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Populism Made in China

TODAY’s agenda:

How does populism “translate” into the Chinese 
context?

Our Focus: three charismatic/populist leaders 

Related issues:
- Confucianism [the system of thought at the 

core of Chinese society’s structures of power]
- Communism 
- Economic Reforms



Populism Made in China

- (1) Qin Shi Huangdi, 秦始皇帝 “The First Emperor” 
Imperial China 
He is the “archetype” – the historical figure, as well 
as the basis for the ideological myth of the 
strong/unifying ruler

Big historical jump: 20th and 21st century China:

- (2) Mao Zedong 毛泽东
Communist China, Revolutionary China

- (3) Xi Jinping 习近平
Capitalist/Postsocialist China,  Reform China 



CHINA: Timeline  (1) Imperial China
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/timelines/china_timeline.htm

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/timelines/china_timeline.htm


China: Timeline  (2) “Republican/PRC China” 
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/timelines/china_timeline.htm

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/timelines/china_timeline.htm


Map 1
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The Qin Dynasty

(221 BC – 207 BC)



One MAN to rule 

them all? (1):

Qin Shi Huangdi (The 

First Emperor) 

the historical figure 

and the myth



Qin Shi Huangdi: 

an absolute ruler with a great vision?

Historical records indicate that he was indeed a 

strong man who became an absolute ruler…

Prince Zheng of Qin aka Qin Shi Huangdi (259 BC-210 BC):  

He became the first emperor of unified China (he came to 

power in 247 and over a ten year campaign he defeated six 

kingdoms) and proceeded to unify the empire, by 

introducing:

- Unity of currency (copper coin with a square hole in the 

centre)

- Unity of the measures of length and capacity

- New standard characters



Qin Shi Huangdi: or a tyrant?
Historical records also show that he was 

a tyrant that made many unhappy …

- Intolerance against scholars: The Burning of the Book 

(213), followed by an execution of over 400 opponents of 

the regime.

- Furthermore people became heavily (and—increasingly—

unhappily) burdened by:

- Large number of military operations

- Ambitious and demanding public works (roads, 

canals, the Great Wall)

- Extreme rigor of the penal system.

-The old nobility was obviously angry at him for losing 

their privileges and often being deported away from the 

capital.



Qin Shi Huangdi: The Tomb of the First Emperor 

In March 1974, near the city of Xi'an in the north-central province of Shaanxi. farmers 

digging for water unearthed a fragment of a warrior figure, part of the terracotta army of 

Qin Shi Huangdi. 

(from http://www.nga.gov/education/chinatp_emp.htm)















Qin Shi Huangdi: TODAY

In the film Yingxiong 英雄 [Hero],  Qin Shi Huangdi is represented 

as a “good” man, firm and strong, just and selfless. In the film he 

is shown as having only peace and the building of a great and 

united empire as his main goals (not his personal success). 



Qin Shi Huangdi in Hero, 2002



One man to rule them all? 

- Twentieth and Twenty-first Century China: 

(Obviously!) very different historical, social, 
political contexts

YET: some continuity in terms of how leadership 
is understood and represented

- Similarities and differences with the 
“absolute” power of the emperor



On October 1, 1949, the People's Republic of 

China was formally established.

The party was under Mao's chairmanship, and the 

government was headed by Zhou Enlai as premier 

of the State Administrative Council (the 

predecessor of the State Council). 

Big time jump:



China becomes the PRC 1949-1976: 

in the nutshell (1)

•1956: official effort to liberalize the political 

climate: “Let a hundred flowers bloom, let the 

hundred schools of thought contend.”

•1953-57: “Transition to Socialism"  (China's 

First Five-Year Plan).

The period was characterized by efforts to 

achieve industrialization, collectivization of 

agriculture, and political centralization. 



China  becomes the PRC 1949-1976: 
in the nutshell (2)

•1961-65: “Recovery” from the failure of the 

Great Leap Forward and the famine

(but also: restoring ideological purity, reinfusion 

of revolutionary fervor into the party and 

government bureaucracies, and intensifying 

class struggle) 

•1966-76: The Cultural Revolution  

•1958-60: The Great Leap Forward 

•Second Five-Year Plan (1958-62)

•People’s Communes 



Mao Zedong: an absolute ruler with a 

great vision? Or a Tyrant? 



• The Beatles, the 

Rolling Stones, 

Bob Dylan - all 

symbolic of the 

1960s ferment.(…)

In the “West” In China 
(about the same time)

The East is Red, song-

and-dance epic 

produced in 1964  



1960s “western” idealism

• While the parallel needs 
to be taken very 
cautiously, there was 
indeed a similar type of 
idealism and rebellious 
attitude in both these very 
different groups of youths.

The Red Guards’ idealism 

• Changing China and the world;

• Challenging Authority; 

• Opposing conservative views and 

embracing radical changes;

• Fighting to build a more just and 

equal society



Mao Zedong and the Red Guards



Mao Zedong dies in 1976

The “official end” of the Cultural Revolution



Another (smaller) jump: 

from the 1980s – to the 

present
• China enters a “New 

Era” – a period of 
economic reforms

• The Chinese 
government 
abandoned the socialist 
model and developed 
“state capitalism” (or 
“socialist market 
economy”)

• Unprecedented 
economic growth

• Yet: increasingly 
unequal distribution of 
resources and wealth 





Xi Jinping: an absolute ruler with a 

great vision? Or a Tyrant? 

• Both Chinese and 
Western media 
have commented 
on the connections 
between Xi and 
Mao 



Small parenthesis on the 
Trump/Mao connections

• By the way, absolute leaders (tyrants?) often manage to gain popular 
support, despite their obvious flaws  - see Geremie Barme’s article on 
the similarities between Donald Trump and Mao Zedong!?

• https://www.chinafile.com/viewpoint/chairmen-trump-and-mao

‘Mao Trump’ images, by contemporary pop artist Knowledge Bennett, viewed by a visitor to the 
Ren Gallery in Los Angeles, January 31, 2016. 

https://www.chinafile.com/viewpoint/chairmen-trump-and-mao


Xi Jinping

• Very different men

• Very different times

• Same cult of the 
personality



Xi Jinping

• A new (Communist 
and Capitalist) 
Emperor?



Xi Jinping

• A new kind of 
“absolute” power?



Xi Jinping: Four comprehensives







Populism Made in China
Summing up:

What do these leaders share? 

- They are Men  
- They want big “changes” and at the same time they 

are also deeply rooted in “traditions”
- Focus on (obsession with) image-making
- Contradictory behaviours vis-à-vis “intellectualism” 
- Authoritarian ruling (Legalist Tradition)
- Unification Rhetoric


