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Exhibiting the Century of Humiliation

Museum Devices of Historical Memory, 
Patriotism and Xenophobia of 

Contemporary China

Introduction
Museums	 are	 important	 spaces	 states	 use	 to	 nurture	 and	
construct	 national	 identities,	 and	 their	 visualization	 of	 the	
imagined	 community	 to	 the	 public	 often	 make	 museum	
devices	 valuable	 tools	 to	 understand	 the	 formation	 of	
various	 nationalisms.	 I	 looked	 how	 the	 Chinese	 state	 dealt	
with	its	uneasy	legacy	with	foreigners	with	narrative	devices	
in	the	museum	space.

This	 research	 heavily	 emphasizes	 the	 use	 of	 primary	
sources,	since	it	is	hugely	limited	in	scope	and	size,	I	will	not	
attempt	 to	 provide	 any	 revisionist	 standpoint	 or	 hugely	
supplement	existing	academic	understanding	of	the	subject.	
It	 however	 provided	 valuable	 training	 of	 primary	 research	
for	myself.
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In	compliance	with	Chinese	archival	publication	laws	《
国家档案馆档案开放办法》,	some	materials	are	not	
shown	directly	on	this	poster.

Archives	of	Macao
Humen	Opium	War	Museum
Guangzhou	Uprising	Museum
Guangdong	Provincial	Archives,	Guangzhou
Guangzhou	Railway	Museum
Guangzhou	National	Archives
Nanshan	Museum,	Shenzhen
Shenzhen	Archives	Centre
Thirteen	Hongs	Museum,	Guangzhou
Zhuhai	Museum
Zhuhai	Revolution	Historical	Data	Exhibition	Hall

Figure	4	–	Description	of	Cessation	of	Hong	Kong	after	Treaty	of	
Nanking	at	Nanshan	Museum,	Shenzhen

In	Figure	4,	the	Chinese	
version	emphasizes	the	
separation	of	Hong	Kong	
and	Shenzhen	
compatriots;	for	
international	audiences	it	
highlights	the	unjust	acts	
of	colonialism.

Figure	3	–	Visitor	comments	book	at	the	end	of	the	exhibition,	at	
Guangzhou	Uprising	Museum,	some	of	them	reads:
‘May	the	mountains	and	rivers	stay	steady’	–	an	idiom	for	a	stable	
country
’May	the	motherland	be	strong	and	prosper’
‘May	the	motherland	achieve	the	great	rejuvenation	of	the	Chinese	
nation’
‘Maintain	the	leadership	of	the	CCP’

Figure	2	-	Multifunctional	learning	corner	at	the	end	of	the	
exhibition,	at	Guangzhou	Uprising	Museum
Figure	3	–	Chinese	Communist	Party	Oath	at	Shenzhen	Archives	
Centre.	The	slogan	on	the	top	of	both	figure	2	and	3	reads	‘Never	
forget	the	original	intention	and	keep	the	mission	in	mind’,	with	
the	officially	stated	mission	being	the	great	rejuvenation	of	the	
Chinese	nation.

Historical	narratives	are	conveniently	shaped	to	align	with	
the	latest	Xi	Jinping	teachings.	The	Century	of	Humiliation	
itself	addresses	a	simple	but	important	concept	–	everyone	
supports	a	stable,	prosperous	China.

Figure	1	–	Description	of	origins	for	‘unethical’	‘evil’	opium	‘armed	
smuggling’	in	Guangzhou,	Thirteen	Hongs	Museum

The	 Chinese	 state	 utilizes	 a	 victim	 narrative	 by	 portraying	
itself	 as	 a	 victim	 of	 foreign	 actions	 during	 the	 Century	 of	
Humiliation.	 Chinese	 inaction	 to	 protect	 her	 advantageous	
position	was	the	root	cause	foreign	imperialists	were	able	to	
exploit	China.

Museums	are	packed	with	school	pupils	on	weekends	to	
complete	their	school	museum	trips.	I	was	even	requested	to	
help	take	group	photos.	Museums	of	CCP	history	are	still	very	
well	maintained	even	when	there	were	few	visitors.

This	research	did	not	look	at	a	wide	scope	of	primary	
sources,	neither	did	it	contribute	much	to	our	academic	
understanding	of	contemporary	China.	Yet,	this	provided	a	
massive	training	opportunity	to	conduct	in-person	primary	
research,	which	will	contribute	to	my	further	training	as	a	
researcher.

Figure	5	-	Shenzhen	Archives	Centre

Bridging History with the Xi Jinping Thought

Not	every	museum	had	
English	descriptions,	
especially	those	
dedicated	to	CCP	history.	
Those	directed	at	an	
international
Audience	had	their	
English	descriptions	
distinct	from	Chinese,	
and	some	occasionally	
absent	for	certain	
detailed	descriptions	
and	statements.


