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Some five years ago, from February to August 2013, at the age of 27, I spent time working as 
an English language teacher in the landlocked Hunan province in the People’s Republic of 
China, a fascinating, beautiful, dynamic, perplexing and at times frustrating and overwhelming 
country. I say country, but China can be seen as more than a nation-state, but a civilisation.  
 
Today, China occupies a highly prominent position on the world stage. It is often said that the 
21st Century will be defined by the relationship between China and the United States. That 
China is a great power today is beyond question. Rather, how that potential will be used is the 
major issue. A summarised history is necessary to provide some context here and you will 
excuse me for doing so. If civilisation is defined as the structuring of a political system and 
complex society, then Chinese civilisation spans several millennia. The historic Shang Dynasty 
can be traced back some 3,600 years (the often claimed 5,000 years of civilisation includes the 
semi-mythical Xia Dynasty). In about the 2nd Century BC, China was unified under the Qin 
Dynasty and infamous emperor Qin Shi Huang. It was from this period that the European 
name ‘China’ is thought to originate. In the two thousand years that followed dynasties came 
and went. Some were dominant and lasted for centuries, consisting of smaller petty kingdoms 
and feuding states. Some were unstable and collapsed relatively soon. Each brought their 
own customs, fashion and even military techniques. The Tang Dynasty was noted for its 
elaborate palaces, the Yuan Dynasty for its warlike Mongol heritage. China saw itself as the 
centre of the universe- the Middle Kingdom. Civil Wars and rebellions were common. In one 
such event, the An Lushan Rebellion of 755-763, millions likely perished. Governing China was 
no easy feat!  
 
The medieval Italian navigator Marco Polo was the first westerner to record, in detail, his 
travels to China. In about the late 18th Century, the first missionaries arrived. One of my first 
perspectives of China was indeed from the 1958 epic Inn of the Sixth Happiness starring Ingrid 
Bergman as the British missionary Gladys Aylward who saved many children, by bringing them 
over the Shanxi mountains’ during Japanese occupation in the 1930s. She was later honoured 
as a Chinese citizen.  
 
It is impossible to look at the China-West relations without considering the Opium Wars and 
Boxer Rebellion of 1899. These events were to have a profound impact on the Chinese psyche 
to this day. Although smaller in mortality than conflicts of Ancient China, it was the 
perception of national humiliation and exploitation that eventually led to the overthrow of 
monarchy and the republican Xinhai Revolution of 1911. I feel if China does indeed become 
dominant this century, then the Chinese Revolution of this time may hold even greater 
significance than the Russian Revolutions of 1917. Dealing with renegade warlords was the 
first concern of the new republic, whose figurehead was Sun Yat-Sen and for this reason China 
remained neutral in WW1. The 20th Century was to prove tragic and tumultuous for China. 
Brutal Japanese occupation from 1931 to 1945 and the devastating and bloody Chinese Civil 
War from 1927-1950, pitching the nationalist Kuomintang forces under Chiang Kai-Shek 
against the communists under Mao Zedong (there was an intermission during the WW2 years 
as both sides combined as an Allied Power to face Imperial Japan- Chinese losses were second 
only to the Soviet Union) tore the country apart. In 1949, Communist victory led to Mao 
declaring the People’s Republic of China. The defeated Kuomintang forces fled to Taiwan, the 



status of which continues to be hotly disputed (at international events the island competes as 
the Republic of China with the P.R.C considering it a province) Mao Zedong, or Chairman Mao 
as he is also widely known, remains one of the most controversial figures in history. The China 
he took over in 1949 was a poor, broken land with a dilapidated military. In 1958-1961 the 
devastating Great Chinese Famine which cost millions of lives indicated the disaster of Mao’s 
Great Leap Forward. Partly in response to this, in 1966 Mao launched the Cultural Revolution. 
His philosophy was that to change, China must start from the beginning. In the years that 
followed the country saw political turmoil arguably not seen before or since. At Mao’s 
command, zealous young Red Guards turned on their parents and teachers: many thousands 
were killed and persecuted- many ancient temples and anything deemed to symbolise the 
‘old China’ was destroyed. An intense personal cult developed around Mao, with millions of 
copies of his Little Red Book being produced. When he died in 1976, he held absolute power. 
His successor Deng Xiaoping was more of a technocrat than an orator; the innovative 
businessman to Mao’s revolutionary. The historic 1972 visit by Richard Nixon helped pave the 
way for China to open up to the world in 1978 under Deng. The brutal crackdown on the pro-
democracy Tiananmen Protests of 1989 was broadcast around the world. The government’s 
response was to censor all discussion of the event and it remains taboo today. The last two 
decades can be seen as a period of revival for the Middle Kingdom. Sustained economic 
growth has lifted millions out of poverty. The handover of Hong Kong in 1997, hosting the 
Beijing Olympics in 2008 and an increasing role in international affairs has led to a renewed 
sense of national pride and identity. President Xi Jinping has called his vision the ‘Chinese 
Dream’ and with his position as Paramount Leader secure, this vision is likely to dominate the 
coming years. It has not been without controversy. During the 2008 Olympics there were 
clashes between pro-Tibet and human rights demonstrators on one hand and young Chinese 
nationals on the other during the global torch relay. Maritime disputes with Vietnam, the 
Philippines and other neighbouring states have led to significant tensions in the region.  
 
History has always fascinated me and so I knew of many of these events heading to the 
country. In China, generations differences matter significantly more than the West. There is 
the old generation; those who lived before Mao’s declaration in 1949, Mao’s Generation- 
those who grew up in his tumultuous years and today’s generation; those born in and who 
have grown up in the ‘new China’ – the China that opened up in 1978. Gleaming skyscrapers 
and ambitious construction projects, as well as soaring tech giants such as Weibo and Alibaba 
(to rival Facebook and Ebay) and an increasingly growing middle class define this new China. 
The students I taught were aged between 15 and 18 and are the personification of this new 
Chinese Dream. I had an advantage in coming into the country as I already had a number of 
Chinese friends in Sunderland whom I resumed contact with on arrival. However the truth is 
no amount of research, knowledge or social contact can fully prepare you for being in the 
country. My students varied greatly. A common characteristic however is an introvert nature. 
Rather than discipline issues, I knew from the start my major challenge would be in 
encouraging the students’ to speak. Perhaps a combination of long working hours and large 
class sizes, as well as the intensely competitive Gaokao exams, has led older Chinese teachers 
in particular taking a ‘no-nonsense’ approach. The western stereotype of the submissive and 
super-smart Chinese student is however only partly true. A side product of the One-Child 
Policy was the development of the ‘little Emperor’ phenomenon. As parents put so much 
focus on their only children and the economy grew, it has been perceived, rightly or wrongly, 
that these children have been spoiled and in fact discipline issues is a growing concern to the 
Chinese Education Bureau. Although it is true to point out that this generation never 
experienced the hardships of Japanese occupation or the turmoil of the Mao years, they face 



new challenges that will inevitably come with being representatives of China’s role in the 
world. Although I was given flexibility to teach my own lessons, I was under strict guidance 
not to mention religion, politics and romantic relationships. This, I respected, but it was clear 
that some of my students’ were highly intelligent and inquisitive young men and women with 
a genuine interest in the role of their country and the outside world. So, outside class I did 
discuss some of these matters with students. Nationalism is unquestionably a guiding aspect 
of the new China. Many young Chinese are genuinely proud of their country and it is easy to 
see why. The ‘Sick man of Asia’- a backward, impoverished and humiliated land is now a rising 
superpower. This nationalism can lead to defensiveness to outside critics and esp. western 
media. I must admit I could see an irony that young people just a few years older than the 
students I taught were those facing the tanks at Tiananmen in 1989 whilst today young 
people are likely to defend the government from outside critique. Yet, it would be wrong to 
deduce that these young people are Xi’s Red Guards. The 2010s is not the 1960s. Young 
Chinese people today are generally far more informed about the outside world than their 
parents were and they would openly resent the notion they are mere apologists for the 
single-party government and it’s autocratic nature. Nevertheless, I find it hard to divorce the 
approach of the Chinese Education System to the thinking of today’s young Chinese. Rather 
than detailing the excesses of his regime, kindergarten textbooks praise Mao as a visionary 
leader who liberated China. The Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution are dismissed as 
mere ‘mistakes’ whilst the humiliation of the Opium Wars and Japanese atrocities are 
regularly reinforced. Whilst young people today don’t worship Mao as their parents did (Mao 
portraits are still widespread in rural areas) they have more of a curiosity about him.  
However the approach to the outside world is not purely jingoistic. Western culture is in fact 
somewhat admired and Britain is praised as ‘the world’s first industrial country’ JK Rowling, 
William Shakespeare, the image of the Red London Bus and Eiffel Tower, American sitcoms 
and American Basketball is hugely popular. When David Cameron addressed Chinese 
students, their pressing concern was less to do with policy or trade and more about when he 
would demand the BBC continue screening Downton Abbey! I understand the PM politely told 
them it was beyond his remit…  
 
This interest in the outside world is also balanced however with a degree of youthful naivety. 
A 17 year old Chinese girl for instance arguably displays more characteristics of a child than a 
young woman. I don’t mean this in a rude way but rather a reflection on the influence of the 
One Child Policy.  Socially, China remains quite a conservative society. Very few women and 
girls smoke whilst the smoking rate for men is one of the highest in the world. Young women 
who haven’t married by about 28 are deemed to be ‘leftover women’ – I can testify to the 
anxiety of some of my female friends in this regard. Young men too are under pressure with a 
significant male surplus. 
 
Yet, young Chinese are among the most hospitable and helpful people I have ever known. As 
a western teacher, the students themselves are in fact some of your best liaisons for everyday 
issues. On one occasion, the school bicycle I used had a puncture. Some of my students’ gave 
up their whole lunch hour (precious in school days that last into the evening) to bring me to a 
local garage. On another occasion, some university students’ I met on the train went out of 
their way to show me around the historic provincial capital of Changsha. And leaving the 
country, rushing to get through the busy Guangzhou Metro system to the airport, had it not 
been for some young lads lifting my case over heads, I may not have made it! You do not 
forget situations like this. The hospitality of young Chinese is no façade. Many want to 
practise their English and also act as good Ambassadors for their country. 



In the UK, we have thousands of Chinese Overseas students. Returning from Edinburgh to get 
my visa, I chatted to a young woman about my age from Guangdong province. She has been 
in the UK about 5 years and now works for a tour operator. Amicable, cultured, with a strong 
proficiency of English and genuinely interested in the world outside China, she made me 
consider what many Millennial Chinese can aspire to. But I feel that under the single-party 
system this will continue on some level to be influenced by President Xi’s doctrine for the 
foreseeable future. The role of the internet remains hugely important. The ‘Great Firewall’ is 
the Chinese government’s massive programme of censoring what it deems to be harmful 
websites- usually those that provide discussion or debate about single-party rule. This 
censorship robs young Chinese from knowledge and full engagement with the outside world 
and is one of my main concerns about how far young Chinese can go esp. if they only being 
allowed to hear one point of view.  
 
In about a month, I will be returning to China through the same company. I am of course 
excited and proceed with a degree of expectation and understanding from my 2013 visit. Yet I 
also travel in the knowledge it will not and cannot be the same as before. I will likely be in 
another province, culturally different from Hunan. Many of my students have now attended 
university and are moving on. The students I will teach will have been born in the early 2000s- 
young men and women who will define the coming Chinese Century. I hope they will be 
innovators but also reformers because the role China plays could well impact us all.  
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