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6
China (1750–1918)

AUSTRALIA AND ASIA
CHINA (1750–1918)

6.1 Overview
6.1.1 LINKS WITH OUR TIMES

In 2012 relations between China and Japan were 
strained when both countries laid claim to the Senkaku 
Islands, a small island group in the East China Sea. The 
tensions remained political and did not result in any 
military con� ict, but it was certainly not the � rst time 
that the region had been the site of tension. The episode 
served as a reminder of the sometimes volatile relations 
that China has experienced with its regional neighbour 
and the often complicated dealings it has had with 
foreign powers for hundreds of years.

For two thousand years, up to 1911, China was a 
uni� ed empire governed by successive generations of 
ruling dynasties. The Qing was the last imperial dynasty 
to rule China. When it collapsed in 1911 after a series of 
revolutions, more than two thousand years of imperial 
rule came to an end.

The period of Qing rule coincided with Europe’s 
expansion of trade and acquisition of colonies. As the 
Qing dynasty attempted to restrict foreign access, 
con� ict with foreign countries became inevitable.

BIG QUESTIONS
1 What were the causes and effects of European infl uence 

in China?
2 How do patterns of continuity and change infl uence the 

political and social structure of a nation?
3 To what extent had China changed as a nation by 1918?

STARTER QUESTIONS
1 For what reasons might countries change their systems of 

government?
2 Why do you think people leave one country to live in 

another?
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6.2 Examining the evidence 
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6.2.1 How do we know about China (1750–1918)?
During the period when China opened up to foreign infl uence, traders engaged in commercial 
activity and international diplomats negotiated treaties. As a result, this period is richly 
documented in both primary and secondary sources. Th e many written sources give us the 
opportunity to study many aspects of Chinese society during this vibrant age. Th e development 
of photography during the nineteenth century also provided a new medium through which to 
study many of the key events.

Chinese sources
Traditional Chinese society placed great importance on the study of history, in the belief that 
knowledge of the past infl uenced present behaviour. As a result, historians of China are able to 
draw on a diverse range of sources. Foremost of these are the dynastic histories, written by 

educated scholars to record the events of preceding 
dynasties. Many diff erent scholars worked on the histories, 
so they provide a range of perspectives of the same event. 
Th e Chinese belief in the mandate of heaven imposed a 
limitation on the dynastic histories, however. A dynasty, 
ruling family or lineage collapsed, it was believed, because 
the gods were displeased with the emperor. So the histories 
sometimes examined the various reasons for the downfall 
of the previous dynasty. Th is provided the current emperor 
with a kind of moral compass, a guide to follow to avoid 
the fate of earlier emperors. Despite this limitation, the 
dynastic histories are very valuable documents.

‘Foreign’ sources
Information about China spread to 
the world beyond its borders mostly 
by way of Western visitors, who 
tended to see in China a refl ection 
of more familiar European empires. 
Th e emperor was seen as a king 

sourCe 1 This image shows a page from the Han Dynastic 
History, a classical Chinese history text completed in 111 CE.

mandate of heaven 
the idea that heaven 
blessed the rule of 
a just emperor but 
could rescind that 
blessing if the emperor 
ruled unjustly

sourCe 2 This painting from 1742 shows a romanticised 
view of China that was common in Europe in the 
eighteenth century. Compare it with the portrayal of China in 
sourCe 3 in subtopic 6.4.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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who ruled over a nation of loyal subjects. Th e writings of Jesuit missionaries such as Francis 
Xavier in the sixteenth century were important in infl uencing the attitude of foreigners towards 
China. But as relations between China and the West deteriorated in the nineteenth century, the 
portrayal of the Chinese became more unfavourable. Th e view of the emperor changed from that 
of a noble king to that of a power-hungry despot. Despite these changing views, there are still 
many documents from the time that are useful to historians. Th ese include letters, diary entries 
and copies of the treaties that were signed.

Photographs
Th e invention of photography in the nineteenth century provided a completely new medium 
through which to interpret historical events. It gives an opportunity to observe, almost 
unfi ltered, the events being studied. Th e Second Opium War was one of the fi rst wars to be 
recorded photographically. Much can be learned from photographs that other sources cannot 
reveal. Even everyday scenes take on a new dimension when seen in a photograph. A common 
error, however, is to assume that photographs are necessarily reliable historical sources because 
they show real events. It is important to keep in mind that behind every camera is a photographer 
with his or her own intentions and perspectives.

sourCe 4 This photograph shows the aftermath of 
a battle in 1860 during the Second Opium War. Before 
photography, scenes like this could only be imagined by 
most people.

sourCe 3 A picture tells a thousand words. This photograph of 
Canton Harbour in the mid nineteenth century is more evocative 
than most written descriptions could be.

6.2 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Identify three reasons why the dynastic histories, like that shown in sourCe 1, are useful to 
historians. 

2 Describe the attitude towards China as it appears in sourCe 2.
3 In what ways could photographs like those shown in sourCes 3 and 4 be unreliable? 
4 It is often said that photographs do not lie. Is this actually true? Discuss in groups and explain 

your thoughts to the class.

despot a ruler with 
almost unlimited 
power who uses it 
unfairly or cruelly
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6.3 Qing China
6.3.1 Isolation
Until the seventeenth century China was largely unknown to the European world. Th ere had been 
sporadic trade with other countries and regions, and Chinese explorers had undertaken voyages 
throughout the region but, outside China, little was known of Chinese beliefs, cities and society. Yet 
within its borders China was a diverse country with a very large population and a complex culture.

sourCe 1 This map illustrates the geographical extent of the Qing Dynasty.
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One reason that China remained isolated was its geographic location 
(see sourCe 1). To the east lay the vast Pacifi c Ocean; to the south 
lay mountain ranges and dense jungles; in the north was the desolate 
Gobi Desert; and to the west towered the mountains of the Tibetan 
Plateau — the ‘roof of the world’. In addition, the territorial extent of 
the Qing dynasty’s rule played an important part. Its borders stretched 
further than at any other time in China’s history. Its vast size gave it 
access to a wide variety of natural resources and arable land. It did not 
need to look elsewhere for materials or goods because it could support its 
growing population on its own. Its unique location and self-suffi  ciency 
allowed Chinese culture to develop in isolation from outside pressures 
and infl uences, and also helped nurture a feeling of superiority over 
foreigners.

Naming the emperor
Th e naming of monarchs in China can be diffi  cult to follow because the 
monarchs went by several names. Th ey had their personal name, their 
‘era’ name, and even another name that was used after their death. Th eir 
personal name was never used after they became the monarch, and was 
in many cases forbidden to be used at all. Th e name given to the new 
monarch was known as the ‘era name’ and was intended to refl ect the 
political situation of the time. Th is is why an emperor would be referred 
to as, for example, the ‘Guangxu emperor’ or simply ‘Guangxu’, but 
not ‘emperor Guangxu’ — the name refl ects the era of their reign, not 
the individual. Needless to say, the chosen era name was one that would 
portray a positive image of the reign regardless of the actual situation. 

sourCe 2 This illustration shows the 
Kangxi emperor, the fourth emperor of the 
Qing dynasty. It is from a silk scroll that 
today hangs in the Palace Museum, Beijing.
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For example, later in this topic you will see reference to the ‘Xianfeng emperor’. Th e name 
‘Xianfeng’ means ‘universal prosperity’. Th is was certainly not the case when he inherited the 
throne in 1850, as you will discover in this topic.

Confucianism
At the core of China’s traditional beliefs was Confucianism. Th e philosopher Confucius 
(551–479 BCE) came from a noble but poor family. His father died when he was young and 
Confucius struggled to acquire an education. As he grew older he developed strong beliefs 
about society. He taught that the family was the basic building block of society and that it 
was the duty of the ruler to behave like a father to his people. He believed that each person 
should adopt and live by certain moral values. People should respect and obey their parents, 
and rulers should be chosen because of their wisdom, 
rather than their wealth. Confucius taught the ‘fi ve 
virtues’: humanity, honesty, knowledge, integrity and 
manners. With its focus on harmonious relationships, 
Confucianism disdained military pursuits and war, 
believing they were not needed when Confucian values 
were in balance.

Over time Confucian values began to become 
dominant in China, supplanting Daoism as the main 
belief system by the second century BCE. Confucian 
beliefs dominated Chinese society from the second 
century CE and were incorporated into the way both 
the family and the state were run. With such a rigid 
philosophical system in place, rebellion or discontent 
seemed unimaginable, yet there were many rebellions, 
uprisings and dynastic changes over the centuries.

6.3.1 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 In what way did geography infl uence the isolation of China? 
2 In what way was China self-suffi cient?
3 Explain the basic idea of Confucianism in your own words. 
4 What belief system did Confucianism replace by the second century BCE?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

5 Using the scale, estimate the east-west and north-south geographic extent of Qing China.
6 Using an atlas, list the modern-day countries whose territories formed part of Qing China.
7 Describe the challenges you think would face the ruler of such a vast empire.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

6.3.2 Government, art and economy
Government
In traditional Chinese society the emperor ruled with the ‘mandate of heaven’. Th is meant his 
rule was legitimate so long as the gods judged his actions to be in harmony with the natural order 
of the universe. He had to rule with fairness and wisdom or risk a loss of his mandate. Famine 
caused by crop failure due to fl ood or drought might indicate a loss of mandate, justifying the 
emperor’s overthrow.

Helping the emperor maintain power were the Grand Council, made up of the nobility and 
high-ranking bureaucrats, and the six Boards of Civil Offi  ce that controlled various aspects of 
daily life — revenue, punishment, war, work, ceremonies and civil aff airs. Holders of these offi  ces 
were selected through a rigorous examination process to ensure the most talented candidates 
were chosen. Specifi c knowledge of the area they were assigned to was not always deemed to be 
necessary, however. Th ere was no foreign offi  ce because foreigners were considered barbarians 
with whom contact should be restricted.

In 1644 the last imperial dynasty to rule China, the Qing (also known as the Manchu) dynasty, 
came to power. Under the Qing the country was divided into 18 provinces, each ruled by a 

sourCe 3 The fl ag of the Qing dynasty
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governor. The provinces, in turn, were divided into districts. At district level a district magistrate 
governed a group of local neighbourhoods, each made up of roughly one thousand homes. It was 
expected that households would report local crimes, as a whole neighbourhood could be severely 
punished if such crimes were not reported. Similarly, an entire village could be held responsible 
for the lawlessness of a few. This climate of fear helped to dissuade would-be rebels.

The artful Qing
During the reign of the Qing dynasty, art, architecture and literature became more diverse than 
under previous dynasties. New materials such as glass and enamel were now used in artworks, but at 
the same time many craftsmen turned to very old themes and shapes for their art. Painters of the 
time learned new techniques that Jesuits had developed in Europe during the Renaissance. The 
technique of perspective and the use of oil-based paints became common during the Qing dynasty.

Economy
In 1750 China’s economy was strong. There had been a period of conflict after the overthrow of 
the previous Ming dynasty, but as the Qing gained power over all of China, peace was restored. 
The era of peace, combined with the introduction of a range of new foreign food crops, meant the 
population grew. The export of silk, tea and manufactured goods to Europe gave rise to a time of 
general prosperity. Although trade with foreign powers was regarded with suspicion, within China 
people were encouraged to participate in local markets. Until the mid-nineteenth century, the 
Qing economy could be described as active and growing. But this was to change dramatically.

6.3.2 Activities 

CheCk your understAnding

1 In your own words, describe the mandate of heaven.
2 Why might a famine or flood make an emperor nervous?
3 Summarise the structure of the Qing government in a simple diagram. How does this help to 

indicate how much power the emperor held?
4 How did the method of punishment help the Qing government keep control over the people?

6.3 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Look at sourCe 3. Explain why you think a dragon was chosen for the flag of the Qing dynasty. 

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

2 What impression do you get from the information in this subtopic about the nature of change 
in imperial China? Describe the challenges that could be faced after the arrival of people of 
different nations.

6.4 Living under the emperor
6.4.1 Women in traditional China
You have already learned many things about China under the Qing dynasty. For example, it was 
strongly influenced by Confucianism; the emperor ruled with the ‘mandate of heaven’; and the 
country was divided into provinces and districts. But what did this actually mean for the men, 
women and children who lived their lives under the emperor?

Confucianism holds that the family is the basic building block of society. Subsequently, 
women held a largely domestic role in traditional Chinese society and were considered inferior 
and subordinate to men. Such was the status of women in China that in popular traditional 
literature a female character might even say that in a previous life she was a man but had been 
reborn a woman to punish her for sins committed in that life. The ideal life of a woman in China 
was seen in terms of the ‘three subordinations’; firstly to her father when growing up, secondly to 
her husband and lastly to her eldest son after her husband’s death.

subordinate having 
a lower or less 
important position
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sourCe 2 A 1911 photograph of a 
woman reveals the effects of years of 
foot binding, in which her feet would 
have been bound and sometimes 
crushed or broken, to form the shape 
of a lily.

sourCe 1 A bride on her way to her wedding in the early twentieth century. The 
basket was used to obscure the bride’s face in the same way that a veil is used in 
Western weddings. It was customary that the bride’s face would not be seen until she 
was in her new husband’s home.

Marriage in China was less a union between a man and a woman, and more like a union between 
two families. Th erefore, it was organised by the parents of those being married. Th eir domestic role 
meant that women were never the head of the household in China; however, a woman’s important 
role in the house was seen as compensation for her exclusion from public aff airs. 

Th e subservient status of women in traditional Chinese society was also refl ected in the 
practice of foot binding. Its origins remain unclear but it is thought that the practice was begun 
to imitate the appearance of a favourite concubine of a ninth-century emperor. In any case, foot 
binding spread from the upper classes and was widely practised across China.

In spite of these disadvantages some women made their mark on traditional China. Th ese women 
included scholars and poets, but also leaders. Th e Dowager Empress Cixi ruled China when her 
very young son inherited the throne in 1861. She eventually ruled on her own until 1908.

Th roughout the tumultuous times of the nineteenth century, the demand for women’s rights 
became a powerful factor for unrest. Large numbers of women fought during the Taiping 
Rebellion in the 1850s (see subtopic 6.6), and at the turn of the twentieth century the Boxer 
Rebellion (see subtopic 6.8) saw groups of women called the Red Lanterns support the cause of 
the Boxers. At times, the women even fought. A song from the time celebrated their involvement 
in the rebellion with the line ‘Th e Red Lanterns and the Boxers are brothers and sisters in revolt; 
with one heart they fi ght the foreign offi  cials’.

6.4.1 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 How was marriage in traditional China different from how we would view it today?
2 What were the ‘three subordinations’?
3 Read the lines from the Boxer song celebrating the role of the Red Lantern women. Explain how 

this refl ects the changing role of women in China.

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Explain how sourCes 1 and 2 refl ect the social standing of women in traditional China.
5 In what way are these images limited as an historical source? Hint: refer back to subtopic 6.1 

if you need to.

concubine a woman 
who lives with a man 
she is not married to 
and has a lower social 
rank than his wife

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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6.4.2 Men in traditional China — the four occupations
Social organisation in imperial China was similar in some ways to Europe’s feudal system. 
All classes were subservient to the emperor. Th e hierarchical class structure categorised 

the population into the ‘four occupations’. In order of 
importance, these were:
Shi — aristocrats, philosophers and government 

administrators
Nong — farmers; considered important because they grew 

the food that fed the nation
Gong — artists and craftsmen; also valued because they 

produced goods essential to society
Shang — merchants; placed at the lowest recognised level 

because they did not produce anything but rather 
profi ted from others’ work.

Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, the four occupations 
would be almost exclusively occupied by men.

Th e ‘four occupations’ did not formally recognise many 
groups in society. Rather, they were an idealisation of the 
social hierarchy and male dominance of the day. Th e four 
occupations refl ected those who ruled, those who produced, 
those who created, and those who traded. Some of the many 
occupations not included are soldiers, priests and other 
religious clergy, and domestic servants.

6.4.2 Activities

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Which of the ‘four occupations’ can you identify in 
sourCe 3?

2 Compare the clothes of the Kangxi emperor shown in 6.3.1 
with those of the peasants in sourCe 3 in 6.4.2. What 
information does this provide about traditional Chinese 
society?

6.4.3 Children
In China, sons were much more highly 
valued by their family than daughters. 
Th is was because when they married, a son 
would stay in the family and contribute 
to its success, but a daughter would not. 
During times of hardship or famine, a 
boy’s health and wellbeing would be put 
ahead of that of a girl. Subsequently, 
many more girls died during harsh times 
than boys.

At a young age children were schooled 
in the Confucian virtues of humanity, 
honesty, knowledge, integrity and 
manners. Upon reaching about fi ve years 
of age, peasant boys began helping in 
the fi elds and girls began taking part in 
household chores. For those of higher 
social standing education continued, 
although learning was strictly in line 
with Confucian ideals.

sourCe 3 Chinese peasants of the Qing dynasty. This 
print dates from around 1830.

sourCe 4 A photograph of a Chinese man with 
his children, taken in the mid-nineteenth century
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6.4.3 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 Why were male children preferred to female children in traditional China?
2 Explain the impact that favouring the wellbeing of boys over girls would have on Chinese society.
3 How did upbringing differ for boys of the peasant classes compared with those of higher social 

standing?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Describe the features of the image in sourCe 4 that might help to indicate what social class the 
family is in.

6.4 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Explain how photographs like those in 
sourCes 1, 2 and 4 provide information to 
historians in a way that paintings or written 
sources cannot.

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

2 Discuss the extent to which Confucianism 
encouraged change in China.

determining historiCAl signifiCAnCe

3 Evaluate the signifi cance of Confucianism in 
the everyday lives of citizens in Qing China.

6.5 Arrival of the foreigners
6.5.1 Early contact
Foreign infl uence and interference, beginning in the eighteenth century, had an enduring eff ect on 
China. It played a major part in the eventual downfall of the dynastic system and helped bring about 
the beginning of a new era in Chinese history. It also brought great suff ering to a large part of the 
population, especially through forced trade 
and the rebellions that arose against 
foreign infl uence.

Th e combination of China’s self-
suffi  ciency and the central role played 
by the rigid ideals of Confucianism 
generated a feeling of disdain towards 
foreigners. Th e Qing dynasty believed 
that China was at the centre of the world 
and that foreigners could off er nothing 
of value. Th e military system was 
structured to ensure China was protected 
from foreign interference. Central to 
this structure were the ‘Banner Armies’, 
so named because the diff erent units 
were identifi able by diff erently coloured 
banners. Developed by the previous 
Manchu dynasty, the Banner Armies 
defended the empire against foreign 
intervention and helped the emperor 
crush internal rebellion. 

Th e Ming dynasty, which preceded the 
Qing, was equally scornful of foreigners. 
Until the sixteenth century the only 
foreigners to venture to China were 
merchant adventurers who followed 
the famous Marco Polo or missionaries 

sourCe 1 An archer from one of the emperor’s 
Banner Armies To access videos, 

interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

marco Polo merchant 
from Venice who 
travelled through 
Asia in the thirteenth 
century; generally 
credited with introducing 
Europeans to China 
and Central Asia
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hoping to spread Christianity. Small in number, they were regarded as posing no threat; indeed, they 
were usually looked on merely as curiosities. But in 1514 an interesting convergence occurred. Th e 
Portuguese, who had discovered the sea route to the Spice Islands of the East Indies, were regularly 
trading in South-East Asia for the valuable spices found there. At the same time Chinese merchants 
were travelling south through the same region to trade silk, porcelain and other items and often used 
the same harbours as the Portuguese. Impressed with what they saw, and keen to establish trading ties 
with the Chinese, the enterprising Portuguese followed the junks back to China. 

Initially their approaches were rebuff ed, but as relations improved the Portuguese were 
permitted to establish a trading post south of the city of Guangzhou (Canton) that became known 
as Macao. Th is system of opening a limited number of ports to foreign trade became known as 
the Canton System. Foreigners continued to be regarded as barbarians, but the Portuguese were 
tolerated largely because they were prepared to pay tribute to the emperor through the giving of 
gifts or other valuables. Th e emperor saw this as an acknowledgement of their inferiority.

sourCe 2 A sixteenth-century Chinese junk looked similar to this.

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the 
following resources and auto-marked questions:
China in the nineteenth century

6.5.1 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did Confucianism infl uence Chinese attitudes to foreigners?
2 What were the Banner Armies and what was their role?
3 Describe how luck played a role in the 1514 contact between Portuguese and Chinese traders.
4 Why were Portuguese traders tolerated by the Chinese emperor?

6.5.2 Increasing European influence
Once the Portuguese had established trading posts in China, other rival European powers wanted 
to do the same. Th e Spanish, Dutch and British also wanted to trade in silk, porcelain, tea and 
other goods, but their eff orts were generally seen by the Chinese as little more than a nuisance. 
By the late 1700s the British had established themselves as the key foreign trader in China. Th eir 
base in India, as well as the popularity of tea in Britain, meant they had both the market and the 
ships needed to maintain busy trade routes.

junk Chinese 
sailing ship
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sourCe 3 A caricature of Lord Macartney’s visit to China in 1792, published in Britain the same year. The 
emperor is portrayed as cunning while Macartney, it is suggested, maintains his composure.

Th e Chinese had traditionally severely restricted and regulated foreign trade and travel in 
China. Th e British, determined to expand operations in China, resented these rules. For example, 
foreign trade was restricted to the city of Guangzhou between October and May. Merchants were 
also forced to pay various taxes and tariff s that appeared to change without notice and often 
seemed excessive.

In an eff ort to force a diplomatic breakthrough, in 1792 the British sent an ambassador, Sir 
George Macartney, to Beijing (see sourCe 3). Th e mission was ultimately unsuccessful. Initially 
this was explained by Macartney’s insulting refusal to kowtow in the presence of the emperor. 
A broader explanation points to the incompatibility between the world views held by the British 
and the Chinese. Th e Chinese were an inward-looking nation, content with minimal trade, 
while the British were determined to expand to establish British traditions around the world. 
Subsequently the emperor sent a letter to England’s George III in which he pointed out that 
China already had everything it needed and saw no value in or use for the items Britain wanted 
to trade (see sourCe 4).

Th e Chinese saw Macartney’s failed mission as providing further proof of their superiority over 
foreigners. For the British, it merely signalled a small delay in their plans.

As your Ambassador can see for himself, we possess all things. I set no value on objects strange or 
ingenious, and have no use for your country’s manufactures.

sourCe 4 From the letter Emperor Qian Long of China sent to George III in 1793

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

kowtow to kneel and 
touch the forehead to 
the ground in deep 
respect for an emperor
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.  .  .  such exquisite workmanship, and in such profusion, that our presents must shrink from the comparison 
and hide their diminished heads.

sourCe 5 An excerpt from Lord Macartney’s journal of his mission to China

6.5.2 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did Britain come to play a major trading 
role in China?

2 Why did George McCartney’s mission to 
China fail?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Look at sourCe 3. Why do you think the 
British artist has portrayed the Chinese 
emperor in this way?

6.5 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Compare and contrast sourCe 3 with the 
image portrayed in sourCe 2 in subtopic 6.1.

2 What might explain the change in British 
attitudes towards China?

3 Compare and contrast sourCes 4 and 5 in 
their attitudes towards Chinese products.

4 Does this support the reliability of each 
source? Why or why not?

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCt

5 Identify and explain one intended and one 
unintended effect of foreign contact with China.

6.6 Expansion, trade, conflict
6.6.1 Tension boils over in the First Opium War
When the Chinese began to trade with the British they enjoyed a ‘trade surplus’, meaning 
the value of their exports to Britain was greater than the value of the goods being imported. 
Eff ectively this meant China was making a profi t. Eager to balance the trade, the British began 
importing opium into China. A recreational and medicinal drug, opium was expensive and 
had been used only rarely, but the increase in availability due to the British trade meant that it 
became cheaper and more widespread.

In the early 1800s the British increased their trade and, despite an import ban on opium, they 
began to smuggle large amounts of it into China. Corruption was widespread and Chinese 
offi  cials were easily bribed, making the trade easy. As much of the population became addicted, 
the illicit trade grew. Th e social and economic impact of the opium trade forced the emperor to 
act. He appointed a politician named Lin Zexu to the role of Imperial Commissioner to deal 
with the illegal opium trade. Lin approached the matter with both a diplomatic and a forceful 
approach. He wrote an open letter to Queen Victoria in which he emotionally urged her to 
acknowledge the damage the opium trade was infl icting and to end it (see sourCe 1). Around 
the same time, though, when Lin arrived in Guangzhou, he quickly had hundreds of opium 
dealers arrested and tens of thousands of opium pipes confi scated. When he could not persuade 
foreign companies to hand over their opium stockpiles, he had the warehouses in Guangzhou 
besieged to force their compliance. When they eventually surrendered the opium, it was 
destroyed, further increasing tensions between China and Britain. Despite this apparent success 
for the Chinese, tensions with the British remained high. When a Chinese man named Lin Weixi 
was killed in Kowloon by a British sailor and the culprit could not be found, the Chinese 
demanded that someone — anyone — should be handed over to the authorities for punishment. 
Th is was not unusual in China, where the community was held responsible for its lawbreakers, 
but to the British it was unthinkable, and they refused. Th e men were tried by the British under 
British law and fi ned for unruly behaviour. Unsatisfi ed, Lin confronted the British with a fl eet of 
war junks and prevented the sale of food to the British, once again eff ectively besieging them in 
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the harbour until the culprits were handed over. Th e British again refused and shots were 
exchanged, signalling the start of the First Opium War.

Dear Your Royal Highness Queen Victoria, 

.  .  . You have traded in China for two hundred years, and as a result, your country has 
become wealthy. But after this long period of trade, there appear both good persons 
and bad. There are those who smuggle opium to seduce the Chinese people and 
cause the spread of the poison to all provinces. Such persons who only care to profi t 
themselves, and disregard their harm to others, are not tolerated by Chinese law and 
are hated. His Majesty the Emperor, upon hearing of this, is in a towering rage. He has 
especially sent me to come to [Guangzhou] .  .  . to investigate and settle this matter. 

The law [in China] calls for the death penalty for people who sell opium or smoke 
opium. Those barbarians who through the years have been selling opium, then the 
deep harm they have caused, and the great profi t they have made, should justify their 
execution according to law. Fortunately we have received a specially extended favor 
from His Majesty the Emperor, who considers that for those who voluntarily surrender 
there are still some circumstances to pardon their crime, and so for the time being 
he has magnanimously excused them from punishment. But as for those who again 
violate the opium prohibition, it is diffi cult for the law to pardon them repeatedly. 

The wealth of China is used to profi t the barbarians. That is to say, the great profi t 
made by barbarians is all taken from the rightful share of China. By what right do they 
then in return use the poisonous drug to injure the Chinese people? Even though the 
barbarians may not necessarily intend to do us harm, but in wanting profi t, they have 
no regard for injuring others. Let us ask, where is your conscience? I have heard that 
the smoking of opium is very strictly forbidden by your country; that is because the 
harm caused by opium is clearly understood. Since it is not permitted in your own 
country, then even less should you let it be passed on to harm other countries. 

Is there a single article from China which has done any harm to foreign countries? Take 
tea, for example; the foreign countries cannot get along for a single day without them. 
Moreover the textiles of foreign countries cannot be woven unless they obtain Chinese 
silk. If China cuts off these benefi cial exports, what profi t can the barbarians expect 
to make? There is also ginger, cinnamon, and so forth, and articles for use, beginning 
with silk, satin, chinaware, which foreign countries want from China. On the other 
hand, articles coming from the outside to China can only be used as toys. We can take 
them or get along without them. Since they are not needed by China, what diffi culty 
would there be if we closed our frontier and stopped the trade?  

Anyone who dares again attempt to plant and manufacture opium should be severely 
punished. This will really be a great, benevolent government policy that will get rid of 
evil. For this, Heaven must support you and the spirits must bring you good fortune, 
prolonging your old age and extending your descendants. All will depend on this act. 

Now we have set up regulations governing the Chinese people. He who sells opium 
shall receive the death penalty and he who smokes it also the death penalty. Now 
consider this: if the barbarians do not bring opium, then how can the Chinese people 
resell it, and how can they smoke it? The fact is that the wicked barbarians beguile the 
Chinese people into a death trap. 

The Emperor cannot bear to execute people without having fi rst tried to reform them 
by instruction. Therefore he enacts these fi xed regulations. The barbarian merchants of 
your country, if they wish to do business for a prolonged period, are required to obey 
our statutes respectfully and to cut off permanently the source of opium. 

May you check your wicked people before they come to China, in order to 
guarantee the peace of your nation, to show further the sincerity of your politeness 
and submissiveness, and to let the two countries enjoy together the blessings of 
peace! After receiving this dispatch will you immediately give us a prompt reply 
regarding the details and circumstances of your stopping the opium traffi c. 

Yours sincerely,
Lin Zexu, Commissioner of 

the Celestial Empire (China)

sourCe 1 Lin Zexu wrote the following open letter to Queen Victoria. It was published 
in newspapers in China. In it he refers to the British merchants who illegally trade opium 
as ‘barbarians’ and outlines a range of reasons why he feels the trade should cease. 
Queen Victoria did not see the letter until after the First Opium War had begun.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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sourCe 2 A naval battle during the First Opium War, at Anson’s Bay, 7 January 1841. On the left is the 
British East India Company steam ship Nemesis. The longboats are also British, while the ships in the 
background are Chinese war junks.

Militarily, the Chinese were technologically outclassed by the British forces. Th eir ships were 
inferior to the British navy’s, and China’s soldiers were only a part-time force armed mainly with 
bows and arrows and knives, whereas the standing British army was made up of well-trained 
troops armed with modern muskets. Th e war ended in 1842 with the signing of the infamous 
Treaty of Nanjing. Under the terms of the treaty the Chinese were forced to open a number 
of ports to British trading ships, Hong Kong was ceded to the British (it remained a British 
colony until 1997), and China was forced to pay several million silver dollars to the British as 
compensation for the opium destroyed at the beginning of the war and for the cost of the war 
to the British. Th e treaty was the fi rst of a number of what the Chinese called unequal treaties 
because the British, for their part, faced no obligations under the terms.

6.6.1 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 In your own words, summarise the causes of the First Opium War.
2 What were the terms of the Treaty of Nanjing?
3 Why did the Chinese use the term ‘unequal treaties’?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Outline the reasons why Lin Zexu, in sourCe 1, wants the opium trade to stop.
5 In sourCe 1, Lin Zexu addresses the letter specifi cally to Queen Victoria. How closely connected 

to the trade do you think she would have been?
6 Write a response to the letter from, or on behalf of, Queen Victoria. In it you should outline your 

understanding of the trade as well as your thoughts on whether or not it should, or could, be 
stopped.
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6.6.2 More conflicts and rebellion
The Sino-Japanese War
Importantly, it was not only European powers that were looking to expand their infl uence into 
Qing China. Later in the nineteenth century, Japan, too, had ambitions of territorial expansion. 
Th ey fought with China over control of Korea in 1894 and 1895. Th e Meiji Restoration period 
after 1868 had seen Japan become an industrialised state as new technology was introduced 
from the West. As a result Japan extended its infl uence in the region and the Korean Peninsula, 
a longstanding area of confl ict between Japan and China, was once again fought over in the 
Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95.

Japan was victorious and the war ended with the signing of the Treaty of Shimonoseki. Th e 
treaty gave Japan considerable rights over the area of Korea, but in addition Japan was also ceded 
the island of Taiwan as well as large regions of Manchuria in northern China. Almost more 
important than China’s loss of territory was its loss of prestige. Th e end of the war resulted in 
Japan playing a more signifi cant role as a foreign power in China and altered the political balance 
of power in the region. Th is would have further consequences during World War I. 

The Taiping Rebellion
Historians still debate whether the First Opium War was a direct cause of the Taiping Rebellion. 
Th e Qing dynasty already faced a number of problems, including internal social confl ict, 
economic stagnation and a population growth rate that was putting a heavy strain on resources. 
Th e country also suff ered a major drought in 1847 and 
disastrous fl oods in 1849 and 1852. All these problems, 
compounded by their humiliating defeat at the hands 
of the British in the First Opium War, were simply too 
much for the Chinese government to deal with.

Th e Taiping Rebellion began in 1850 and spread 
over most of southern China before fi nally being 
suppressed in 1864. It was led by Hong Xiuquan who, 
after religious visions experienced during an illness, 
was inspired to preach a new form of Christianity in 
China. Th e aim of the rebels was to overthrow the 
Qing dynasty and replace it with a new kingdom in 
which all land belonged to the state and women were 
given a more equal status with men. It is estimated that 
some 20 million people died over the course of the 
rebellion, making it one of the deadliest confl icts in 
human history.

While the rebellion raged, the Second Opium War 
broke out with Britain, this time allied with France. 
Also called the Arrow War, it began when Chinese 
authorities boarded a ship called the Arrow and 
arrested the crew under suspicion of piracy. Unable to 
manage the crisis of the Taiping Rebellion at the same 
time as this new confl ict, China was forced to sign 
another humiliating treaty. Over the two decades of 
the 1840s and 1850s China signed no fewer than six 
separate treaties with France, Britain, Russia and the 
United States, each one forcing more concessions to 
the foreigners (see sourCe 4). In an eff ort to protect 
their new gains, the British and French sided with the 
Qing against the Taiping rebels, supplying weapons 
and soldiers. Although this helped crush the rebellion, 
it also further cemented in the minds of many 
Chinese an image of Qing weakness and submission 
to foreign infl uence.

sourCe 3 This nineteenth-century French political cartoon 
shows China being carved up by foreign powers — from left 
to right, Britain, Germany, Russia, France and Japan. The Qing 
emperor is protesting in the background.
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sourCe 4 Some of the unequal treaties imposed on China by 
foreign powers in the nineteenth century

Year Treaty of Imposed by 

1842 Nanjing Britain

1844 Wangxia USA

1844 Whampoa France

1858 Tianjin Britain, France

1858 Aigun Russia

1859 Beijing Britain, France

A new empress
In 1861 the Xianfeng emperor died. 
Because his fi ve-year old son was too young 
to rule on his own, a group of regents 
(people appointed to rule in the place 
of the monarch if they are too young or 
incapacitated) was formed to take over his 
duties. Soon, though, the young emperor’s 
mother, Cixi, eliminated the other members 
of the group and established herself as 
the new ruler of China — the Empress 
Dowager (see sourCe 5). In 1889 she 
nominated the new Guangxu emperor to 
take over power when she retired from her 
role as dowager empress. However in reality 
he never ruled in his own right, and was 
always under Cixi’s infl uence.

During the time of Cixi, although 
without her backing, there arose some 
hopes for reforms of the more rigid aspects 
of dynastic rule. Th e scholar Kang Yuwei 
planned and implemented a series of 
reforms with the help of the Guangxu 
emperor. In 1898 the ‘Hundred Days’ 
Reform’ (discussed in the next subtopic) 
was intended to introduce radical decrees 
that would help modernise China, but 
the powerful and conservative Cixi, who 
still eff ectively ruled, rescinded almost all 
the reforms. She had the emperor arrested 
and many of the reformers executed. Her 
absolute rule was once again established 
over China, yet the problems she faced did 
not go away.

I shall never feel that my duty as Sovereign is fulfi lled until I have raised them all [the Chinese people] to 
a condition of peaceful prosperity. Moreover, do not the foreign Powers surround our Empire, committing 
frequent acts of aggression? Unless we learn and adopt the sources of their strength, our plight cannot be 
remedied.

sourCe 6 From the Guangxu emperor’s Reform Decree of 1898

sourCe 5 The Empress Dowager Cixi ruled China 
from 1861 to 1908.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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6.6.2 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 Draw a timeline that summarises the causes of the Taiping Rebellion. Separate them into what 
you would consider long-term and short-term causes.

2 Why did the death of the Xianfeng emperor cause political instability?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Conduct some research into one of the ‘unequal treaties’. What were some of the terms? To what 
extent is the term ‘unequal’ accurate?

4 Summarise the reforms that are called for in the Guangxu emperor’s Reform Decree in sourCe 6.

6.6 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Explain how sourCes 3 and 6 help reinforce each other’s message.

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

2 Work in small groups to compare the position and power of China in relation to Japan, Russia 
and England in 1900. Compare the form of government, type of economy and relationships with 
other nations. You could draw up a table like the one below to organise your initial research.

Country Form of government Type of economy
Relationship with 

other nations

China

Japan

Russia

England

When you have filled in your information into the table as a group, individually prepare a report that 
describes the changing nature of China’s position in relation to the other countries.

3 Using the information you have gathered so far in this topic, respond to the following question 
in an extended response: ‘Why were British and Chinese world views incompatible in the 
eighteenth century?’

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCt

4 Compare and contrast the causes and effects of the Opium Wars and the Taiping Rebellion.
5 What would be your response to the statement that the rigid system of government and power 

in China helped lead to tension with foreign powers? Use specific evidence to support your 
ideas.

6.7 Economic and social effects
6.7.1 Economic effects
The impacts of foreigners on Chinese society since their first arrival in the sixteenth century varied 
widely. Missionaries spread the ideas of Christianity to many parts of the land; the trade of western 
goods introduced new ideas; but perhaps no foreign import had a greater social impact than opium. 

The signing of the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842 may have ended the Opium War, but it did not 
end the opium trade. In fact, the trade increased because trade with the British was forced upon 
China — opium meant business, and business was booming. In return for the opium that the 
British imported to China, tea and silk were exported back to Britain. In the years from 1843 to 
1855 the export of tea increased from 7000 tons to 42  000 tons. In the same period, silk exports 
rose from 2000 bales in 1843 to 56  000 bales in 1855.

On the surface, this may seem like a positive aspect of the trade. Certainly, tea- and silk-
producing regions close to the trading ports did expand and benefit from the trade. But a closer 
look will reveal that these benefits were short term. As demand for these two commodities, 
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known in economic terms as ‘cash 
crops’, increased, production 
shifted away from food crops and 
so less food was being produced. 
Th is shortage of food crops pushed 
prices up and so the poor, who 
could not trade with the foreigners, 
simply became poorer.

Th e trade in silk had a further 
long-term eff ect. China’s textile 
industry had a very long history — 
as far back as 3000 BCE. It 
had undergone a variety of 
developments over the centuries, 
but ironically it was the high 
quality of local textiles that caused 
the industry to decline. In addition 
to bringing in opium, Western 
countries also introduced cheaper, 
machine-produced textiles with 
which to trade. Th is caused a 
decrease in the demand for locally 
made goods and crippled the local 
textile industry. Many areas in 
China reported an increase in crime 
as rising poverty took hold.

Even China’s traditional trade 
routes were suff ering. Under the 
Canton System, foreign goods 
arrived at port and were then 
transported through inland waterways and coastal roads. As a result, many people had come to rely 
on the passing traffi  c for their livelihoods, whether that be by selling food or off ering other services. 
Th e opening of other trading ports meant goods were now transported from one port to another by 
sea, so those people who relied on inland traffi  c for their income suff ered.

6.7.1 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 What were ‘cash crops’?
2 How did the change in trade routes impact society?
3 Draw a fl ow chart to explain the sequence of economic impacts of the opium trade.

6.7.2 Social effects
As the trade in opium continued, a drug that had been used medicinally in China for centuries 
soon became a drug of dependency for a large proportion of the population. As the quantity of 
opium coming into China increased, the product became cheaper. It was soon available not just 
to the wealthy but to a wide cross-section of society. At the turn of the nineteenth century, about 
2500 tons of opium was being imported into China annually. By the middle of the century, that 
fi gure had increased almost tenfold to 23 000 tons. It is estimated that at the height of opium usage 
in China, almost all men used it and about a quarter of the entire male population was addicted.

Access to opium and high unemployment due to the economic situation in China made 
a devastating combination. Opium dens like the one in sourCe 2 became popular. Patrons 
reclined and smoked opium through long pipes. Some dens were highly ornate and richly 
furnished; others were simple rooms. But in each case, the décor refl ected the social standing 
of those who used the rooms, and the fact that there were so many opium dens indicates just 

sourCe 1 The sap of the opium poppy fl ower is harvested 
and refi ned to produce the drug.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



topic 6 China (1750–1918) 237

c06China(1750–1918) 237 September 16, 2016 2:44 PM

how widespread the use of the drug was. Th e eff ects of long-term use of opium are described 
in sourCe 3. Despite attempts to ban the drug and threats of harsh punishments for trading, 
illustrated in sourCes 5 and 6, trade and use of opium continued.

sourCe 2 An opium den in Canton, China, c. 1900

Those who begin its use at twenty may expect to die at thirty years of age; the countenance becomes 
pallid, the eyes assume a wild brightness, the memory fails, the gait totters, mental exertion and moral 
courage sink .  .  . atrophy reduces the victim to a ghastly spectacle, who has ceased to live before he has 
ceased to exist.

sourCe 3 A British observer’s remarks on the effects of opium, from 1847

Eventually some British politicians saw the responsibility they had for the disastrous situation 
in China. Some sixty years after the end of the Opium War, Lord Justice Fry of the British Court 
of Appeal expressed his views, seen in sourCe 4. However, by then the damage had been done.

We English, by the policies we have pursued, are morally 
responsible for every acre of land in China which is withdrawn 
from the cultivation of grain and devoted to that of the poppy; 
so that the fact of the growth of the drug in China ought only 
to increase our sense of responsibility.

sourCe 4 Lord Justice Fry’s comment regarding Britain’s 
moral responsibility for the situation in China, from around 
1908

Let the buyers and smokers of opium 
be punished with one hundred blows, 
and condemned to wear the wooden 
collar for two months. Then, let them 
declare the seller’s name, that he may 
be seized and punished.

sourCe 5 Edict following the ban 
on opium in 1839
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sourCe 6 An 1804 engraving of a wooden punishment collar as described in sourCe 5. The writing 
indicates the crime being punished.

6.7.2 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 How did the British change the way opium was used in China?
2 Why do you think the British and Chinese traders ignored the 1839 ban on opium?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Why would the Qing government be concerned by the image in sourCe 2?
4 Summarise the detrimental effects of opium as expressed in sourCe 3.
5 How does the attitude in sourCe 4 differ from most British attitudes towards the opium trade?

6.7.3 Expanding contacts
Foreign ideas
Th e Jesuit missionaries of the sixteenth century brought with them not only Christianity but also 
European ideas and technology, particularly in the fi elds of astronomy and science. Th ey shared 
their European views with the Chinese and returned to Europe with tales of China’s wonders. 
Yet their numbers were small and any ideas or new technology they conveyed tended to remain 
within the emperor’s circle rather than being circulated throughout the country.

Some missionaries, however, became trusted within the emperor’s court and played an 
important role in early Chinese and European relations. Matteo Ricci and Adam Schall von Bell 
were two early examples. Th ey learned the language and translated classical Western texts into 
Chinese, which helped to spread the ideas of European scholars such as Galileo. Particularly 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Jesuit missionaries promoted what was the fi rst 
example of cultural exchange between China and the West.
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As the infl ow of foreigners in China increased in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the 
spread of Western ideas also began to increase. During this time, Chinese citizens began to travel 
abroad and brought home with them new ideas in the fi elds of science, technology and social 
reform. Th e nineteenth century had seen such unrest in China that more and more people were 
beginning to question their traditional beliefs. Th e Qing dynasty appeared to be losing the 
mandate of heaven.

In 1898, many of these ideas were brought together and promoted in what became known as 
the Hundred Days’ Reform. Th e reformers, led by Emperor Guangxu, decided that for China 
to become strong again a range of changes were needed. Th ey thought that reforms must be 
accompanied by fundamental changes to institutions and ideology. Th e ideas included the 
modernisation of the education system, reforming the structure of the military in order to 
strengthen it and modernising China’s industrial capability.

Th e Hundred Days’ Reform failed when conservative opponents, supported by Empress Cixi, 
removed Guangxu from power. Th e conservatives did not oppose the modernisation of China; 
rather, they feared that the intended reforms would only increase foreign infl uence.
The Chinese Diaspora
During the nineteenth century a large number of Chinese decided, or were forced, to emigrate. 
Th is was known as the Chinese Diaspora and was caused by diff erent factors. Famines in the 
southern coastal provinces 
of Fujian and Guangdong, 
combined with the eff ects 
of the Opium Wars and the 
Taiping Rebellion, disrupted 
agricultural and economic 
activity in many areas, 
putting further strains on 
Chinese resources. Around 
the same time slavery was 
being abolished in many 
parts of the world, creating 
labour shortages. In North 
America, Chinese migrants 
replaced African slaves as 
a major source of labour. 
Th e large-scale emigration 
would have alarmed the 
Qing but there was little 
they could do about it; 
the unequal treaties forced 
the government to allow 
emigration to colonial 
regions.

While many Chinese 
migrated to other Asian 
countries in search of work, a great number travelled further afi eld — to the United States, 
Canada, Australia and Europe. In 1849 gold was discovered in California, and when merchants 
brought news of the fi nd to China a wave of migration to ‘Gold Mountain’ occurred. Th e 
Australian gold rushes of the 1850s provoked similar migrations and ‘New Gold Mountain’, 
as the Australian goldfi elds became known, saw the beginning of a long period of Chinese 
migration to Australia.

Across the world Chinese emigrants established what has become the most visible result of 
the Diaspora — the ‘Chinatown’. Chinatown is the generic name given to that area of a city 
outside China in which Chinese businesses and restaurants predominate. Th ere are about twenty 
Chinatowns in Australia, and many of them are thriving areas used as a focal point for traditional 
celebrations such as Chinese New Year. sourCe 8 shows Melbourne’s Chinatown.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

sourCe 7 This photograph from the early twentieth century shows 
two Chinese labourers at work in the Australian outback.
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sourCe 8 Chinatown in Melbourne. This community was originally established in the 1850s during the 
gold rushes.

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the 
following resources and auto-marked questions:
Chinese diaspora

6.7.3 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 What sorts of changes was the Hundred Days’ Reform movement hoping to achieve?
2 What were the objections of the opponents of the movement?
3 What is ‘diaspora’?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Explain what sourCe 8 suggests about the extent and scale of the Chinese Diaspora.

6.7 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 What do sourCes 5 and 6 illustrate about the Qing government’s attitudes towards opium?
2 Which negative effects of opium use outlined in sourCe 3 might be identifi able in sourCe 2?

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCt

3 Construct a visual diagram that summarises the causes of the Chinese Diaspora. Include 
both ‘push factors’ (reasons to leave China) and ‘pull factors’ (reasons to migrate to a particular 
country).

4 On a world map, label the countries and regions, with the dates if possible, to which Chinese 
migrants primarily travelled.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



topic 6 China (1750–1918) 241

c06China(1750–1918) 241 September 16, 2016 2:44 PM

6.8 Resistance in China
6.8.1 The Boxer Rebellion
Confucianism helped generate a view in China that foreigners were little more than barbarians. 
It was believed that there was little that could be gained from contact with the outside world. 
Many people and organisations in China actively sought to get rid of foreigners once and for all.

Th e Society of Righteous and Harmonious Fists, known as the Boxers, was a secret society 
that called for a return to traditional values and the expulsion of foreigners. Th ey were 
anti-foreign and anti-Christian and resented the gunboat diplomacy used against China. 
Embracing Daoist and Buddhist ideas, the Boxers believed that through a combination of 
martial arts training and spirit possession they would be impervious to guns and cannon. 

sourCe 1 This map from 1912 shows that the foreign legations were concentrated in a small area in Peking 
(as they had been in 1900), providing focus points for anti-foreign sentiment during the Boxer Rebellion.

gunboat diplomacy a 
coercive form of 
diplomacy in which a 
country threatens the 
use of military force to 
achieve its objectives

daoist ancient Chinese 
philosophical/religious 
tradition emphasising 
simple living in 
harmony and balance 
with the universe

spirit possession an 
alleged supernatural 
event in which a spirit or 
god takes control of the 
human body, creating 
changes in behaviour
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Special women’s groups such as the Red Lanterns and the Cooking Pot Lanterns helped feed 
the fi ghters. Th e Boxers also won over provincial offi  cials to their program of helping the Qing 
expel foreigners.

In 1899 the Boxers began to attack Christian missionaries in protest of their increasing 
numbers and their interference with traditional Chinese life. A common sentiment in China 
was that missionaries were yet another attempt by foreign powers to divide and colonise China. 
Th e European ‘extraterritoriality clause’ meant that Europeans in China were exempt from most 
Chinese laws and were considered under the jurisdiction of their own countries’ laws, thereby 
heightening the sense of helplessness towards the foreigners felt by many Chinese.

Th e Boxers also targeted telegraph lines and ‘iron centipedes’ (railway tracks). In the face of 
such lawlessness the Qing government had to act, but it faced a dilemma. Th e foreign powers 
demanded that Cixi suppress the uprising but, while she publicly condemned the Boxers, secretly 
the Dowager Empress supported their cause. In June 1900 the Boxers arrived in Beijing, laying 
siege to the foreign legations. An attack by the foreign Western powers and Japan on the Taku 
Forts in north-eastern China forced Cixi’s hand. Unable to oppose the Boxers for fear of losing 
further Chinese support, on June 21 she formally declared war on the foreign powers.

Th e Eight Nation Alliance of foreign powers comprised Japan, Russia, Great Britain, France, 
the United States, Germany, Italy and Austria–Hungary. Th e Australian colonies, not yet 

federated into the Commonwealth, off ered 
support to the British, and troops from 
Victoria and New South Wales were formed 
into naval brigades.

Australia’s fi rst contingents, mainly men 
from Victoria and New South Wales, sailed 
for China on 8 August 1900. Troops from the 
Eight Nation Alliance were already fi ghting 
in China and, by the time the Australians 
arrived, most of the major fi ghting was over. 
Th ey were then engaged in ‘mopping up’ 
operations or simply guarding prisoners. Six 
Australians died in the Boxer Rebellion, but 
none were the result of enemy action — all 
were from sickness and injury.

One of the most signifi cant episodes of the 
uprising was the siege of the legations. Th is 
was the area of Beijing in which the foreign 
powers had their diplomatic legations or 
embassies. Th e siege of the foreign legations 
in Beijing lasted 55 days. When they were 
relieved on 14 August 1900, 66 foreigners had 
been killed with many more Christians killed 
across China. Cixi fl ed Beijing but returned 
when peace terms were arranged. 

Yet again superior foreign military forces 
had quickly defeated China. Yet again a 
punishing peace treaty was forced on China, 
resulting in more reparation payments and 
the further deployment of foreign troops in 
China. And, yet again, the Qing government’s 
weakness against foreign powers had been 
demonstrated. Cixi fi nally realised that reform 
off ered the only hope for the survival of the 
Qing and of China. Most of the reforms that 
had previously been resisted by Cixi over the 
previous years were now initiated.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

sourCe 2 A Boxer fi ghter from around 1900 with a spear and fl ag

legation a foreign 
country’s diplomatic 
offi ce, similar to 
an embassy
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Technically, the Boxer Rebellion was actually not a rebellion at all. Th e term ‘Rebellion’ 
suggests the Boxers wanted to overthrow the dynasty, but this was never their intention. In 
fact, the Empress Dowager Cixi had some sympathy with the rebels: she too wanted an end 
to foreign infl uence in China. She chose to describe it as a rebellion to give the impression 
that she opposed it in the hope of reducing the harshness of the peace terms imposed by the 
foreign powers.

No talented people are in sight;

There is nothing but fi lth and garbage,

Rascals who undermine the Empire,

Leaving its doors wide open.

But we have divine power at our disposal

To arouse our people and arm them,

To save the realm and to protect it from decay.

Our pleasure is to see the Son of Heaven unharmed.

Let the offi cials perish,

But the people remain invincible.

Bring your own provisions;

Fall in to remove the scourge of the country.

sourCe 3 The aims of the Boxers as expressed in a rhyme in 1900

sourCe 4 This photograph from around 1900 shows the public execution of captured Boxer rebel fi ghters.
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Take away your opium and your missionaries, and you will be welcome! . . . Do away with your 
extraterritoriality clause and missionaries may settle anywhere and everywhere; but retain it and we must 
do our best to confi ne you and our troubles to the treaty ports.

sourCe 5 Sentiments expressed by Prince Kung of the Imperial Qing Court around 1900 about the 
foreign presence in China

sourCe 6 A photograph from the collection of the Australian War Memorial showing two offi cers of the 
Australian Naval Brigade in China around 1900 – 01

6.8.1 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 Why did Cixi secretly support the Boxers?

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

2 Read sourCe 3 and answer the following:
a Who were the ‘scourge of the country’?
b What is this document asking Chinese 

people to do?

3 Explain what sourCe 4 suggests to you 
about the nature of the fi ghting during the 
Boxer Rebellion.

4 Selecting key words from sourCe 5 as 
evidence, describe the main concerns held 
by Prince Kung of the foreign presence.

5 What are the values and limitations of 
sourCe 6 as a historical source?

6.8.2 Reform and revolution
Among the reforms introduced by the Qing government under the terms of the Boxer Protocol 
were major educational changes. Modernisation of the curriculum began and for the fi rst time 
western subjects were introduced. While this might have helped placate some of the people, for 
example those who promoted the Hundred Days’ Reform, it had some negative eff ects for the 
government. Th e new curriculum introduced beliefs and values that confl icted with traditional 
Confucian beliefs. Th ose who went through the new system tended to be more critical of the 
dynasty and were hungry for further change. In losing control of the education system, the Qing 
lost a key area of popular support.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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In 1908 work began on a constitution in which the emperor would retain control over the 
armed forces, foreign policy and the judicial system but would extend the administrative control 
of provincial and local leaders. The military was also decentralised, making it more efficient to 
run, and was also equipped with western weapons and trained in western tactics.

Despite, or perhaps because of, these reforms, the Qing dynasty was doomed. The reforms 
were intended to modernise China and restore faith in the government. They only half 
succeeded. While they did manage to modernise China, they also provided a new degree of 
freedom for many of its people, a level of freedom never before known in China. With this 
freedom came a demand for further change and, eventually, a demand for the Qing government 
to be removed from power altogether. A new sense of nationalism was evolving and people began 
to dream of a new, independent China free from foreign interference.

Revolution
Over the course of the nineteenth century the Chinese people had witnessed the Qing dynasty’s 
powerlessness to stop foreign encroachment into China. The violent upheavals of the Opium 
Wars, the Taiping Rebellion and the Boxer Rebellion repeatedly demonstrated the weakness 
of the Qing and the dynasty’s inability to resolve pressures both from within and from outside 
China. Many Chinese came to believe that revolution, rather than reform, was the only way to 
save the country. This belief would be violently expressed in 1911.

Before her death in 1908, the Empress Dowager had nominated the three-year-old Pu Yi to be the 
next emperor. Pu Yi’s father, Prince Jun, was himself not considered worthy of rule but would act as 
regent until Pu Yi was old enough to rule on his own. However, one man in particular had no time 
for a new emperor. His name was Sun Yixian and he would become a key figure in modern China. 

Sun wanted to transform China into a republic and had already tried to overthrow the Qing in 
1895. After this attempted coup failed he fled into exile but, in 1911, he saw a new opportunity, 
and this time he was more successful. Dissatisfaction with the Qing government’s apparent 
weaknesses in the face of internal problems and foreign intervention had boiled over into open 
rebellion in many provinces. The imperial army refused to oppose the rebels unless the government 
granted the long-awaited constitution. When it refused to do so, the downfall of the Qing became 
only a matter of time. Without the army on its side there was no hope for the dynasty.

Sun Yixian was confirmed as president designate on 1 January 1912 and only weeks later, on 
12 February, Pu Yi abdicated. However, Sun had a rival — General Yuan Shikai — with very different 
goals for the new China. Many areas of the country were still under the control of local warlords. 
Despite being provisional president, Sun did not have the military power to bring order to strife-torn 
China. That power rested with Yuan, so to avoid civil war Sun Yixian stepped down on 10 March.

The declaration of a republic in China ended 267 years of Qing rule and some 2000 years of 
the imperial system. But this fundamental political change still did not bring peace to China.

6.8.2 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 Explain why control of education was so important in maintaining the Qing dynasty.
2 What were the key changes of the proposed 1908 constitution?
3 Why did the requested reforms help to bring an end to the Qing dynasty?
4 How did Sun Yixian and Yuan Shikai differ in their ambitions for China?
5 Draw and label a timeline showing the key events in China from 1900 to 1912.

6.8 Putting it All together

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

1 Do you think it could be said that the reforms introduced by the Qing government actually helped 
bring about its downfall? Discuss your opinions as a class and use evidence from this topic to 
help you write a paragraph response.

determining historiCAl signifiCAnCe

2 How significant was the role of education in maintaining Qing rule over China and its people?
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6.9 Continuity and change
6.9.1 A new emperor?
Th e China that emerged from the nineteenth century was barely recognisable compared 
with that of a century earlier. Th ere is no doubt that this time period was a time of great 
change for many countries, but for China in 
particular, the consequences of the events of the 
nineteenth century would aff ect it well into the 
next century.

Early in 1912, after the revolution that ended 
the Qing dynasty, a new style of government was 
created under the rule of General Yuan Shikai 
(see sourCe 1). But after coming to power it 
seemed that his true ambitions became clear. 
He had avoided civil war when Sun Yixian (see 
sourCe 2) had stepped down from power, but 
China now found itself with two opposing 
political parties — Sun Yixian’s Guomindang 
(GMD) or Nationalist Party, and the Jinbudang 
or Progressive Party. Both were formed in 
1912. When Yuan organised the murder of a 
GMD leader in 1913, Sun launched a ‘Second 
Revolution’ to remove Yuan from the presidency. 
Yuan responded by declaring the GMD illegal 
and suspending Parliament. He also began to talk 
about making himself emperor. 

Had China gone through so much turmoil 
to end the old imperial system only to have 
it replaced with a new one? Yuan put the 
question to the vote, but only those who were 
specially selected were allowed to cast a ballot. 
Unsurprisingly, the vote was unanimously in 
favour of the proposition and he crowned himself 
emperor in December 1915. In defi ance of the 
vote, eight provinces declared independence 
and nationwide protests ensued. It seemed that 
China had had enough of monarchy. In March 
1916 Yuan fi nally accepted that his imperial 
dream was out of reach and announced a return 
to republican government. He died in June that 
same year, leaving China once again in political 
turmoil. For millions of peasants, however, 
life continued as usual, with cycles of famine, 
drought, fl oods and unjust taxes.

What changed?
Politically, China had changed a great deal by 
the early twentieth century. Th e centuries-old 
imperial system had come to an end and the 
country had a new president in Sun Yixian. Th e 
upheavals of the previous century saw many areas 
of the country still in turmoil. But for much of 
the population, particularly the poorer classes, it is 
doubtful whether anything had actually changed 
for the better.

sourCe 2 Sun Yixian, founder and fi rst 
leader of the Guomindang

sourCe 1 Yuan Shikai, fi rst president of the 
Republic of China

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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sourCe 3 Chinese peasants, 1920 sourCe 4 Peasants, late nineteenth century

sourCe 6 Present-day photo of Chinese farmers tending 
their fi elds

sourCe 5 Present-day photo of a Chinese farmer tending 
the fi elds

6.9.1 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 What was Sun Yixian’s ‘Second Revolution’?
2 Why did Yuan Shikai renounce his title of emperor?
3 How much did life actually change for the average peasant in China?

6.9.2 China and World War I
In 1914 the new Chinese republic, only three years old, found itself an ally of the British and 
French in World War I. Th e move away from a monarchy was seen as a positive step by the 
West and China was certainly keen to improve its standing on the world stage. While offi  cially 
neutral until declaring war on Germany in 1917, from the start of the war China sent more 
than 100 000 volunteer labourers to the Western Front to help dig trenches, work in factories or 
engage in other support work. But China gained little by being an ally of the British and French.
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At the end of the war, when the Treaty of Versailles was forced upon Germany, the decision 
was made to confiscate all of Germany’s overseas colonies. Some of these were in China and had 
been leased to Germany by the Qing government. However, these colonies were not returned to 
China but instead handed over to Japan. In 1915 Japan had taken advantage of its position as an 
ally of Great Britain and the United States to make a list of ‘Twenty-One Demands’ on China. 
These included territorial gains and would see Japan become a more powerful country in the 
region. Britain and the United States offered little opposition and the Japanese succeeded in most 
of their demands. Anti-foreign sentiment once again became common and in 1919 a massive 
protest was held against the government’s perceived failure to protect Chinese interests following 
World War I. The subsequent renewal of anti-foreign sentiment in China created conditions that 
would play a role in the creation of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921.

6.9.2 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 Why did the new Chinese republic declare war on Germany in 1917?
2 What did China get out of the Treaty of Versailles at the end of World War I?
3 Describe reasons for the rise in the level of anti-foreign sentiment in China after World War I.

6.9.3 Positive outcomes?
Over the course of the nineteenth century the Chinese people had witnessed the Qing 
dynasty’s powerlessness to stop foreign encroachment into China. The violent upheavals of 
the Opium Wars, the Taiping Rebellion and the Boxer Rebellion repeatedly demonstrated the 
weakness of the Qing, and the dynasty’s inability to resolve pressures both from within and 
from outside China.

Making any value judgement about positive or negative effects of particular events is difficult 
when studying history. Inevitably those judgements are highly subjective and will be different 
depending on the source or the historian. However, few historians disagree that during the 
nineteenth century there were not many positive effects of foreign influence on China. They 
highlight the Opium Wars, the Taiping Rebellion and the unfair treaties as evidence. However, 
most historians also agree that there were some advantages in the long term for China. The 
exposure of Qing weakness and the continued oppression from both their own government and 
that of the foreigners made them argue for change. People realised that the emperor did not 
necessarily enjoy the ‘mandate of heaven’ and, for better or worse, many came to believe that 
revolution, rather than reform, was the only way to save the country.

6.9.3 Activities

CheCk your understAnding

1 Why are judgements about history highly subjective?
2 What are some positive and negative outcomes for China on which most historians agree?

6.9 Putting it All together

using historiCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Analyse sourCes 3, 4, 5 and 6 and 
record the changes that you can see in the 
photographs.

2 Explain the values and limitations of the four 
sources from the question above.

identifying Continuity And ChAnge

3 Discuss the extent to which you think 
change has occurred for peasants in China 
over the time period studied in this topic. 
What about changes to the current day? Do 

you have enough information to make any 
conclusions? If not, what other information 
would be useful?

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCt

4 Draw a timeline that includes the key events 
in China between 1912 and 1919. Consider 
the causes and effects of the events and 
discuss any similarities or differences. Can 
you identify any broad differences in the 
types of causes before and after the fall of 
the Qing dynasty?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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6.10 SkillBuilder: Analysing 
cause and effect 

Analysing the causes and effect of the fall of the Qing dynasty

When studying history it is important to remember that events don’t ‘just happen’. Many factors 
combine to bring about historical events. Being able to analyse cause and effect is an important 
historical skill.

Go to your learnON course 
to access:
• An explanation of the skill 

(Tell me)
• A step-by-step process to 

develop the skill, with an 
example (Show me)

• An activity to allow you to 
practise the skill (Let me 
do it)

• Questions to test your 
application of the skill 
(Applying skills)

6.11 Review
This fi nal subtopic provides a range of opportunities 
for you to review and respond through:
i revising and checking your historical knowledge
ii demonstrating your ability to apply historical concepts 

and skills.

Go to your learnON course to access:
• A key chronology of events relevant to the topic
• A summary of the key knowledge presented in 

the topic
• A ‘Big Questions’ activity
• A multiple choice topic test
• Short answer or extended writing responses

interactivity
China (1750–1918) 
timeline
Use this interactivity to 
create a visual timeline 
of key events in China 
between 1750 and 
1918.
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