asked to go to visit patriotic bases.  
 
On 24 April 1991, Renmin Ribao openly named the United States as the 
major foreign force hostile to China. This was the first time the Washington 
government was labeled an enemy by a major official newspaper in China. 
On 9 August 1991, a coup against Gorbachev failed, signaling the collapse of 
communism in the Soviet Union and the death of the Soviet Union itself. The 
Chinese government believed that the United States had added fuel to the 
flames in Moscow and had been stepping up its "peaceful evolution" scheme 
against China, the last Communist giant.  
 
Beijing condemned the post-cold war foreign policy of the West, saying that it 
interfered with countries' internal affairs under the pretext of humanitarianism. 
To conservative Chinese leaders, power and interest were still the two keys 
to understanding world politics. The end of the cold war did not bring peace to 
the world as hoped. Conflicts of national interests were more intense, and the 
post-cold war Western global strategy was expansionist. On 8 September 
1991, repeating the standard line on U.S. hegemonism, the Propaganda 
Department disseminated a circular entitled "To Study Seriously Hegemonism 
and Power Politics."(30) In 1999, the official media used NATO's air strikes 
against Yugoslavia as an example of the new hegemonism, accusing the 
United States and NATO of launching a barbaric war against Yugoslavia 



people, which contributed to deaths and injuries to thousands of innocent 
people and left more than one million homeless.(31)  
 
The Beijing government also attacked the "containment policy" of the West. 
At the beginning of 1992, the Chinese Communist Party issued an internal 
document claiming that the West had become more arrogant after the triumph 
of the Persian Gulf war and the collapse of the Soviet empire and had 
developed a plan to destroy socialist China. In addition to using the "peaceful 
evolution" tactic, the Bush administration had renewed the policy of 
"containing" China in an effort to isolate and destroy it. The document said 
that President Bush's visit to Singapore, South Korea, and Japan was a part 
of the same containment policy that was used against the Soviet Union during 
the cold war.(32) In 1993, the official media began to attack the Clinton 
administration. In January, Renmin Luntan said that President Clinton and his 
advisers had developed seven strategies of containing China: playing the 
Taiwan card, strengthening the Japan-United States Security Treaty, 
promoting the Tibet independence movement, internationalizing the Hong 
Kong issue, and so forth.(33)  
 
Finally, the official media heavily criticized Western cultures in the 1990s. The 
official Chinese criticism of the U.S.-led West repeatedly informed the 
Chinese people that Western democracy was based on oppression by a 
minority and was unsuited for China, and that its parliamentary systems 
benefited only the rich. In Western society, freedom of speech meant freedom 
to lie, and Western emphasis on human rights was a mask for Western 
cultural imperialism.(34)  
 
The official anti-Western propaganda campaigns had great impact on the 
Chinese people. Under the influence of official propaganda, aver age Chinese 
began to realize that China, once the world's greatest civilization, had fallen 
from grace and had suffered from poverty, Western domination, and 
numerous civil wars since the Opium War. There was a righteous pride in 
China's progress and the Chinese were taking their rightful place, which they 
had been denied for many years.(35) A survey conducted in 1996 by the 
Youth Research Center of China showed that 50 percent of respondents 
believed that U.S. spiritual life was relatively empty, Americans were poor in 
morals, and corruption among the government and the police was relatively 
serious. About 90 percent thought that drug use was a big problem in 
American society.(36)  
 
When China's official media interpreted Taiwan President Lee Tenghui's 
private visit to the United States in 1995 as a U.S. plot to split China and a big 
step toward Taiwanese independence, ordinary Chinese were quick to agree. 



A computer science student at Qinghua University angrily said that invading 
the island would be "too much, because a lot of ordinary people would be 
killed. Maybe assassinating Lee Tenghui would be better." Posters such as 
"Down with U.S. Imperialism" were found on many university campuses in 
Beijing, and young students applied to the public security bureau for 
permission to stage a demonstration at the U.S. embassy in Beijing.(37)  
 
The media cooperated with the government in expressing anti-Western 
messages, and the CCP mounted the most furious anti-Western propaganda 
barrage in a decade during NATO's bombing of Yugoslavia. Reports on the 
conflict in Kosovo were one-sided, completely neglecting to mention 
Milosovic's "ethnic cleansing." They greatly exaggerated the violence of 
NATO while concealing the even greater violence of Yugoslavia. When the 
bombing of the Chinese embassy took place, Beijing intentionally neglected 
to mention NATO's claims that the bombing was accidental. Nor did the 
media formally report NATO's or Clinton's apologies. Chinese television 
showed mostly images of the NATO bombing contrasted with footage of the 
refugees. The official media broadcasts and the uniform transmission of 
opinion had a powerful ability to manipulate and guide the general public. 
Most Chinese were convinced from the start that NATO intentionally bombed 
the embassy to test China's resolve or to punish China for its strong 
opposition to NATO's air campaign in Yugoslavia. It was a deliberate attack 
on Chinese sovereignty and their national pride.  
 
Intellectuals Protest  
 
After 1989, many Chinese intellectuals began rejecting what they saw as an 
excessive love in the 1980s for all things Western, from institutions to ideas to 
pop culture. They argued for "Chinese solutions to Chinese problems," 
leading a revival of interest in traditional Chinese culture and values. Playing 
up contradictions and problems in Western societies, some presented written 
and visual images of the decline of the nuclear family, gambling, 
pornography, drugs, illiteracy, and rampant crime. Following official 
propaganda, they attacked the China policies of Western governments and 
had great influence on the ordinary people.  
 
Many intellectuals took the government's side and became followers of the 
official propaganda after 1989. Many criticized the policy of "peaceful 
evolution" whereby the West would attempt to subvert the social system in 
China by peaceful means. Huo Shiliang, a researcher at the America Institute 
of the Chinese Academy of Social Science, claimed that the policy of peaceful 
evolution supposedly began with John Foster Dulles, but had taken on new 
life since the normalization of relations.(38) Wang Jisi, director of the Institute 



of American Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Science, groaned that long-
term anti-China right-wing American congressmen on the foreign relations 
committees were usually inexperienced in foreign affairs, but they were 
powerful. They "spoke from their own partisan interest or personal belief.... 
Congress has passed many anti-China resolutions since the mid-term 
elections."(39) On 9 September 1996, an anti-Western documentary film, A 
History of War, To Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, was nominated for 
a top Chinese award, the Gold Rooster. The film repeated the official 
interpretation of the origins of the Korean War, praising the Chinese people's 
volunteers for their resistance against the invasion of American-led UN 
military forces and for their defense of the new socialist China and North 
Korea. A panel composed of twenty-four of the most famous directors, 
actresses, and actors saw the film as the best documentary of 1996.  
 
Having frustrating personal experiences in Western countries incited some 
Chinese intellectuals to revolt against the West. Many Chinese scholars who 
advocated anti-Western nationalism were visiting scholars or returned 
overseas students who had spent some time in the United States or Europe. 
After returning home, some changed their interests from Western studies to 
traditional studies, such as Chinese history, Chinese literature, or Chinese 
philosophy, and some expressed anti-Western feelings in works of literature 
and art. Li Xiguang, a visiting Chinese journalist at the Washington Post in 
1995, was discriminated against by his American counterparts when he was 
in Washington, D.C. He believed that his articles were rejected by American 
newspapers because of his different opinions. After going back to China, Li 
and seven other returning scholars wrote the anti-U.S, book Yaomo fa 
Zhongguo de Beihou.(40)  
 
Finally, after 1989, many Chinese intellectuals went too far in exaggerating 
the dark side of Western cultures, which they alleged had double standards. 
Westerners had democracy, liberty, and freedom while promoting social 
Darwinism in the rest of the world because of their prejudice against Asian, 
African, and other peoples. Therefore, they argued that Western cultures 
would not save China.  
 
Many Chinese scholars claimed that there was a "conspiratorial theory" in the 
West, asserting that Westerners did not want a powerful and prosperous 
China that would compete with them for trade and world power. They cited 
the example of the former Soviet Union. After the end of the cold war and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia began to establish democracy and carry 
out political and economic reforms. The West was providing economic 
assistance to Russia, but it was trying to weaken and isolate the Russian 
empire. The expansion of NATO to Central Europe was one of the objectives 



of the West to contain Russia. Some Chinese intellectuals concluded that 
even if the Chinese had established democracy, the America-led West would 
still have tried to weaken China.  
 
Harvard University professor Samuel Huntington's arguments further 
convinced Chinese intellectuals of the West's attempt. In his book The Clash 
of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, Huntington argued that 
future international political struggles would be the conflicts of different 
civilizations rather than ideological struggles.(41) The West would be facing 
the threat of Islam or Confucianism in the future, and especially the threat of 
the combination of the two. Angered by Huntington's theory, Chinese scholars 
published more than twenty articles criticizing him in 1996. Some saw the 
"China threat" as part of the "conspiratorial theory" and another effort of the 
West to contain China through new methods, such as environment lobbying, 
the old standby of human rights pressure, and even direct military 
intervention.  
 
The anti-Beijing tendency of the Western mainstream media also contributed 
to the anti-Western sentiments among Chinese intellectuals. After the 
Tiananmen incident, Western media showed an obvious anti-Beijing tendency 
that has spread wider since 1994. Almost every editorial and commentary 
about China in the New York Times attacked and blamed Chinese authorities, 
opposing "relaxing terms to admit China into the GATT," accusing China of 
violating trade norms, and blaming China for its "poor human rights 
record."(42) The Washington Post was also hostile to the Chinese 
government on almost every issue, continuing its allegations about China's 
violations of arms control and copyright conventions, China's helping 
Pakistan build a missile plant, and Beijing's military pressure on Taiwan. 
Some newspapers even advocated containment of China. In July 1995, for 
example, Time magazine published an article entitled, "Why We Must Contain 
China."(43) Many Chinese intellectuals held that media coverage of China 
was built on cold war theory, Western ideology, and national interest, and 
even white chauvinism. Such biased information had segregated the Western 
public from the reality of China. As Shi Yinhong, a history professor at 
Nanjing University and visiting scholar at the University of North Carolina in 
1996, said, "The United States has become even more hostile toward [China]. 
The most evident example of this hostility is the way the U.S. media covers 
China."(44)  
 
Economic Growth  
 
Anti-Western nationalism in China in the 1990s also resulted from China's 
economic expansion and strong economic demands. In 1980, China exported 



only $18 billion worth of goods. In the 1990s, its economy was growing at a 
rate of 10 percent every year. By 1998, its export had reached $184 billion. 
Toys, athletic shoes, portable stereos, clothing, bicycles, computers--today 
almost every Western household contains something that bears the phrase 
"Made in China." China's booming economy created a huge market potential 
for the West. Big Western multinational companies had hundreds of millions, 
if not billions of dollars invested in China. The result was that China was 
becoming more nationalist at home and more vocal abroad, especially in its 
dealing with the West, because many Chinese believed that the West needed 
China. Millions of Chinese liked to eat at McDonald's, KFC, or Pizza Hut 
restaurants, watch Western movies, and puff on Marlboro cigarettes, but they 
said they could do without the West. Ren Jie, a shipping executive at the five-
star China World Hotel in eastern Beijing, told the Wall Street Journal that his 
friend "could smoke local cigarettes without any problem ... but U.S. cigarette 
companies have a big market here." Ren's friend added, "The U.S. film 
industry will be the most vulnerable if the U.S. imposes sanctions against 
China [over the piracy row] and China retaliates with counter-sanctions."(45) 
Obviously, China's huge economic gains in recent years bolstered its 
confidence. At the Xincheng District Communist Party School, school official 
Wang Youngming said, "Our country is a great country with a big population 
and a long history.... I feel our potential for making progress is endless."(46) 
Anti-Western sentiment was an expression of new self-confidence and 
nationalism, which was commensurate with China's growing economic power.  
 
China was living in a post-cold war world in which economic nationalism was 
rising. The population growth meant that tens of millions of new job-seekers 
went into the market each year. If the economy did not grow rapidly, the risk 
of social unrest would be huge. China needed to develop overseas markets, 
to enter the World Trade Organization, and to exploit the oil resources in the 
South China Sea. To many Chinese, their country's survival would have to be 
based on an export-led and manufacturing-based economic strategy. Many 
hoped to make money by exporting products to the world while some 
continued to demand democracy as advocated by students in 1989. The rise 
of China's economy also increased the trade deficit of the West. The U.S. 
trade deficit with China climbed to $6.9 billion in 1999, while its deficit with 
Japan was only $6.4 billion. The huge trade deficits caused Western 
countries to put increasing pressure on Beijing to open China's markets to 
Western goods. But to many Chinese, the Western countries were trying to 
impose their goods on China and were threatening China's new prosperity 
with harsh protectionism. Anti-Westernism grew because of the West's 
pressure on China's economy.  
 
The West's Hard Stand  



 
The masses' anti-Western feelings also resulted from policy disagreements 
between China and the West. The military suppression of the students in 
Tiananmen Square in 1989 had a very negative effect on millions of 
Westerners watching their televisions. After 1989, the Beijing administration 
continued to persecute political dissidents and to reduce freedom of 
assembly, religion, and the press. Angered by China's policies on intellectual 
property piracy, arms sales, and nuclear proliferation, the West was taking 
tougher stands on the Taiwan issue, the Tibet issue, human rights, and 
China's admission to World Trade Organization.  
 
The U.S. government's approach to Taiwan in the 1990s is an example. 
Disregarding repeated pressure from the Chinese government, Washington 
blatantly decided in September 1992 to sell 150 sophisticated and highly 
functional F-16 fighters to Taiwan, following the French who had sold 60 
Mirage warplanes to the Taiwanese in 1991. This caused much anger among 
Chinese and America-bashing was widespread in China.  
 
Lee Tenghui's visit to the United States in 1996 also annoyed the Chinese 
people. The Clinton administration probably did not understand that it was 
challenging China's most fundamental interests of national sovereignty and 
domestic order. The Beijing government lodged a strong protest against the 
U.S. government, and Sino-U.S. relations reached their lowest ebb since 
1979.  
 
In March 1996, the Chinese armed forces conducted large-scale military 
exercises, including the use of missiles on the Taiwan Strait, in an effort to 
frighten the Taiwanese so that they would not vote for Lee Tenghui during the 
presidential election. To deter a feared attack on Taiwan, President Clinton 
ordered U.S. aircraft carriers to sail for Taiwan to look as though Americans 
were defending the Nationalist government. Beijing lodged a strong protest 
against the Clinton administration. Some Chinese even encouraged China's 
navy to use missiles to attack U.S. warships during the military exercises.  
 
Western politicians claimed that their fire was directed at the Chinese 
government in Beijing, but they did not understand the minds of the Chinese 
in the post-cold war era. Many Chinese had a hard time understanding why 
they could not test nuclear weapons, sell arms, and recover lost territories as 
other powers had done. Although the Beijing government was not popular 
with all Chinese and many Chinese were opposed to its corruption and 
incompetence, they did not have any alternative. They still had only one 
government--Beijing represented the interests of the Chinese. To many 
Chinese, the West's unfriendly attitude and policies toward Beijing were 



directed toward the Chinese people. Western pressure on Beijing backfired 
by offending Chinese patriotic sensibilities.  
 
CONCLUSION  
 
After 1989, nationalism was on the march while anti-Westernism was rising in 
China. It was particularly strong among youth, college students, and people in 
the cities. As in other Asian countries, Chinese anti-Western nationalism 
expressed resentment of Western political and economic dominance of the 
world.  
 
Chinese nationalism and anti-West sentiment developed from four sources. 
First, Beijing promoted patriotic education focusing on China's humiliating 
past to arouse Chinese consciousness of suffering and promote anti-Western 
feeling after the Tiananmen crisis to unify the people of China, solve domestic 
problems, and survive the crisis. Second, after 1989, Chinese intellectuals 
created literature and artistic works expressing national pride and anti-
Western feelings as a result of personal experiences of Western cultures and 
the anti-Beijing tendency of the Western media. Third, anti-Western 
nationalism was nurtured by a new self-confidence commensurate with 
China's rapid economic expansion. As a rising economic power, the Chinese 
wanted to be treated equally by the West. Finally, the West's hard stance on 
Taiwan, Tibetan independence, and human rights in China contributed to the 
rise of nationalism and anti-Westernism among the Chinese public.  
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