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I N T R O D U C T I O N

We [China] cannot lose even one inch of the territory left behind by our ancestors….  

What is other people’s, we do not want at all. 

—President Xi Jinping, June 27, 2018 

From trade to security and the maintenance of international law and order, democratic governments tend 

to take an approach based on principles or rules in assessing right and wrong, or what is legitimate and 

illegitimate, in the conduct of international relations.  

 

Beijing takes a different approach. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has put enormous effort into an 

influence campaign designed to promote: 

 • the narrative of the CCP as custodian of a great and permanent civilization that has  

  benevolently ruled Asia for millennia; 

 • the belief that previous Chinese dynasties and now the People’s Republic of China  

  (PRC) have been innocent victims of greed and violence perpetrated by foreign powers; and  

 • the argument that the PRC’s expansionist and assertive policies are justified to correct  

  historical and ongoing injustices and restore the “natural order” in the region. 
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The CCP has devoted significant resources to disseminating 

an official government historical narrative that spotlights the 

rise of the Qing dynasty (1644-1912) and the modern-day 

PRC under communist control (1949-present). 

This narrative portrays a once-great nation, China, that was 

brought to its knees and humiliated by outside powers, first 

the British in the mid-1800s, and then the Japanese, 

beginning in the late 1800s. Chinese officials routinely refer 

to these foreign interventions in justifying Beijing’s absolute 

authority over its citizens. The government’s message to the 

Chinese people, conveyed through various outlets, is that 

only a strong and dominant CCP can prevent the U.S. and 

other foreign powers from again undermining China’s 

five-thousand-year-old civilization and nation.

This distorted narrative is designed to shape how other 

nations perceive PRC policies and, most importantly, 

respond to Beijing’s actions. To be sure, the assault on the 

Qing dynasty by outside powers is historical fact, even if the 

country’s weakness from 1949 onward was mostly self-

inflicted during the Mao Zedong years. But the underlying 

assertion that there has always been one enduring, 

permanent, and whole China struggling against avaricious 

outsiders is a mischievous misrepresentation of history. In 

truth, today’s China was forged through thousands of 

internal tribal and ethnic battles across five millennia, and all 

these engagements were fought within the nation’s current 

national borders. For example, the Qing dynasty was 

established by Manchus from northern China who crossed 

the Great Wall in 1644 and invaded during the (Han-ruled) 

Ming dynasty. By the time the Qing dynasty fell, in 1912,  

it was ruling four million square kilometers more than the Ming 

emperors had conceded to it, and its landmass had almost 

tripled. This expansion included control over modern-day 

Mongolia and Xinjiang, neither of which had been conquered 

by the Ming dynasty. Qing leaders also acquired substantial 

influence in modern-day Tibet. Though the CCP propagates 

the falsehood that “China” has never been an expansionist 

power, the Qing dynasty was precisely that.

When Mao took power in 1949, his goal was to reestablish 

the “Greater China” of the Qing dynasty. To that end, he 

spread the convenient myth that the entire Manchu Empire 

of the Qing dynasty was the permanent and enduring China. 

With the so-called peaceful liberation of the East Turkestan 

Republic (now Xinjiang) in 1949 and the invasion of Tibet in 

1950, the land of the Qing dynasty was reclaimed. This also 

increased the size of Mao’s China by more than one-third.

No major foreign country disputes China’s authority in Tibet 

and Xinjiang, only Beijing’s treatment of ethnic minorities and 

suppression of religious freedom. Beijing’s rule over “Greater 

China” is widely accepted and uncontested. Since the early 

1990s, these same outside powers, which CCP officials 

often characterize domestically as hostile and anti-China, 

have nonetheless played an enormous role in spurring 

China’s economic rise for mutual benefit. With one 

exception, the CCP has already fulfilled its self-defined 

historic mission of reestablishing the “Greater China” of the 

Qing dynasty, with little resistance from major outside 

powers. The exception is China’s goal of eliminating the 

I. BACKGROUND 
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legacy of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists by acquiring the 

now democratic and economically vibrant Taiwan, which 

was never a part of the PRC and was first conquered by the 

Qing dynasty in the second half of the seventeenth century 

and ceded to Japan in the 1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki.

Today, the PRC is rising in the most benign and stable 

external environment it has faced for several centuries. 

Beijing has resolved historical land disputes with twelve of its 

continental neighbors, even as it claims the Indian-

administered territory of Arunachal Pradesh. Its control over 

Tibet and Xinjiang is not being challenged by any major 

power, and it does not fear invasion by any maritime power 

to its east or southeast. 

Even so, the CCP remains committed to expansionist 

policies and uses the pretext that Beijing’s actions are simply 

restoring the proper order that has stood for millennia. This 

ignores the reality that the self-designated “Middle 

Kingdom”1 is only one of several kingdoms and polities with 

longstanding interests in the region. This historical distortion 

is recycled on the public stage to justify the PRC’s 

increasingly assertive political, military, and territorial actions, 

and to undergird the perverse logic that any international 

response to Beijing’s destabilizing actions is “containment” 

or else constitutes a “revision” of the natural historical  

order in the region.

This revisionism, entrenched in state-sanctioned official 

documents and pronouncements, increasingly shapes the 

contemporary outlook and expectations of a growing 

number of Chinese elites. This is evident in Chinese blogs 

and state media outlets, government reports, and 

increasingly, in public remarks by senior Chinese officials. 

The PRC’s claims in the East and South China Seas, now 

inextricably linked to the CCP’s attempts to reinforce its 

domestic legitimacy, are also central to its political raison 

d’être. These territorial claims have been reaffirmed as 

essential elements of President Xi Jinping’s “China Dream” 

and figure prominently in various official documents 

produced by the People’s Liberation Army, such as its 2015 

white paper on Chinese military strategy.2

To be sure, these claims precede Xi’s rule. In 2000, for 

example, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs released  

a document, “Historical Evidence to Support China’s 

Sovereignty over Nansha [Spratly] Islands,” which relied on 

alleged medieval and ancient texts, reaching back to the Han 

dynasty (AD 23-220), in making the argument that Chinese 

explorers, soldiers, traders, and fishermen made the South 

China Sea “an inalienable part of the Chinese territory.”3   

The document refers to subsequent maps and charts drawn 

up during the Ming dynasty (AD 1368-1644) and Qing 

1 The traditional name used by China to refer to itself was “Zhonggou,” which means “Middle Kingdom” or “Central Kingdom.” The etymology of 

“Zhonggou” is contested by historians and has changed over thousands of years. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the term was 

increasingly used to refer to China as one country rather than as a collection of individual states or kingdoms. The term subsequently evolved as  

a symbol of unity and pride for the Chinese people and nation. In recent decades, Beijing has repurposed the phrase “Middle” or “Central” Kingdom 

to imply that China occupies the “central” position in the region, particularly in geopolitical terms.

2 “China’s Military Strategy,” Information Office of the State Council, May 26, 2015,  

https://china.usc.edu/prc-state-council-chinas-military-strategy-2015-may-26-2015.

3 “Historical Evidence to Support China’s Sovereignty over Nansha Islands,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 

November 17, 2000, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/topics_665678/3754_666060/t19231.shtml.

BEIJING’S HISTORICAL DISTORTION 

IS RECYCLED ON THE PUBLIC STAGE 

TO JUSTIFY THE PRC’S INCREASINGLY 

ASSERTIVE POLITICAL, MILITARY, 

AND TERRITORIAL ACTIONS. 
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dynasty (AD 1644-1912), even though the representation of 

maritime areas on navigational maps in no way constitutes 

ownership under international law.

Even so, Xi has doubled down on these spurious claims.  

He regularly cites the East and South China Seas as part of 

China’s “core interests,” a phrase that Chinese officials had 

in the past only applied to their claims over Taiwan, Tibet, 

and Xinjiang. For example, following a June 2018 meeting 

about the South China Sea between Xi and Secretary of 

Defense Jim Mattis, China’s state media reported that Xi 

declared to Mattis: “We cannot lose even one inch of the 

territory left behind by our ancestors…. What is other 

people’s, we do not want at all.”4 The Arbitration Tribunal 

convened under the 1982 United Nations Convention on  

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), in its decision on the case 

brought by the Philippines against China in 2016, explicitly 

rejected the justification of “historical waters” as a claim to 

maritime territory.5  Furthermore, given that China asserts 

control over 80-90 percent of the South China Sea, the 

amount of territory that is “other people’s” is relatively 

insignificant [see figure 1 on page 8]. 

Previous U.S. administrations largely refrained from directly 

challenging Chinese territorial claims and the distorted 

history behind them. For example, the Obama administration 

downplayed the 2016 arbitration decision and did not 

leverage it to exert greater pressure on China to abide by 

international law, even as regional countries such as Japan 

and Australia chose to do so.   

Regional governments rightly view strong American 

engagement as the only effective long-term counter to 

China’s expansionism. The increasing willingness of 

American policymakers to speak bluntly about Chinese 

activities, as well as recent congressional actions, have 

reassured Asian allies and sent a clear message to Beijing  

of U.S. resolve in the region.

Recent Pentagon budgets increased annual spending in real 

terms and passed Congress with overwhelming bipartisan 

support. The increases will deliver a much-needed boost to 

U.S. naval and air capabilities. The Asia Reassurance 

Initiative Act of 2018 (S.2736/H.R.6888), currently being 

considered in Congress, aims to bolster U.S. military forces 

in the Pacific region by improving operational readiness, 

intelligence sharing, and diplomatic cooperation.  

Other bipartisan congressional actions include support for 

arms sales to Taiwan and freedom of navigation operations 

(FONOPs) by U.S. forces transiting international waters and 

airspace. Furthermore, the decision by the Pentagon to 

disinvite China from the RIMPAC exercises, the largest of 

their kind in the Pacific, is not in and of itself decisive, but  

is symbolically important.

4    Cited in Phil Stewart and Ben Blanchard, “Xi Tells Mattis China Won’t Give Up ‘Even One Inch’ of Territory,” Reuters, June 27, 2018,  

 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-usa-defence/xi-tells-mattis-china-wont-give-up-even-one-inch-of-territory-idUSKBN1JN03T.

5    PCA Case No. 2013-19 In the Matter of the South China Sea Arbitration before an Arbitral Tribunal Constituted under Annex VII to the 1982  

 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea between the Republic of the Philippines and People’s Republic of China Award, July 12, 2016,  

 https://pca-cpa.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/175/2016/07/PH-CN-20160712-Award.pdf.

XI JINPING REGULARLY CITES  

THE EAST AND SOUTH CHINA  

SEAS AS PART OF CHINA’S “CORE 

INTERESTS,” A PHRASE THAT 

CHINESE OFFICIALS HAD IN THE 

PAST ONLY APPLIED TO THEIR 

CLAIMS OVER TAIWAN, TIBET,  

AND XINJIANG. 
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Beyond these reasonable steps, U.S. officials should 

consider implementing targeted soft-power measures that 

openly and frequently challenge the historical revisionism 

Beijing employs to justify its hegemonic ambitions:

1. In public communications regarding national sovereignty  

 and stability in East Asia, the U.S. government should  

 regularly highlight that only the post–World War II,  

 U.S.-led liberal order protects equal rights and privileges  

 for all sovereign nations, regardless of their size, and  

 opposes hegemonic designs by any nation. These  

 communications efforts could include:

  • A coordinated series of congressional hearings, public  

 remarks, and press releases focused on the importance of  

 separating propaganda from historical fact in  

 understanding Chinese activities in the South and East  

 China Seas. This effort would reinforce the message of  

 bipartisan congressional support for our allies. 

 • Better organized and sustained public outreach by  

 Trump administration officials to the embassy community  

 and foreign media in Washington. This would include a  

 steady stream of administration officials from a range of  

 departments and agencies addressing the public more  

 frequently at think tanks, associations, and other venues  

 that regularly attract foreign embassy officials and  

 international media.

2. Administration officials and congressional lawmakers  

 should strongly urge more U.S. allies to publicly support  

 the goal of a “free and open Indo-Pacific.” Currently,  

 Japan and Australia have been the regional champions  

 of the concept and regularly cite the phrase in official  

 communications. Beijing takes a fundamentally  

 hierarchical view of the region, with itself perched at the  

 top. In contrast, publicly supporting a “free and open  

 Indo-Pacific” conveys the primacy of international law  

 and the principle that smaller states, such as Singapore,  

 Vietnam, Sri Lanka, and Nauru, ought to have the same  

 rights and privileges as China. 

3. Just as the U.S. and its allies seek to enforce freedom of  

 navigation rights in the South China Sea region through  

 FONOPs, they can engage in parallel “information  

 operations” (InfoOps) to better counter Chinese historical  

 revisionism. Conducted in the public sphere at regular  

 intervals, these InfoOps could be implemented  

 collectively or individually, respecting each nation’s  

 bilateral relationship with the PRC, yet expressing allied  

 unity in disseminating accurate reflections of the  

 historical record. 

In the end, a better-coordinated effort by the U.S. and allied 

nations that blends hard power with greater soft power will 

serve as a more effective strategy to defend freedom of 

navigation and uphold international law. Conceding China 

the soft-power advantage in shaping the historical narrative 

will greatly diminish prospects for an enduring and just 

peace in the region. 

II. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
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Figure 1. Selected Chinese Territorial Claims

Source: U.S. Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress: Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China 2018.
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A U T H O R  B I O G R A P H Y
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