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China. To the West, it seemed once the 
proverbial faraway land – a place of mystery 
and wonder, from the sheer scale of its 
geography to the vast reach of its history, 
from the richness of its culture to the 
tumult of its politics. 

Now, China has risen. China is everywhere 
and its influence in the world is greater than 
ever before. It seems like more and more 
it’s the West talks about – from its ongoing 
faceoff with America to its juggernaut 
economy; from its ruthless clampdown in 
Hong Kong to concrete islands in the South 
China Sea; from hacking and surveillance  
to re-education camps in Xinjiang. 

And yet the forces that have powered 
China’s rise are rarely explored, while 
the lives of Chinese people barely get a 
mention. Beyond the scary headlines what 
do we really know about China and its  
1.4 billion citizens? 

How did a nation on the brink of collapse 
emerge as a challenger to the world’s 
reigning superpower? What sacrifices and 
mistakes were made along the way? What 
inspired a generation to confront tyranny  
in Tiananmen Square?

How have Chinese workers transformed 
themselves from a nation of peasants into 
the world’s biggest buyers of Prada? What 
is The Chinese Dream and do the Chinese 
people even want it? 

We’re in the midst of ‘The China Century’. 
How did we get here? What does it mean  
for the world? Where is it taking us? 

Featuring interviews with a host of ‘big 
thinkers’, many of whom are Chinese, 
including Ai Weiwei, Louisa Lim, Han 
Dongfan, Antony Dapiran and many more, 
the series also delivers emotion and 
immediacy through strong first-person 
narratives – speaking with ‘people on the 
ground’ who have experienced epic and 
often life-changing events.

This compelling 5-part series brings a 
fascinating country to life and offers a fresh, 
balanced perspective to exploring the 
phenomenon that is ‘The China Century’
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EPISODE 1
CHINESE DREAM 
The fight for freedom thought in China

In his first address as president, Xi Jinping 
declares the new vision of the people:  
The China Dream. Never before in the 
history of Communist Party rhetoric has 
the word ‘dream’ been uttered by a leader. 
Why now? What is The China Dream? And 
do the Chinese people share it? Xi Jinping 
understands the greatest threat to the 
authoritarian state is not an invading army 
but the free minds of its people. How do 
you control the beliefs and desires of a 
population as vast and diverse as China’s? 

For over 2,000 years since China was first 
unified, its rulers have sought to master this 
challenge. And yet the Chinese people have 
always found space to dream. This episode 
explores the opposing forces of openness 
and control in modern China, as the dreams 
of the State and the people collide.



EPISODE 2
ECONOMIC 
MIRACLE 
The story of China’s meteoric growth 
and its earth-shattering repercussions

China’s rise and scale is so momentous it 
physically moves the Earth. When the Three 
Gorges Dam is flooded the reservoir is so 
vast it literally slows the rotation of the 
globe. The Industrial Revolution that took 
Britain over a century, China manages in  
a decade, lifting more people out of poverty 
than at any other time in history. In just 
two years, China pours more concrete than 
America did in the entire 20th century. 

In 2005, it builds a city the size of Rome 
every two weeks. In 2019, there are four  
new Chinese billionaires made each week.  
How did China reinvent itself from a 
socialist backwater to the new centre  
of the world’s economic gravity? And  
as the Chinese economy records its first 
contraction since 1976, could we be heading 
for a crash as earth-shattering as its boom?



EPISODE 3
UNIFY THE 
MOTHERLAND
China’s return to imperial power  
after a century of humiliation

 

On the edge of the Taklamakan desert lies 
the gateway to the Silk Road – the ancient 
Islamic city of Kashgar. It’s 4,000 kilometres 
from Beijing and over 2,000 kilometres 
beyond the Great Wall, but the city’s faithful 
worship in the shadow of a Chinese flag  
and a colossal statue of Mao. Kashgar  
is the old capital of Xinjiang, one of China’s 
vast autonomous regions that together 
make up half the country’s landmass.  
These culturally and ethnically diverse 
border zones were lost to China along  
with Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan during 
a period of decline and disorder in the 
Chinese leadership – what the Chinese  
call the Century of Humiliation. 

Since coming to power in 1949, Communist 
rulers have made it their mission to recover 
and maintain control of these territories. 
What does China want from these places 
and people? And to what lengths is the 
Chinese State prepared to go to Unify  
the Motherland?



EPISODE 4 
ONE COUNTRY, 
TWO SYSTEMS
The battle for Hong Kong  

On July 1, 1997, Prince Charles stands  
in the pouring rain saluting as the Union 
Jack is lowered over Hong Kong. After more 
than 150 years of British occupation the 
territory is returned to China on the basis 
of ‘One Country, Two Systems’. While Hong 
Kong is now part of China, its Western-style 
administration will remain independent  
for 50 years. The stage is set for tensions 
that will bring Hong Kong to its present 
crisis. But if we look deeper into the 
past, we see that Hong Kong has always 
been defined by this contest of influence 
between China and the West. 



EPISODE 5
COLD WAR 
The world’s greatest rivalry began with 
hope and idealism. What went wrong?

The contest of economic, ideological and 
military power between the United States 
and China is the defining battle of our times. 
It’s a war of words, trade and technology, 
influence and brinkmanship, brought to 
crisis point by a global pandemic. Some  
are calling it a new Cold War, but unlike  
the original US-Soviet conflict, this time  
it’s unlikely to end with the peaceful 
collapse of one side. 

China and the US are more deeply 
interconnected than America and the USSR 
ever were. The global reach of these great 
rivals means no country on Earth will be 
immune from the fallout. What are the  
roots of this global conflict? What is each 
side fighting for? And can either of them 
really win? 
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