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Abstract: Sun Yat-Sen was a Chinese philosopher and politician, who served as the 
provisional first president of the Republic of China, and first leader of the 
Kuomintang (Nationalist Party of China). He argued that common blood, language, 
customs, religion and livelihood were the five essential elements that constituted a 
nation. Sun was influenced by social Darwinism in his understanding that socio-
cultural forces could override the innate characteristics of race. Thus, he employed 
racially defined nationalism by invoking anti-Manchuism. Although China’s 
modernisation in the first decades of the 20th century was attributed to Sen, this paper 
shows that his insistence on the consanguine Han race produced inconsistencies, as 
his racially defined nationalism and republicanism were mutually exclusive, the latter 
being based on the inclusion of all citizens regardless of their ethnic background. 
Indeed, modern nations are constituted by both naturally inherited and culturally 
acquired qualities of the people. Since China consists of many ethnic groups, Sen’s 
emphasis on consanguine Chinese race has produced a racially exclusionary nation 
and has caused racial conflict.   
Keywords: Race, Nationalism, Cultural Identity, Inclusion, Republic 
 
 

RACE AND NATION 
 
The tenets of “Three Principles of the People”, Sun Yat-Sen’s core 
political communication, comprise nationalism, democracy and people’s 
livelihood. The minzu principle (nationalism) emphasised national unity to 
preserve Chinese race and its territory. Sun explained the origin of the 
word minzu: “The English word for minzu is ‘nation’; the word ‘nation’ has 
two meanings, race and state. Although this word has two meanings, they 
are very distinct and must not be confused. Many Chinese words have 
double meanings.” (1930: 5-6) Accordingly, Sun’s concept of minzu carried 
etymologically binary meanings of race and state. Elaborating upon the 
principle of nationalism, Sun acknowledged that the concept of 
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nationalism was particular to China, since it concerned both the nation 
and the state:  
 
What is the Principle of Nationalism? Looking back over the history of China's social 
life and customs, I would say briefly that the Principle of Nationalism is equivalent to 
the doctrine of the state. My statement that the principle of nationalism is equivalent 
to the doctrine of the state, is applicable in China but not in the West. Foreigners 
make a distinction between the nation and the state. (1930: 4)  

 

Therefore, Sun clarified that the word minzu was etymologically derived 
from a foreign language, but its meaning was particular to China. Indeed, 
minzu is etymologically derived from the Japanese word minzoku, which 
was originally translated from the German term Volk in the late 19th 
century. (Leibold 2007) The German term Volk connoted a premodern 
form of society composed of mainly consanguine people. Later, the word 
Bürger, a contemporary equivalent of citizenry, appeared along with the 
advent of modern nation-state. According to Habermas (1996a, 1996b, 
1997), the Bürgernation (nation of citizenry), was formed mainly by the 
voluntary participation of citizens who strove for the common political 
cause of establishing a modern nation-state. Dikötter highlights that, when 
the word minzu first entered the Chinese lexicon in the late 1890s, it initially 
referred to the people of foreign countries, and only after the first decade 
of the 1900s did the idiom become commonplace within Chinese writings 
to refer to the people of China (1992: 108-10). This also indicates that the 
concept of race was not frequently discussed among Chinese people until 
the political and economic opening of China, which increased their 
exposure to foreigners. The word also delineated the political structure 
and territory of a nation.  

In its composition, the word minzu was a combination of min (people or 
nation) and zu (race), signifying national race and comparable to other 
words such as guojia (state) or guozu (racial nation). (Leibold 2007: 8) Sun 
clarified the difference between nation and the state, saying, “How shall 
we distinguish clearly between the two? The most suitable method is by a 
study of the forces that moulded each. In simple terms, the race or 
nationality has developed through natural forces, while the state has 
developed through force of arms.” (1930: 5) Hence, according to Sun, the 
distinctive difference between minzu (nation) and guojia (state) lies in that 
the former was produced by natural forces, and the latter by armed forces. 
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For Sun, people and territory were the two main constituents of a modern 
nation-state, and his choice of the word minzu highlighted the importance 
of the people. Unger and Barmé explain that terms such as ‘Han race’ 
(Hanzu 汉族) and ‘Chinese race’ (Zhonghua minzu 中华民族) connoted 
that the nation was neither more nor less than those people who would be 
represented when the state was established (1996: 66). Therefore, minzu 
mainly signified the people of a nation-state. Rowe also emphasises that 
the state in the early 20th century referred not to a place, but to a 
deliberately created organisation that claimed ultimate control over a 
particular territory, while “nation” denoted a group of people, defined 
variously depending on circumstances (2009: 253). Thus members of a 
nation may be identified as persons sharing a common race or genetic 
pool, a common language, a common delimited territory and a common 
history. He emphasised both naturally inherited and culturally acquired 
qualities in the people of a nation. In comparison, the state referred to 
political structure and territory.  
 

NATURAL RACE vs. CULTURAL RACE 
 
As mentioned, Sun argued that bloodline was the most important element, 
followed by the cultural elements of livelihood, language, religion and 
customs:  
 
The forces that developed these races were, in general, natural forces, but when we 
try to analyse them, we find they are very complex. The greatest force is common 
blood. Chinese belong to the yellow race because they come from the blood stock of 
the yellow race. The blood of ancestors is transmitted by heredity down through the 
race, making blood kinship a powerful force. (1930: 9)  
 

Sun’s concept of minzu thus corresponded to the nation based on 
consanguine race, created by natural forces, in opposition to the state 
produced by coercive forces, such as the Manchus and Western imperial 
powers.  

Coercive powers represented political power and armed forces and were 
diametrically opposed to what Sun believed to be the natural forces that 
created race:  
 
The development of a race or nationality is quite different: it grows entirely by nature, 
in no way subject to force…  Therefore, we say that a group united and developed in 
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the royal way, by forces of nature, is a race; a group united and developed by the way 
of might, by human forces, is a state. This, then, is the difference between a race or 
nationality and a state. (Sun 1930: 8)  

 

In Sun’s understanding, race was naturally produced while a state was 
politically created by coercive forces. This reveals his belief in the 
juxtaposition of natural and armed forces. Sun also assigned a political 
value to both, conceiving of the supreme eminence of natural forces in 
comparison with the condemnable armed forces.   

With regard to race and its natural qualities, Sun often discussed the 
human body in relation to a nation-state. For Sun, who was a physician, 
the function and structure of the human body corresponded to those of a 
nation-state:  
 
The ancient sages used to say that man is ‘the universe in miniature’ but we should 
rather say that one is a ‘little State’, since the stomach and intestines with their 
appropriate functions, really resemble State institutions transacting the affairs of their 
country…As for the various parts of the body, the perfection of their organism and 
the rapidity of their action are quite unattainable by State institutions. (Sun 1927b: 26)  
 

Furthermore, regarding the means of curing China’s ailments, Sun insisted 
that it patient’s particular symptoms:  
 
Different people have different natures, and this, of course, must be taken into 
consideration before prescribing for anyone a specific diet. A thing which is suitable 
for one man may not suit another. In the same way, the method of curing various 
illness cannot be uniform or generalised. (Sun 1927b: 32)  
 

In Sun’s view, the human body and the nation corresponded to each other. 
Accordingly, he insisted that in the case of China, the particular 
prescription was to overthrow the Qing dynasty by revolution, and that 
any other remedy would not be effective:  
 
It is like applying electrotherapy to a paralyzed patient and making his hands and feet 
jump up and down a bit. By no means is the patient thereby restored to health…. Do 
not let what the Manchus are doing misguide your judgment of world affairs or delude 
you into thinking there is still hope of rescuing the Qing dynasty. (Sun 1994: 26) 
 

Sun argued that the Chinese nation, which was produced by natural forces, 
was unfortunately conquered by coercive forces. He emphasised the 
importance of regaining China’s sovereign autonomy from monarchical 
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despotism and foreign imperialism. Sun also implied that ailing Chinese 
race was caused by the coercive armed force:  
 
To study the cause is like diagnosing a sick man. Whatever disease a man contracts 
can be traced back either to a poor constitution or to some weakness before he was 
taken sick. Before China lost her sovereignty, these were already roots of disease in 
her system which, as soon as she suffered conquest, caused her national mind to 
decay. (1930: 67)  

 

In Sun’s conception, the formation and preservation of the nation were 
inextricably connected to the innate (xiantian 先天) qualities of race, such 
as consanguinity. Meanwhile, cultural constituents such as language, 
religion and social customs were acquired (houtian 后天) in a common social 
environment and complemented the innate qualities of race. Sun highlighted 
the effects of the innate qualities of race by negating the coercive forces of 
despotism and imperialism in order to regain China’s autonomy. 

On the other hand, culture was one of the most essential elements that 
produced racial identity in Chinese tradition, and the Chinese often 
considered that it was the absence or lack of culture that made the 
barbarian race. This was in opposition to Sun’s argument that innate 
qualities, such as consanguinity, were the most important elements in race, 
since they were produced by natural forces. Furthermore, culture enabled 
the Chinese to imagine the physical body of other races, and the Chinese 
perspective of race was established on the basis of a cultural order: those 
civilized at the top and those considered primitive at the bottom. Cultural 
qualities were closely related to the Chinese concept of bodily racial 
differences than to naturally inherited qualities. (Dikötter 2011)  

Dikötter stresses that cultural intolerance of outsiders was associated 
with a feeling of physical discontinuity, as with the colour and shape of 
the body (1992: 5-6). Even geographical territory was defined by culture, 
with China representing the geographical centre, and the dehumanised 
barbarians living beyond the realm of Chinese civilisation. Therefore, in 
contrast to Sun’s argument of natural forces as the primary producer of 
race, Chinese tradition emphasised culture as the supreme element in the 
production of race and territory. Cultural construction drew a racial 
boundary between the Chinese and the uncultured: the latter were 
imagined to have colours and bodies radically different to those of the 
Chinese, and the only way to become racially Chinese was to become 
culturally assimilated. 
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Thus, James Leibold suggests that the idea that pure races exist is a myth 
because all human races have been melding for hundreds of thousands of 
years, expounding the interrelated connection between the natural and 
sociocultural components of a race. For although humans descended from 
the same pair of primate ancestors, environmental differences have 
produced innumerable differences in culture and habits. This author 
explains the Chinese concept of race from the perspective of evolution, 
indicating that race has to do with “innate” (xiantian) characteristics of skin 
colour, physical makeup, bone structure, etc., while the characteristics of 
language, religion, customs, etc. are acquired (houtian). There are both 
naturally inherited and culturally acquired elements in race. In addition, 
the cultural influence of religions such as Taoism played an important part 
in the Chinese understanding of the physical construct of the body in 
connection to imagining race, contributing to the conflation of cultural 
and natural constructions of race. The division between natural and 
cultural was blurred, even if in Sun’s view, there was a clear hierarchy with 
natural power being most prominent, followed by cultural elements 
Leibold (2007: 133). 

 
SOCIAL DARWINISM AND RACE 

 
Banton (1988) asserts that different eras employed different discursive 
concepts to explain and validate differences in ancestry, blood or genetics, 
implying that race is also influenced and constructed socially and 
culturally. For example, in 18th-century Europe, race was implicated with 
lineage and was used primarily to identify a common descent of people; in 
England, for example, the word ‘race’ was first used as a folk concept, and 
began to acquire analytical and scientific characteristics only in the 19th 
century. Duara points out that by the end of the century, when social 
Darwinism began to make an impact on the non-Western world, it 
represented the underside of Enlightenment rationality or, more 
appropriately, its monster child by which racial hierarchy was sustained and 
imperialist exploitation justified (1995: 21).  

However, what Darwin fundamentally emphasised in his Origin of Species 
or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (1859) was that there 
were no permanent forms of nature. With regard to race, scientific 
evidence indicated that socially significant group differences were 
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culturally, not genetically, transmitted. In a lecture to educational circles at 
Hu Kuang Clubhouse on Aug 30, 1912, Sun showed his disapproval of 
Darwin’s original theory due to the lack of civilising elements in his 
theorising of the evolution of human beings:  
 
Under its influence, every nation rested for a time on the concept of superiors 
dominating inferiors and the strong devouring the weak, to the point that naked force 
replaced universal law. To be sure, this theory was appropriate during the first stage 
of the advancement of European civilization, but by today’s standards, it is 
tantamount to barbarianism. (Sun 1994: 85)  
 

Meanwhile, Western scientific discourse played an essential role in the 
production of the modern construct of race. Duara claims that race could 
also refer to a categorical difference of people engendered by perceived 
physical and attendant sociocultural differences, including ‘blood’ or 
‘species’. Consequently, social Darwinism was broadly interpreted as 
claiming that social and cultural elements could also produce race along 
with natural elements. In Sun’s terms, this could be also understood as 
saying that social and cultural elements, such as coercive forces, could 
collaborate with natural forces, and that the acquired social and cultural 
forces could possibly override the innate characteristics of race.  

Sun’s firm belief in the superiority of natural forces that produce 
consanguine race would be threatened if the relationship between 
consanguine race and natural forces in constituting a nation were to be 
dominated by the political and cultural forces. Initially Sun did not seem 
to be content with social Darwinism, particularly because it compared the 
evolution of animals with that of humans, and this interfered with 
Confucian teachings that placed human beings higher than animals. Sun 
insisted on the superiority of human evolution:  
 
They even want to apply these laws of the animal world to mankind but they do not 
understand that it only applied to a transitional period in the history of mankind that 
the evolution of man has outgrown this principle which governs the world of animals. 
(1953a: 73).  
 

However, Sun’s pride in the superiority of human evolution was based on 
their socially and culturally acquired qualities rather than naturally 
inherited ones. 
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While many Chinese writers constructed their understanding of human 
evolution and the birth of modern nation from the perspectives of racial 
taxonomy and competition under the influence of social Darwinism, Sun’s 
reaction to social Darwinism was directed to the prevention of the 
possible termination of the Chinese race, and the partition of the Chinese 
territory by foreign powers. This led him to emphasise the importance of 
population. For Sun, a large population stood for strong racial power, and 
a rapid growth in population in the West alarmed him:  
 
When I compare their increase with that of China's, I tremble. Look at the United 
States: a hundred years ago it had a population of only nine millions, now it has over 
one hundred millions; at the same rate it will have one thousand millions at the end 
of another century. (Sun 1994:85)  
 

Sun believed that an increase in the Chinese population would counter the 
power of Western nations and, furthermore, the threat of social 
Darwinism. Sun took the example of America, insisting on the importance 
of race and population in maintaining a nation:  
 
Although natural forces work slowly, yet they can exterminate great races. …Two or 
three hundred years ago, the American continent was entirely the land of the red 
aborigines. They were scattered everywhere in large numbers, but after the arrival of 
the white man on the continent they slowly disappeared until now they are almost 
extinct. Here we see natural selection exterminating a great race. (Sun 1930: 32)  
 

Sun’s focus on population still reflected his belief in natural forces that 
produce race in comparison with armed forces, which could be regarded 
as part of social and cultural power.  

For Sun, the growth of the Chinese population mattered in order to 
preserve the Chinese race. However, after a series of natural disasters such 
as flooding and droughts, the growth of the Chinese population had been 
stagnant. Sun then emphasised the importance of science, arguing that its 
development was directly related to the growth of population in the West:  
 
The large gain [in population in the West] has been due to the advance of science, the 
progress of medicine, and yearly improvement of hygienic conditions, all of which 
tend to reduce the death rate and augment the birth rate. What is the significance for 
China of this rapid growth of other populations? (Sun 1930: 22)  
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To preserve the Chinese race, Sun concluded that China needed modern 
science to maintain the growth in the Chinese population. However, Sun’s 
argument revealed a gap in his logic with regard to science and population: 
science, such as agricultural technology, medicine and hygiene, highlighted 
human beings’ social and cultural achievements rather than the naturally 
inherited qualities. Hence, science, which represented social and cultural 
forces rather than natural forces, was closely associated with the innate 
qualities of human race.  

At this point, it is pertinent to explore what influenced Sun in his 
relentless argument for natural forces in relation to race, and how this 
inspired him to advocate racially defined nationalism. Sun’s insistence on 
consanguine race was closely related to his belief that only the innate 
qualities of race produced by natural forces could counter the armed 
forces, such as foreign imperialism, and thereby preserve the Chinese race 
and nation. He believed natural forces to be superior to armed forces; thus 
when the existence of naturally produced race was challenged by social 
forces, as in the case of social Darwinism’s acknowledgment of the validity 
of coercive forces, Sun’s belief in consanguine race and natural forces was 
threatened. Accordingly, Sun felt compelled to argue for the authenticity 
of natural forces, and population symbolised a direct manifestation of the 
strength of natural forces that would preserve the Chinese race and nation 
against the sociocultural forces of the West. He argued that 
 
A hundred years hence, if their population increases and ours does not, the more will 
subjugate the less, and China will inevitably be swallowed up. Then China will not 
only lose her sovereignty, but she will perish, the Chinese people will be assimilated, 
and the race will disappear. (Sun 1930: 27)  
 

On the other hand, Sun also demonstrated his trust in cooperation among 
humans, believing that humanistic virtues would bring about civilised 
human evolution. He expressed his criticism of social Darwinism, which 
ignored positive human qualities but instead emphasised on fierce 
competition: “From the time that Darwin discovered the principles of 
evolution, the survival of the fittest-scientists began to treat morality, love, 
justice and friendship as a mirage, and to regard the law of the struggle for 
existence as the reality.” (Sun 1953a: 73) Sun’s belief in human cooperation 
would become a core tenet in his emancipatory communication, 
resonating in the minquan and minsheng principles. However, the contrast 
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between Sun’s belief in the cultural qualities of human beings, such as 
morality and love, and his argument for natural qualities in consanguine 
population in order to compete for survival among different races formed 
a conflict within his minzu principle. The binary aspects of natural and 
cultural forces further complicated Sun’s argument for consanguine race 
in his minzu principle.  

 
CULTURE AND NATIONALISM 

 
Unger and Barmé (1996) posit that Chinese nationalism was initially anti-
imperialist until the early years of the 20th century, emphasising that 19th-
century xenophobia and the turn of the century anti-Manchuism blended 
into the more fully developed ideas and movements of the May Fourth 
era.  Both Chinese revolutionaries and reformists sought to mobilize the 
nation through the discourse of nationalism; and around 1905, anti-
Manchuism was to become the central tenet of Chinese nationalism. Sun 
also initially instigated nationalism along with anti-imperialism to counter 
the threat of the possible end of the Chinese race and the partition of its 
territory. 

Sun’s initial propagation of anti-imperialism was influenced by the 
historical events such as the Opium Wars and the unequal treaties, wherein 
the coercive forces of Western imperialism profited from China’s woe. 
Callinicos (1994) stresses that racism in modern history first developed in 
order to justify the systematic use of slave labour in the great plantations 
of the New World, which were central to the original emergence of 
capitalism as a world system. Racism thus formed as part of the process 
through which capitalism became the dominant social and economic 
system, underscoring a close relationship between capitalism and racism. 
Countering imperialism, Sun expounded,  
 
Our position now is extremely perilous; if we do not earnestly promote nationalism 
and weld together our four hundred millions into a strong nation, we face a tragedy— 
the loss of our country and the destruction of our race. To ward off this danger, we 
must espouse nationalism and employ the national spirit to save the country. If we 
are to do this, it is essential first to know wherein the danger to our nation lies, and 
the best way to make this danger clear is to compare the Chinese people with the 
peoples of the Great Powers. (1930: 11) 
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The initial stage of Sun’s anti-imperialism reflected his intention to 
preserve the Chinse race against the imperial powers and the 
colonialization of China. Sun evaluated the conflict between natural and 
coercive forces under the influence of social Darwinism affirming that  

 
political and economic forces work more rapidly than the forces of natural selection 
and can more easily extirpate a great race. China, if she were affected only by natural 
selection, might hold together another century; but if she is to be crushed by political 
and economic power, she will hardly last ten more years. (1930: 32)  
 

Sun also expressed his disapproval of imperialism and capitalism by 
showing his support for the Russian movement:  
 
Russia's new policy aims not only at the destruction of Russian imperialism but also 
at the overthrow of imperialism in the whole world. Furthermore, it aims at the 
overthrow of the capitalism of the world. For, in every country, although the apparent 
power is in the hands of the government, real control is with the capitalists; the new 
Russian policy would smash this control, and so the capitalists of the world are panic-
stricken. (1930: 17)  
 

Sun’s comment demonstrates his denunciation of the coercive forces of 
imperialism, which conquered and threatened the existence of the Chinese 
race in the form of capitalism.  

In the process of propagating his anti-imperialism, Sun also brought up 
the necessity to overthrow the Manchu monarchy, blaming it for not 
having protected China and the Chinese people from foreign 
encroachment. Consequently, Sun concluded that his ideal of establishing 
a republic was in direct conflict with the monarchical system of the Qing 
Dynasty. The principle of a republic was the equality of every citizen, while 
the monarchy was based on a system of class hierarchy. Thus, Sun 
regarded monarchism as directly antithetical to republicanism, and the 
establishment of a republic presupposed the overthrow of the Qing 
dynasty. Consequently, Sun’s nationalism shifted from anti-imperialism to 
anti-monarchism and anti-Manchuism. Sun defied monarchism in favour 
of republicanism, yet he relied on support from the ethnic majority of the 
population, the Han race. Sun insisted that nationalism should be defined 
on the basis of the majority of the population.  

Bol notes that the ethnic difference of the Han race was originally made 
when a few Song documents distinguished between peoples who lived 
intermingled along the frontiers by referring to them as ‘Han people”’ 
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(hanren) and to other tribal peoples as border (fan) (2008: 13). On the other 
hand, Leibold (2007) posits that Sun dismissed ethnic minorities as 
numerically insignificant and evolutionarily unfit, arguing that the vast 
majority of China’s 400 million people were entirely Hanzu when 
compared with the fewer than 10 million non-natives (wailai). Sun’s 
argument for nationalism largely reflected his insistence on the scale of 
population, as well as his belief in the superiority of naturally produced 
race power, in opposition to coercive forces. However, Leibold asserts 
that Sun’s appeal to racially defined nationalism might very well have 
turned out to be a barrier rather than a catalyst for the unity of a multi-
ethnic China, putting Sun in a dilemma.    

Sun’s support of the Han ethnic majority in establishing a modern 
nation-state could be explained partly by time constraints, based on his 
diagnosis of China’s condition as political illness coming from foreign 
encroachment and domestic despotism. Thus, he wanted to leverage the 
collective power of the majority of ethnic groups. Duara, however, does 
not think that these arguments should be allowed to conceal the extent to 
which the racism embedded in social Darwinist global discourse formed 
intellectuals’ view of the world. He argues that Sun’s racially defined 
nationalism was racist, a product of the constitutive discourse of the 
survival of the fittest in which race was the principal source of value as 
much as historical inheritance or political expediency (1995: 140). Sun had 
clarified that his logic of his nationalism was for political autonomy: 
 
On the other hand, we should recognize that nationalism does not mean 
discriminating against people of a different nationality. It simply means not allowing 
such people to seize our political power, for only when we Han are in control 
politically we have a nation. If that political control is in the hands of people of 
another nationality, then there is no Han nation. (1994: 42)   

 

At issue for Sun was the idea the nation had to be in control of the 
majority of the population, which, he believed, was produced by natural 
forces, and the Han race was the ethnic majority of the population. 
Nonetheless, the conflict of his proposition was based on the exclusion of 
the ethnic minority groups, who also had equal rights in the modern 
nation-state of the Chinese republic that Sun strove to establish.  

Initially, Sun believed that employing anti-Manchuism would facilitate 
the transfer of deeply rooted people’s loyalty from the emperor to the new 
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Chinese republic. In fact, Sun’s employment of anti-Manchuism was 
intended to politically mobilise the ethnic majority. He believed ethnic 
majorities were produced by natural forces, while monarchism by coercive 
forces.  Sun also regarded the Qing monarchy as based on social hierarchy, 
which caused people’s submissive attitude toward authorities, impeding 
their equality and autonomy.  

At the same time, Sun argued for the necessity of cultural loyalty among 
Chinese people in order to fend off the influence of foreign cultures, 
which, Sun believed, entered China through coercive forces. Thus, he 
wanted to leverage the cultural power of loyalty, which he regarded as 
particular to China, in order to counter the external power of armed 
forces.  
 
Since our domination by alien races, and since the invasion of foreign culture which 
has spread its influence all over China, a group intoxicated with the new culture have 
begun to reject the old morality, saying that the former makes the latter unnecessary. 
They do not understand that we ought to preserve what is good in our past and throw 
away only the bad. (1930: 126)  

 

Sun’s comment also represented his modern rationality in selectively 
maintaining the positive while discarding negative elements in Chinese 
traditions. He argued that Chinese cultural loyalty to national unity was 
necessary in order to avoid fragmentation like scattered sands, and to 
preserve the Chinese race:  
 
Where the individual is the unit, there will be at least millions of units in a country, 
four hundred millions in China; the knitting together of such as huge number of 
separate units would naturally be very difficult. (1930: 115  
 

Sun’s argued that loyalty to individual families and clans, which 
represented an individual cause, had to be sacrificed for the collective 
purpose of the nation by cementing the sheet of loose sand into a solid 
national unit. Yet, Sun faced a dilemma in his attempt to persuade people 
to transfer their loyalty from family to nation because it was analogous to 
arguing for establishing the political framework of a nation without the 
cultural content of the people.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

This paper has explored how Sun’s minzu principle played a role in 
establishing the Chinese Republic. In Sun’s understanding, race was 
naturally produced, and the formation and preservation of a nation were 
inextricably connected to the innate (xiantian) qualities of race, such as 
consanguinity. Meanwhile, cultural constituents of a nation, such as 
language, religion and social customs were acquired (houtian) through a 
common social environment, and they complemented the innate qualities 
of race. Under the influence of social Darwinism, Sun’s main concern was 
the possible extinguishment of the Chinese race as well as the partition of 
Chinese territory by the encroachment of foreign powers. This led him to 
emphasize the importance of growth in Chinese population, which, he 
believed, represented the power of a strong race. Furthermore, Sun 
became convinced that national unity was the key to the preservation of 
the Chinese race, therefore, he argued for a racially defined nationalism 
based on consanguinity.  

For Sun, both people and territory were two most important 
constituents of a nation, and his concept of minzu highlighted the 
importance of the people. He argued that the naturally produced bloodline 
of race was the foremost element of a nation. However, even after the 
1911 Revolution and the establishment of the first Chinese Republic, 
Chinese people were still divided, as Sun’s racially defined nationalism in 
support of the ethnic majority Han caused racial conflict with ethnic 
minorities. Consequently, Sun had to resort to the argument that the 
absence of national unity was due to the culturally rooted Chinese loyalty 
to family and clan in an effort to transfer the people’s loyalty to the nation. 
Yet, Sun realized that an all-inclusive cultural identity was necessary for 
national unity, and that racially exclusionary nationalism based on 
consanguinity alone was antithetical to republicanism. Ultimately, Sun 
made an attempt to merge the cultural and natural identity of the Chinese 
people by his minzu principle for the solidarity of the Chinese people. The 
transformation in his political principle demonstrated racial inclusion was 
the unifying element of a modern nation. 
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