history of the china flag

**The Fascinating History of the China Flag**

history of the china flag is a captivating journey that reflects the country’s rich cultural heritage,
political changes, and national identity. The flag we recognize today as the symbol of the People’s
Republic of China is more than just a piece of cloth; it tells a story of revolution, unity, and the vision
of a new era. Exploring the origins, symbolism, and evolution of China’s national flag offers
incredible insight into the country’s past and the values it upholds today.

The Origins of China’s National Flag

Before the current design was adopted, China’s flags went through various iterations, each
representing different dynasties, governments, and political movements. The history of the China
flag begins long before the modern era, with imperial banners and symbols that embodied the ruling
dynasty’s power.

Imperial Flags and Symbols

During the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912), the last imperial dynasty of China, the flag was quite different
from what we know today. The most recognized Qing flag featured a blue dragon on a yellow
background. The dragon symbolized imperial authority and strength, while yellow was considered
the royal color, reserved exclusively for the emperor. This flag was prominently used by the Qing
navy and military.

Before the Qing, earlier Chinese dynasties also used various banners and colors, but there was no
standardized national flag in the modern sense. These symbols largely reflected the emperor’s
authority and the cultural beliefs of the time.

The Fall of the Qing and the Birth of New Flags

The collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1912 marked a pivotal moment in Chinese history and the
beginning of a quest for a new national identity. The establishment of the Republic of China led to
the search for a national flag that could unify the country’s diverse population and symbolize a break
from the imperial past.

The “Five-colored Flag” was adopted in 1912, featuring horizontal stripes of red, yellow, blue, white,
and black. Each color represented one of the five major ethnic groups in China: Han, Manchu,
Mongol, Hui, and Tibetan. This design was rooted in the idea of ethnic unity, which was an essential
theme during the republic’s early years.



The Creation of the Modern China Flag

The flag that most people associate with China today was officially adopted on October 1, 1949,
when the People’s Republic of China was founded by the Communist Party under Mao Zedong. This
flag was designed to symbolize the new political order and the unity of the Chinese people under
socialism.

The Design Competition and Symbolism

The design of the current flag was selected through a public competition held in 1949. Out of
thousands of entries, the winning design was submitted by Zeng Liansong, an economist and artist
from Zhejiang province. His concept was deeply rooted in symbolism and carefully crafted to be
meaningful.

The flag features a large golden star in the top left corner, surrounded by four smaller stars
arranged in a semicircle on a red background:

- *Red Background:** Represents the communist revolution and the blood of those who sacrificed
for the liberation of China.

- **Large Star:** Symbolizes the leadership of the Communist Party of China.

- *Four Smaller Stars:** Represent the four social classes as defined by Mao - the working class,
the peasantry, the urban petite bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie - united under the party’s
leadership.

- ¥**Golden Color:** The color gold represents brightness and prosperity.

The arrangement of the stars is meant to show the unity of the people around the party, with the
smaller stars tilted toward the bigger one.

Adoption and Official Use

The flag was first officially raised in Tiananmen Square during the founding ceremony of the
People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949. Since then, it has become a powerful and enduring
symbol of modern China’s identity, commonly referred to as the “Five-star Red Flag” (00, Wuxing
Hoéngqi).

How the History of the China Flag Reflects Political and
Social Changes

The evolution of China’s flag is closely intertwined with the country’s political transformations and
social developments. Understanding this connection helps to appreciate why the flag looks the way it
does today.



The Flag as a Reflection of National Unity

Throughout China’s turbulent 20th century, from warlord conflicts to Japanese invasion, civil war,
and finally reunification under communist rule, the flag has served as a unifying emblem. Its
symbolism emphasizes the collective strength of diverse ethnic groups and social classes working
together toward a common goal.

Changes in Flag Usage Over Time

While the People’s Republic of China uses the current flag, the Republic of China (Taiwan) continues
to use its own flag, a blue sky with a white sun on a red field, dating back to the early republican
era. This difference in flag usage is emblematic of the complex political situation involving China and
Taiwan.

In mainland China, the Five-star Red Flag is flown on government buildings, schools, and during

national holidays such as National Day (October 1). It also plays a central role in international events
where China participates, symbolizing its sovereignty and growing global influence.

Interesting Facts and Tips About the China Flag

If you're fascinated by flags or planning to learn more about Chinese culture, here are some
intriguing tidbits about the China flag that deepen your appreciation:

¢ Flag Protocol: The flag is raised and lowered ceremoniously at Tiananmen Square every day.
This ritual attracts many visitors and is a symbol of national pride.

e Symbolism in Colors: While red is commonly associated with revolution and communism
globally, in Chinese culture, red also represents happiness, good fortune, and celebration.

» Design Inspiration: Zeng Liansong reportedly took inspiration from the stars of the night sky
and traditional Chinese philosophy when designing the flag.

e Flag Size and Proportions: The official flag ratio is 2:3, and the placement of stars follows
specific geometric guidelines to maintain balance.

How to Respect and Display the China Flag

Understanding the history of the China flag also means acknowledging the respect it commands.
When displaying the flag, it’s essential to follow proper flag etiquette, such as:

- Ensuring the flag is clean and not damaged.



- Raising the flag briskly and lowering it slowly.
- Not allowing the flag to touch the ground.
- Displaying the flag prominently during national celebrations or official events.

For anyone interested in Chinese culture or international relations, knowing these details offers a
window into the nation’s values and traditions.

The China Flag’s Role in Modern Identity and Global
Presence

Today, the Five-star Red Flag flies over a country that has rapidly transformed into a global
superpower. The flag’s history is a reminder of China’s journey through hardship, revolution, and
renewal. It not only represents political ideology but also the aspirations of over a billion people.

The flag is a constant presence in international forums, Olympic Games, and diplomatic meetings,
making it one of the most recognizable national symbols worldwide. For Chinese citizens, it
continues to inspire patriotism and a sense of belonging.

Exploring the history of the China flag reveals how a simple design can carry profound meaning,
bridging the past with the present and signaling the future of a nation.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was the current flag of China officially adopted?

The current flag of China, known as the Five-star Red Flag, was officially adopted on October 1,
1949, the day the People's Republic of China was founded.

What do the five stars on the flag of China represent?

The five stars on the Chinese flag represent the unity of the Chinese people under the leadership of
the Communist Party. The large star symbolizes the Communist Party, while the four smaller stars
represent the four social classes: the working class, the peasantry, the urban petite bourgeoisie, and
the national bourgeoisie.

Who designed the flag of China and what was the inspiration
behind its design?

The flag was designed by Zeng Liansong, a citizen from Zhejiang province. The design was inspired
by the desire to symbolize the unity of the Chinese people under the Communist Party, with the red
background symbolizing revolution and the stars representing the people and their leadership.



Has the design of the Chinese flag changed since its adoption
in 1949?

No, the design of the Chinese flag has remained the same since its adoption in 1949. It features a
red background with five yellow stars in the top left corner, arranged with one large star and four
smaller stars in a semicircle.

What was the flag of China before the current Five-star Red
Flag?

Before the adoption of the Five-star Red Flag, the national flag of the Republic of China was the
'‘Blue Sky, White Sun, and a Wholly Red Earth' flag, also known as the 'Flag of the Kuomintang,'
which was used from 1928 until 1949.

Additional Resources
The History of the China Flag: An Analytical Review of Its Symbolism and Evolution

history of the china flag traces a compelling narrative that intertwines national identity, political
ideology, and cultural symbolism. The flag of the People’s Republic of China, known for its striking
red field and golden stars, embodies more than just a design; it encapsulates the country’s
revolutionary past, its aspirations, and its unique place on the global stage. Understanding this flag’s
origins and the nuances behind its elements offers valuable insight into China’s modern identity and
the historical forces that shaped it.

Origins and Symbolism of the China Flag

The current flag of China was officially adopted on October 1, 1949, coinciding with the founding of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) following decades of civil strife and foreign invasions. The
history of the China flag prior to this date is marked by various iterations representing different
regimes, from imperial banners of the Qing dynasty to the “Five Races Under One Union” flag
during the early Republic era.

The design of the PRC flag was selected through a nationwide competition initiated by the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) in 1949. Among thousands of submissions, the winning design was created
by Zeng Liansong, an economist and artist from Zhejiang province. His design was rich in
symbolism, reflecting the CCP’s ideology and the unity of the Chinese people.

Meaning Behind the Colors and Stars

The flag’s red background symbolizes revolution and the bloodshed of those who fought for the
communist cause, a common theme in socialist iconography. Red is also culturally significant in
China, representing happiness, good fortune, and vitality, which adds layers of national pride beyond
political ideology.



The large golden star represents the leadership of the Communist Party, while the four smaller stars
represent the four social classes as defined by Mao Zedong: the working class, the peasantry, the
urban petite bourgeoisie, and the national bourgeoisie. The arrangement of the stars, with the
smaller ones encircling the largest, visually reinforces the unity of these diverse groups under the
Party’s guidance.

The Historical Context Behind the Flag’s Adoption

The history of the China flag cannot be separated from the tumultuous period that led to its creation.
The early 20th century saw China transitioning from a millennia-old imperial system to a republic,
followed by warlordism, foreign occupation, and civil war between the Nationalists (Kuomintang)
and the Communists.

During the Republican era (1912-1949), the flag most commonly used was the “Five Color Flag,”
which represented the major ethnic groups in China. However, this flag was associated with the
Nationalist government and became less relevant as the CCP gained prominence.

After the Communist victory in the Chinese Civil War, the CCP sought a new symbol that would
represent a break from the past and the establishment of a new order. The flag’s adoption on the day
of the PRC’s founding was a deliberate move to signal a fresh start, a unifying emblem for a country
emerging from decades of conflict.

Comparison with Previous Chinese Flags

¢ Qing Dynasty Flag: Featured a yellow dragon on a blue background, symbolizing imperial
authority and the Manchu ruling class.

¢ Five Color Flag (1912-1928): Consisted of five horizontal stripes representing Han, Manchu,
Mongol, Hui, and Tibetan peoples, reflecting ethnic diversity.

e Kuomintang Flag: A red field with a blue canton containing a white sun, representing
nationalism and democracy under the Nationalist Party.

The transition from these flags to the current design marks a shift from imperial and nationalist
symbolism to communist ideology and unity under the CCP.

Design Features and Their Political Implications

The flag’s design is minimalist yet deeply symbolic, a hallmark of effective national flags. The use of
geometry and color creates an instantly recognizable emblem that communicates the CCP’s
narrative of leadership and unity.



The orientation of the stars, with the smaller stars angled toward the larger one, visually suggests
allegiance to the Party’s leadership. This subtle detail reinforces the political message embedded in
the flag’s design.

Furthermore, the flag’s proportions follow a 2:3 ratio, standard among many national flags,
facilitating its use in international contexts and diplomatic settings. Its bright colors ensure visibility
and evoke emotional responses aligned with patriotism and revolutionary fervor.

Controversies and Criticisms

While the flag is widely accepted within China as a symbol of national pride, it has been subject to
criticism and controversy in various contexts. Some critics argue that the flag’s symbolism overly
emphasizes the CCP’s authority, sidelining the diverse ethnic and cultural identities within China.

Additionally, in regions with strong independence movements—such as Tibet and Xinjiang—the flag
is often viewed as a symbol of central government control rather than unity. These tensions highlight

the complexities inherent in national symbols that must represent vast populations with diverse
histories and aspirations.

The Evolution and Usage of the Flag in Modern China

Since its adoption, the history of the China flag has continued to evolve alongside the country’s
political and social transformations. The flag is ubiquitously displayed in government buildings,
schools, and public spaces, serving as a daily reminder of national identity.

The flag also plays a crucial role in state ceremonies, international events, and the Olympic Games,
projecting China’s image on the world stage. Its presence during diplomatic meetings symbolizes
sovereignty and the CCP’s legitimacy.

Over the decades, the flag has also been integrated into various cultural and commercial contexts,
appearing in art, fashion, and media, further embedding it into China’s national consciousness.

Protocol and Regulations Governing the Flag

China has established strict laws and protocols regarding the use and display of its national flag. The
National Flag Law, enacted in 1990 and amended subsequently, outlines proper handling, occasions
for display, and penalties for desecration.

Key regulations include:

1. Raising the flag at sunrise and lowering it at sunset.

2. Ensuring the flag is clean and intact during display.



3. Prohibiting the use of the flag for commercial advertising without permission.

4. Mandating the flag’s presence at all primary schools and government institutions.

These regulations emphasize respect for the flag as a symbol of national unity and political
authority.

Conclusion: The China Flag as a Living Symbol

The history of the China flag reveals a rich interplay between symbolism, political ideology, and
national identity. From its revolutionary roots to its contemporary role as a unifier of over a billion
people, the flag remains a powerful emblem of China’s journey through the 20th and 21st centuries.

Its design, steeped in meaning and carefully crafted to reflect the CCP’s vision, continues to evoke
strong emotional and political responses both within China and internationally. As China’s global
influence expands, the flag’s role as a symbol of national pride and political authority will
undoubtedly persist, adapting to the evolving narrative of one of the world’s oldest and most
complex civilizations.
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Marusek, 2021-05-24 On behalf of Professor Hugh Brady, Director and Senior Fellow, The Flag
Research Center at the University of Texas School of Law, Flags, Color, and the Legal Narrative:
Public Memory, Identity, and Critique (Springer 2021) has been selected as the recipient of our
Gherardi Davis Prize is presented for a significant contribution to vexillological research for the year
2021. This work was selected because of its breadth and depth in examining flags as meaningful
transmitters of significant symbolic information concerning the origins, culture, self-image, and
values of a society. We believe it represents a signal achievement in the study of flags that sets a
new standard for research in the field. The Flag Research Center, founded in 1962, is dedicated to
furthering knowledge and advancing understanding of the human need to create and use symbols to
express political, cultural, and social ideals through flags and flag-related material culture. The book




deals with the identification of “identity” based on culturally specific color codes and images that
conceal assumptions about members of a people comprising a nation, or a people within a nation.
Flags narrate constructions of belonging that become tethered to negotiations for power and
resistance over time and throughout a people’s history. Bennet (2005) defines identity as “the
imagined sameness of a person or social group at all times and in all circumstances”. While such
likeness may be imagined or even perpetuated, the idea of sameness may be socially, politically,
culturally, and historically contested to reveal competing pasts and presents. Visually evocative and
ideologically representative, flags are recognized symbols fusing color with meaning that prescribe a
story of unity. Yet, through semiotic confrontation, there may be different paths leading to different
truths and applications of significance. Knowing this and their function, the book investigates these
transmitted values over time and space. Indeed, flags may have evolved in key historical periods, but
contemporaneously transpire in a variety of ways. The book investigates these transmitted values:
Which values are being transmitted? Have their colors evolved through space and time? Is there a
shift in cultural and/or collective meaning from one space to another? What are their sources? What
is the relationship between law and flags in their visual representations? What is the shared
collective and/or cultural memory beyond this visual representation? Considering the complexity and
diversity in the building of a common memory with flags, the book interrogates the complex
color-coded sign system of particular flags and their meanings attentive to a complex configuration
of historical, social and cultural conditions that shift over time. Advance Praise for Flags, Color, and
the Legal Narrative In an epoch of fragmentation, isolation and resurgent nationalism, the flag is
waved but often forgotten. The flag, its colors, narratives, shape and denotations go without saying.
The red flag over China, the Star-Spangled Banner, the Tricolore are instantly recognisable and over
determined, representing a people, a nation, a culture, languages, legacies, leaders. In this fabulous
volume flags are revealed as concentrated, complex, chromatic assemblages of people, place and
power in and through time. It is in bringing a multifocal awareness of the modes and meanings of
flag and color in public representations that is particular strength. Editors Anne Wagner and Sarah
Marusek have gathered critical thinkers from the North and South, East and West, to help know the
essential and central - yet often forgotten and not seen - work of flags and color in narratives of
nation, conflict, struggle and law. A kaleidoscopic contribution to the burgeoning field of visual
jurisprudence, this volume is essential to comprehending the ocular machinery through which power
makes, and is seen to make, the world.Kieran Tranter, Chair of Law, Technology and Future, Faculty
of Law, Queensland University of Technology, Australia This comprehensive volume of essays could
not be arriving at a more opportune time. The combined forces of climate change, inequality, and
pandemic are causing instability and painful recognitions of our collective uncertainties about
nationhood and globalism. In the United States, where I am writing these few lines, our traditional
red/white/blue flag has been collapsed into two colors: Red and Blue. While these colors have
semiotically deep texts, the division of the country into these two colors began with television
stations designing how to report the vote count in the 2000 presidential election year creating red
and blue parties and states. The colors stuck and have become customary. We Americans are told all
the time by pundits that we are a deeply divided nation, as proven by unsubtle colored maps. To a
statistician, we are a Purple America, though the color is unequally distributed. White, the color of
negotiation and peace is rarely to be found. To begin to approach understanding the problems
flagged in my brief account requires the insight of multiple disciplines. That is what Wagner and
Marusek, wonderful scholars in their own work, have assembled as editors -- a conversation among
scholars at the forefront of thinking about how flags and colors represent those who claim them thus
exemplifying how to resist simple explanations and pat answers. The topic is just too
important.Christina Spiesel, Senior Research Scholar in Law, Yale Law School; Adjunct Professsor of
Law, Quinnipiac University School of Law, USA Visuals, such as symbols and images, in addition to
conventional textual forms, seem to have a unique potential for the study of a collective identity of a
community and its traditions, as well as its narratives, and at the same time, in the expression of
one’s ideas, impressions, and ideologies in a specific socio-political space. Visual analysis thus has



become a well-established domain of investigations focusing on how various forms of text-external
semiotic resources, such as culturally specific symbols, including patterns and colors, make it
possible for scholars to account for and thus demystify discursive symbols in a wider social and
public space. Flags, Identity, Memory: Critiquing the Public Narrative through Colors, as an
international and interdisciplinary volume, is a unique attempt to demystify the thinking, values,
assumptions and ideologies of specific nations and their communities by analyzing their choice of
specific patterns and colors represented in a national flag. It offers a comprehensive and insightful
range of studies of visual and hidden discursive processes to understand social narratives through
patterns of colours in the choice of national flags and in turn to understand their semiotic,
philosophical, and legal cultures and traditions. Wagner and Marusek provide an exclusive
opportunity to reflect on the functions, roles, and limits of visual and discursive representations. This
volume will be a uniquely resourceful addition to the study of semiotics of colours and flags, in
particular, how nations and communities represent their relationship between ideology and
pragmatism in the repository of identity, knowledge and history.Vijay K Bhatia, Chinese University of
Hong Kong, Full Professor, Hong Kong In all societies, colors play a critical function in the realm of
symbolism. Nation societies perceive great significance in the colors of flags and national emblems.
Colors constitute, in other words, sign systems of national identity. The relation of color codes and
their relation to concepts of nationhood and its related narratives is the theme of this marvelous and
eye-opening collection of studies. Flags are mini-texts on the inherent values and core concepts that
a nation espouses and for this reason the colors that they bear can be read at many levels, from the
purely representational to the inherently cultural. Written by experts in various fields this
interdisciplinary anthology will be of interest to anyone in the humanities, social sciences,
jurisprudence, narratology, political science, and semiotics. It will show how a seemingly decorative
aspect of nationhood—the colors on flags—tells a much deeper story about the human
condition.Marcel Danesi, University of Toronto, Full Professor of Anthropology, Canada
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