
insults of foreign powers.”  Many Chinese present China’s modern history in 
terms of its victimization by rapacious foreigners in order to place their country 
on a moral high ground vis-à-vis the West and Japan. These books present 
China has as the victim of the predations of rapacious foreigners, never an ag-
gressor itself.40 

Non-Han peoples, populating the regions bordering China proper, how- 
ever, have a different story to tell. When the Chinese government has had the 
capability, it has mercilessly put down the country’s many simmering indepen-
dence movements. The continuing unrest in Tibet and the Chinese suppres- 
sion, not only of political activists, but also of Tibetan culture, are but the latest 
phase of a very long history of power politics over weak border peoples.41  Co-
ercive Chinese policies in Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia have also fueled the 
ethnic unrest there. Tibet, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia are not insignificant 
regions.  Together they constitute about one-third of China’s current territory.

Despite China’s communist credentials, it remains the world’s last surviv-
ing vast continental empire. However ironically, it has remained imperialist 
long after the much criticized West and Japan abandoned their land empires. 
The only other continental empire to endure late into the twentieth century was 
the Soviet Union, which did so equally in contravention to Marxist orthodoxy: 
The communist credo of the Soviet Union and People’s Republic of China has 
proclaimed communism and imperialism to be mutually exclusive categories.

In reality, Chinese casualties at the hands of European forces during the 
Opium Wars do not compare to the slaughter during China’s numerous cam-
paigns against its ethnic minorities.42  Chinese casualties in the Opium Wars 
ranged from several hundred to several thousand per battle.43  Likewise, the 
death and destruction of the Sino-Japanese War of 1937-1945 – estimated at 10 
million – do not come close to equaling the combined casualties suffered during 
the Taiping Rebellion (1851-64) and the Great Leap Forward (1958-60). Com-
mon estimates for the latter  two are 20 million deaths each.44  It is  important  to
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note that in the Sino-Japanese War, Japan was not responsible for the many 
deaths from the ongoing civil war between the Communists and the Guomind-
ang. Such horrendous comparisons give a sense of the terrible scope of the 
tragedy suffered by Chinese civilians during the last two centuries of endemic 
warfare. But most of the killing has been by Han Chinese of other Chinese 
nationals.

Although China was certainly a victim of imperialism, the slaughter in the 
nineteenth century of both its native peoples attempting secession and its Han 
subjects attempting the restoration of Han rule, the horrendous civil wars of the 
Republican period, and the political campaigns of the communist era together      
account for tens of millions of civilian deaths. No foreign power can compete 
with the destruction that the Chinese have wreaked upon themselvesxand visit- 
ed on their minority peoples since the eighteenth century when the Qianlong 
Emperor ( 乾隆) employed widespread genocide to conquer Xinjiang and com-
plete the Qing empire.45

The Chinese have exaggerated their victimization at the hands of foreign- 
ers in order to avoid facing up to the dark side of their domination of vast non-
Han territories and the domestic origins of the endemic civil wars that have 
savaged China.  Instead, they have assumed the role of the forever righteous 
victim. Scholars in the West have unwittingly helped prolong the life of this 
Chinese myth by publishing voluminously on European imperialism in China, 
on the Opium Wars, on the rise Chinese nationalism as a response to the West, 
etc., while writing very little about the fate of China's many ethnic minorities or 
the particulars of its many civil wars. The Guomindang-Communist Civil War 
of  the 1940s was  but  one of a long  interlocking  succession of regional and na-
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tional civil wars. Before the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre, whose live television 
coverage left no doubt about the bloodshed, many Westerners also viewed Chi- 
na with an equally uncritical eye. Averting their eyes from the harsh side of 
communist rule, they focused instead on the harsh side of Western imperialism 
in China. In doing so, they have unwittingly supported a double standard for 
China vis-á-vis not only the West but also Japan. Western scholars have tallied 
what Japan and the West did to China but never what the Han Chinese did to 
each other. This would put foreign violence in perspective. It would also fully 
implicate the Han in the massacre of their countrymen.

For Sino-Japanese relations, the consequences were two-fold. On the one 
hand, the Chinese refused to recognize any positive Japanese contributions to 
Chinese development.  On the other hand, the Chinese have failed to see how 
their treatment of Japan only spurred Japan to take ever more punitive actions 
against them.  When the League of Nations sent the Lytton Commission to in- 
vestigate the 1931 Japanese invasion of Manchuria, Japan produced inventories 
of cases documenting China's flaunting of international law at Japanese expense 
and its abuse of Japanese citizens.46  Although the commission agreed with many 
of the Japanese complaints, it abhorred the Imperial Japanese Army's military 
solution.47  Japan detailed the Soviet involvement in China but insisted that the 
Lytton Commission keep much of this information secret, which it did.48 So the 
myths endured.

Japan's inability to counter Soviet propaganda – coupled with its invasion and 
occupation of Manchuria and then China proper – lent credence to Chinese 
misperceptions. It bolstered not only the myths of Soviet and Tsarist disconti-  
nuity and Russo-Chinese friendship, but also the Chinese exaggerations con-  
cerning their victimization by foreigners.  The Chinese dire gainst the competing 
party armies and warlord armies whose leaders monopolized government funds 
to fight and devastate the country, debased the currency when the tax base proved 
insufficient  to fund  their armories,  and generally wreaked  havoc wherever they
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went.49  The unabating civil wars and the Soviet intervention that helped fuel 
them were the cause of China's plight and precipitated Japan's intervention.50  

It is no coincidence that Japan launched a full-scale invasion of China in 1937 
right after the Goumindang formed the Second United Front with the Chinese 
Communists.

THE MYTH OF ORIGINAL SOVEREIGNTY

Both the Soviet Union and China claimed that it, not the other, possessed 
the original claim to much of central and northeastern Asia.  In the mid-nine- 
teenth century, Russia had taken advantage of China's preoccupation with in- 
ternal rebellions besetting its interior – the Taiping, the Nian (1851-68), and the 
Panthay (1855-73) Rebellions – and the foreign wars along its coast – the first 
and second Opium Wars (1839-42, 1856-60) – to secure for Russia the entire 
northern bank of the Amur River, the coastline between the Ussuri River and 
the sea, and vast territories in central Asia. In the treaties of Aigun (1858), Beijing 
(1860), and Tarbagatai (1864), Russian gained about 665,000 sq. mi. of territory 
or roughly the equivalent to all of the United States east of the Mississippi Riv- 
er.51  In the Tsarist period, Russians took great pride in these gains, but the 
ideological shift following the Bolskevik Revolution of 1917 made it difficult for 
the Soviets to justify their territorial gains, which they had no intention of relin-
quishing.

While the Soviet Union could not justify its gains, China could not accept 
its losses.  Instead, each fostered its own variant of the myth of original sover- 
eignty.  Both the Soviets and the Chinese52  claimed that the borderlands histor-
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ically constituted an integral part of their empire. There is ample evidence that 
this was not the case, certainly at the time of the Romanov (1613-1917) and Qing 
dynasties.53  Russians had not even been in the vicinity until the seventeenth 
century and did not arrive in significant numbers before the completion in 1905 
of the railway connecting European Russia to Tashkent and the linking of Rus-
sia's two coasts, between 1891 and 1916, by the Trans-Siberian Railway.54

Even today Siberia remains under-populated and cut off from the rest of 
Russia. Despite Siberia's administrative incorporation into Russia on paper, in 
practice, its remoteness meant that it was not completely integrated into the 
Russian empire until the Soviet period and, therefore, cannot be said to have 
been historically an integral part of Russian territory.  Tsarist tariff policy sup-
ports this argument; tariff breaks at Cheliabinsk and Irkutsk treated Siberian 
grain like a foreign product.55  The case for Russia's historical links to Central 
Asia is even more tenuous.  The native populations bordering Xinjiang and 
Outer Mongolia bear no cultural or linguistic ties to the Great Russians.  In 1991 
when the opportunity arose, they immediately sought independence.  While 
China does possess the more ancient historical claim56 to ties with Central Asia 
and southern Siberia, the Han are as culturally and linguistically distinct from 
the native peoples inhabiting these regions as are the Great Russians.

Qing sources are extremely vague regarding the extent of Chinese territo- 
ries; they discuss a plethora of changing place names referring to areas of un- 
known extent and vague location.  Since the Chinese did not master Western
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