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China’s history  
shapes the future
Norwegian emigrants have long traditions of making it in China. But what is 
needed to succeed in modern China?  TexT  Kim E. AndREASSEn

If one is to succeed in today’s 

 China, one needs to know the 

country’s history and understand 

how it shapes the Chinese perception 

of national identity and place within 

the wider world, says  Associate Pro-

fessor Camilla Brautaset of the re-

search group Beyond the Nation State 

at UiB’s Department of Archaeology, 

History, Cultural Studies and Religion.

Brautaset heads the research 

 project Merchants and Missionaries. 

Norwegian encounters with China in 

a transnational perspective, 1890–1937, 

which is funded by the Research 

Council of Norway.

Opportunity for social mobility
After the Opium Wars in the 1840s 

and 1850s, China was forced to sign 

a number of treaties giving Western 

powers privileges in Chinese trade, 

missionary activities and presence. 

The then kingdom of Sweden- Norway 

was amongst the first to sign such a 

treaty. For many Norwegian emi-

grants, China represented an oppor-

tunity for social mobility not available 

to them in Norway.

“Eventually, relatively many Nor-

wegians explored this opportunity 

and did well in shipping, worked in 

the Chinese customs system or were 

missionaries,” explains Brautaset.

Not only did the Norwegian mis-

sionaries spread the Word of Christ, 

they also built schools and offered 

health care services.

“These missionaries’ humani-

tarian work in the early twentieth 

century created a template for later 

Norwegian aid and development 

work, in China and beyond,” accord-

ing to the history scholar.

The Chinese customs system also 

attracted many foreign workers – not 

only was it one of the main sources 

of revenue for the Chinese govern-

ment, it also developed to become an 

engine for integration – both globally 

and nationally. 

“China’s customs system was al-

most exclusively led by foreigners 

during this era. Moreover, the cus-

toms system grew to cover infrastruc-

ture such as mail distribution, and 

customs stations were established 

all over China.”

Shipping was key for Norway in China
However, the main Norwegian busi-

ness interest in China was the ship-

ping industry. Many Norwegian ship-

owners and agents settled in China 

and tasted success.

“Norwegian industry was ex-

tremely outward-looking during 

this period. But this also shows the 

diversity of Norwegian migration,” 

says Brautaset. “We hear a lot about 

Norwegian migration to the United 

States. But not all Norwegians went 

west. The stories of Norwegians in 

China also show how China had 

become a global meeting place at 

the end of the nineteenth century.”

The internationalisation of China 

led both to conflict and collabora-

tion, hybrid cultures and multiple 

 identities – and has left a deep im-

pression on how China sees itself in 

the world today.

The period from 1839 to 1949, when 

China was largely controlled by for-

eign powers, is often referred to as 

the ‘century of humiliation’ in China. 

The understanding of how China 

was humiliated by countries such 

as the United Kingdom, Germany, 

the United States and, in particular, 

Japan is an integral part of history 

education at all levels in China and 

shapes the rhetoric of the Communist 

Party of China today.

“Understanding the emerging 

nationalism in China today is almost 

impossible if you don’t understand 

how the history of China and the 

outside world has been used to shape 

a national identity,” says Brautaset.

A shift in the balance of power
Today, China is once again the world’s 

largest international market. But 

unlike in the nineteenth century, the 

balance of power has shifted. China 

now has a strong global presence and 

plays a key role in the world economy.

“Irrespective of short-term chang-

es to the Chinese economy, China and 

the rest of Asia will be shaping most 

of this century,” Brautaset believes. 

“As a researcher on China, my prime 

focus is academic, where the research 

holds value in and of itself. At the 

same time, I notice how the growth 

in Chinese influence creates more 

interest in knowledge of China, also 

in a historical context.”

The historian also has some advice 

to Western businesses wanting to get 

ahead in China.

“Access to China will be much 

easier if they know Chinese history, 

culture and language. In particular 

there needs to be awareness of the 

diametrically opposing historical 

views of China, from inside China it-

self and from a Western point of view,” 

she says, pointing out that for the 

history scholars, the important thing 

is for students to gain new knowledge 

of China. “This is why we offer a new 

course on China and the outside 

world at the department, covering 

developments from 1800 until today.”

A small country in a big world
Despite the early missionary and 

shipping activities, until recently, 

Norwegian researchers have shown 

little interest in Chinese history. This 

is quickly changing. History scholar 

Camilla Brautaset believes that re-

search from a small country such as 

Norway can act as a counterbalance 

to the history research in the larger 

Western colonial powers.

“My hope is that the histories of a 

small country’s ties with China can 

be a valuable addition to the inter-

national history research, because it 

offers different stories and different 

approaches.” 

VISIONS OF CHINA: Looking at the ties that bind Norwegian trade and missionary work to China, Camilla Brautaset makes exciting discoveries that can help strengthen further 
connections between the two countries. The image shows a teacher walking amongst students in a school in Xuyi County. PHOTO: REUTERS CREATIVE/NTB SCANPIX
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Beyond the Nation State
• Research group at UiB’s Department of Archaeology, 

History, Cultural Studies and Religion.

• The research group was established in 2008 
and represents one of seven research groups at 
the department.

• The members of the group are engaged in research 
on various aspects of transnational nexus and 
interaction.

• This includes transactions and exchange of goods 
and services, the movement of people and transfer of 
culture and ideas.

• The group looks at historical and cultural processes 
of the last 200 years that are causes as well as 
consequences of internationalisation.

• The group is headed by Associate Professor 
Camilla Brautaset.

• For more information, visit: uib.no/rg/internasj

 

 “ 
 Histories of a small  

 country’s ties with China  
 offer different stories and  
 different approaches. 

 ” 
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