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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.
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CHAPTER 1


China 1839–60





In 1839, China was an antique empire ruled by the Manchu dynasty. Politically and socially conservative, it considered itself superior to all other nations. Yet within 30 years it had been forced by stronger Western powers to surrender much of its independence and key parts of its territory to them. These developments and the shock they caused to the Chinese are the subject of this chapter, which studies the material under the following headings:





•  The nature of Manchu rule



•  The Opium Wars



•  Rebellions and the Qing response to them
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1 The nature of Manchu rule




What were the distinctive characteristics of Manchu China?





Recorded history in China dates from around 2200BC and is customarily measured by reference to the fifteen imperial dynasties which ruled from that time until the early twentieth century AD. In 1839, the reigning emperor was a member of the Manchu house, the last dynasty to rule China before the overthrow of the imperial system in the revolution of 1911 (see page 48).


The Manchu (Qing) dynasty


There was an oddity about the position of the Manchus as emperors of China. As their name indicates, they came from Manchuria, a large north-eastern state that originally lay outside China. Strictly speaking, therefore, the rule of the Manchu was the imposition of foreign authority over China. It is true that the Manchu came to absorb so many aspects of Chinese culture that to the outside observer it seemed that the different peoples were indistinguishable. Nevertheless, the majority Han Chinese never lost their sense of being subject to alien rulers, which explains why when Chinese nationalism began to develop in the nineteenth century it often expressed itself in the form of anti-Manchu agitation. An interesting example of this was the symbolic cutting off by the Chinese of their pigtails, the traditional Manchu hairstyle which had been imposed upon them.


Imperial rule


The emperor was the principal ruler and magistrate, entitled to complete obedience from his subjects and government officials. The imperial title was hereditary and claimed an absolute authority. The right to hold such authority was based on a fundamental feature of Chinese political and social thinking: Confucianism, a set of ideas drawn from the teaching of the philosopher Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479BC.
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Confucius (551–479BC)


The Latinised name of the Chinese scholar Kong Fuzi, whose ideas influenced China for thousands of years and continue to shape Chinese thinking today.
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Confucianism


Confucianism is sometimes loosely defined as a religion, but this is misleading. Confucius was not a religious thinker. It was this world and the people within it that mattered. His basic principle was that unless people lived an ordered life, social harmony would be impossible to achieve and chaos and conflict would follow. To achieve harmony and order it was necessary that society should be structured in accordance with four essential rules. These were:





•  the acceptance of the status quo




•  the obedience of children to their parents



•  the obedience of wives to their husbands



•  the obedience of the people to the emperor and his officials.





It was not surprising that Confucianism, with its insistence on deference to authority and the need to conform to existing laws, proved highly attractive to China’s emperors. The absolute right of the emperor to rule had originally been established by force of arms. What was needed was a justification for holding power that did not depend solely on military might. Confucianism provided exactly that by asserting that obedience to proper authority was essential to the existence of a virtuous, harmonious society. Emperors consistently claimed that anyone who disputed their control was damaging the proper and natural order of things and was not to be tolerated. Such challengers became social outcasts and were treated with great severity. China gained a reputation for the merciless way it dealt with internal rebellions. Convicted rebels were treated as common criminals and publicly executed by methods such as beheading or strangulation.


The imperial court


The emperor, formally referred to as ‘His Celestial Highness’, resided in the Forbidden City in Beijing (Peking), venturing outside only on special occasions to perform public ceremonies, such as blessing the seasonal harvest. It was in the Forbidden City that all the government offices were situated and where the courtiers who served the emperor lived. The absolutism of the emperor meant that power was not spread downwards. It was unthinkable that the people should have any say in government. The result was that ideas such as democracy, parliamentary and representative government were unknown in Chinese politics. Such politics as did occur took place within the court and were essentially a matter of rival individuals and groups competing for the emperor’s attention and favour.


Court life was heavily regulated and formal. Among the courtiers were a significant number of eunuchs responsible for the everyday running of the court. One of their particular duties was to watch over the concubines, chosen women who lived in a court harem and whose role singly or collectively was to satisfy the emperor’s sexual needs and whims. Despite the gossip and intrigue that flourished in such a closeted atmosphere, the pattern of imperial court proceedings had remained substantially the same for four millennia.


The mandarins


It was the predominance of Confucianism in official thinking that secured the position of a particularly influential class in imperial China – the mandarins. These were scholars trained in the subtleties of Confucian learning. They went through a series of rigid examinations. Once they had passed these, they joined an exclusive class of officials who ran China under the authority of the emperor. As government officials in the emperor’s court and as local governors in China’s provinces, they were indispensable to the operation of imperial rule. The importance administratively of the mandarins made them a social and political elite, who zealously guarded their privileges. Although they did not survive long into the twentieth century, their existence over thousands of years left a tradition of bureaucratic control by an exclusive group of privileged officials that was to be paralleled by the rule of the Communist Party in twentieth-century China (see page 154).


The Manchu view of China’s place in the world


The Chinese word for China is zhongguo, meaning ‘the middle kingdom’ or ‘the centre of the world’. Until the nineteenth century, China had regarded itself as a society superior to all others. It did have occasional contacts with the outside world, but it never considered these as especially significant. It retained a sense of its own uniqueness. Over thousands of years, under the rule of its emperors, it had developed a deep belief that it was a self-sufficient culture which needed nothing from foreign nations. The dismissive Chinese term to describe the people of other nations was ‘barbarians’. This was a clear example of the essentially Sino-centric nature of Chinese thinking, which resulted from its centuries of detachment from outside influences. Until the nineteenth century, Chinese map-makers always put China in the centre with the rest of the world circling round it.


One crucial consequence of this self-regarding view of themselves was that the Chinese were slow to develop a concept of progress. China’s rulers saw no need to introduce reform. Why change when the nation had all it required? This derived not from idleness or lack of imagination but from adherence to the Confucian patterns of thought that laid great emphasis on maintaining the existing order of things.


The belief that China was wholly self-sufficient, both culturally and materially, meant there was no value in maintaining contact with foreigners. Yet, on occasion, China did need goods and materials from outside. What developed, therefore, was an elaborate tribute system. China would enter into commerce with other nations, but any trade in which it engaged was regarded as being made up of gifts received from inferiors. Ironically, what China gave in return was often greater in amount and worth than it received. But this strange pattern of commerce preserved the notion of China’s supremacy.


Striking examples of this were to be found in Sino-British relations. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a number of British delegations approached the Chinese emperor with proposals for closer trading links. The Chinese answer on every occasion was to thank the British for their courtesy but to point out that, since Britain had nothing of real value to offer China, there was no point in establishing such relations. When, in 1794, King George III’s representative, Lord McCartney, was eventually allowed to enter the Forbidden City in Beijing to be received by the emperor, he caused acute diplomatic embarrassment by refusing to kowtow in the traditional way. Unsurprisingly, the talks that followed were not a success, as was evident from the letter handed to McCartney on his departure. It was from the Emperor Qianlong and was intended for King George III. A key passage read: ‘We possess all things. I set no value on objects strange or ingenious, and have no use for your country’s manufactures.’


In their separate ways, McCartney’s disregard of Chinese sensibilities and Qianlong’s belief in Chinese self-dependence may be seen as anticipating the trauma that China was to experience when Western imperialism began to impose itself a few decades later (see page 14).


Society under the Manchus


Confucianism became integral to Chinese culture. Its key precepts of placing the good of society before the rights of the individual and of obeying legitimate authority continue to this day to colour Chinese thinking.


Status of women in imperial China


Imperial China was a patriarchal system. Confucius had taught that for a society to be harmonious it had to follow a set of rules, one of which required the obedience of wives to their husbands. As a result, it had become traditional for women to be discriminated against in China. On rare occasions females did play a leading role in public life – one example was Cixi (Xi Xi, see page 27) – but these were exceptions. Most women were treated very much as subordinates. They were denied a formal education since it was considered that their essential role was domestic: the raising of children and running the home. A fascinating example of women’s subordination was Wen Qimei, the mother of Mao Zedong, China’s great revolutionary leader in the twentieth century (see page 81). Wen Qimei was not a name; it simply means ‘seventh daughter’, an indication of the depersonalised way in which female children were often classified.


Forced marriage


Mao Zedong’s early life (he was born in 1893) offers further fascinating insights into how restricted women’s lives were in imperial China. At the age of fourteen, Mao was informed by his father that a betrothal had been arranged for him; he was to marry a twenty-year-old woman from a nearby village. Arranged marriages were customary in imperial China. Love and compatibility were not a consideration. The arrangement was purely economic. The boy’s family paid money to the girl’s family, the amount being calculated on how many children she was likely to produce. The benefit for the groom’s family was that they gained, in effect, an unpaid domestic servant since the usual practice was for the bride to become a skivvy under her mother-in-law’s orders. As it happened, Mao rejected all this; he declined to cooperate in the match-making even when his father told him that the bride-price had already been paid. Mao had successfully defied his father and Chinese social convention.


As a young man, Mao had witnessed the execution of a young girl in his home village of Shaoshan in Hunan province. As punishment for taking a lover and rejecting the man she was betrothed to, the girl had been tied to a weighted plank and held underwater until she drowned. Mao often recounted this story as a depiction of the social oppression of women that had prevailed in imperial China.


Foot-binding


The girl’s killing was an extreme example of the ill-treatment to which women were subjected. More common was the notorious practice of foot-binding. This involved the tight bandaging of the feet to prevent their growth. The purpose was two-fold: to hobble the women so as to restrict their movements and to make them more attractive to potential husbands, Chinese men customarily regarding small feet as highly erotic. Interestingly, one of the first reforms Mao made as leader of China was to prohibit foot-binding, evidence that it had survived as practice in rural China until at least the 1940s.


The imperial economy


In 1839, there were a number of aspects of China’s economy that merit attention.


Population


Ethnically, China was composed of four main peoples: Han, Manchu, Mongol and Tibetan. Of these four groups, the Han were by far the most numerous, forming 95 per cent of the population. It was this Han predominance that historically had given China its sense of being one nation, despite its great size (slightly larger in area than the modern USA) and its many linguistic, regional and climatic variations. In 1839, China had a population of 300 million, which would double by 1900 and double again by the end of the twentieth century.


Agrarian problems


In 1839, China’s internal economy was overwhelmingly agricultural, with the great mass of the people being peasants who lived in villages and rented the land on which they worked. Despite feudalism having been formally abolished in the eighteenth century, the relationship between peasant and landowner was still essentially one of dependence. The landlord could turn the renter off his property simply by raising the rent prohibitively. Even where the peasant was buying rather than renting, he was still very vulnerable since invariably he had borrowed the money (usually from the landlord) and was, therefore, at the mercy of the lender, who was free to raise the interest rate should he choose. Hatred of landlords was a potent and persistent feature of Chinese society and one which Mao Zedong would later effectively exploit (see page 87).


The type of food produced on the land was determined by the local soil and climatic conditions and, consequently, in a country as large as China, varied considerably. An understanding of the variation can be gained by study of the map shown in Figure 1.1. At its most efficient, Chinese peasant family life had an attractive simplicity, as described (Source A) by a British observer of the pattern of agrarian activity in Fukien province:
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] According to Source A, what are the main features of the farming pattern in Fukien?
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From the Mitchell Report 1854, quoted in Jack Gray, China from the 1800s to 2000, Oxford University Press, 2010, p. 79.


The Fukien farmer, among his other crops, raises a certain proportion of sugar. This sugar he dispenses of in the spring to a trader at the nearest seaport, who ships it to Tientsin or some other northern port during the summer monsoon, undertaking to pay the farmer for it, part in money, part in northern cotton when his junk returns.


When the harvest is gathered, all hands in the farmhouse turn to carding, spinning and weaving this [northern] cotton, and out of this homespun stuff, a heavy and durable material, they clothe themselves; and the surplus they carry to the market town, the manufacture varying from the coarsest dungaree to the finest nanking [or nankeen, a kind of cotton cloth], all costing the producer nothing beyond the raw material, or rather the sugar he exchanged for it.
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That description, however, offered an idealised and oversimplified picture. Things seldom worked as smoothly as that. China’s rapidly growing population put great pressure on its food production and explains why famines and rebellions caused by poverty were a common occurrence in China. The problem was not land shortage; there was sufficient space for new areas to be cultivated. The difficulty arose from the peasants’ inability to prepare the ground with the speed and efficiency required for crops to be sown and harvested. This failure was not from lack of will or effort but because the peasants did not have the equipment to do it efficiently. For example, the basic pattern of ploughing had not changed in centuries. Wooden implements were still used, deep blade metal ploughs being unknown. Until China adopted the technological advances that had modernised farming in Europe and the USA, China’s food needs would run ahead of its capacity to meet them.


Trade


Although China’s rulers claimed they had no need of trade with outside countries (see page 4), foreign commerce had increased considerably, rising by an annual four per cent during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which led to the growth in size and importance of the coastal and river ports.
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China’s exports were principally furs, tobacco, porcelain, silk and tea, the last three items being especially notable. The huge demand for white tea that developed in Britain in the later eighteenth century meant that within a generation it had become China’s most profitable export. The European taste for tea was part of a general quickening of interest in Chinoiserie which helped to stimulate China’s silk and porcelain exports.


Yet although external trade had grown, as long as the official court view was that China had no real need of it, it was unlikely to receive much government support. What shattered this condescending air of detachment was the issue of opium imports. It was opium that was destined to change the character and history of China and its people.



2 The Opium Wars




Why did China become involved with Britain in wars over opium?


What impact did the Opium Wars have on China?





China’s belief in its own unique greatness was severely shaken by enforced contact with the West, beginning with the Opium Wars in the middle decades of the nineteenth century.


The First Opium War 1839–42


The first open conflict broke out in 1839, when the Manchu government rejected British demands that China increase its purchases of opium from British India. The war had both long- and short-term causes.


Long-term causes





•  By the 1830s, Britain’s expansion as a major European free trade power led to its exploitation of China as both a market and a source of materials. This made war highly likely, if not inevitable, since Britain’s thrusting economic ways were alien to the Chinese.



•  The East India Company, which had control of the opium trade in India and Burma and issued licences to merchants, had expanded rapidly by the 1830s. In 1767, it had exported 1000 chests of opium to China; in 1800, the figure had risen to 4500 chests; by 1838, the figure stood at 40,000 chests. One chest contained an average of 133 pounds (60 kg) of opium.



•  These figures did not indicate a growth in genuine Chinese demand. It was more a matter of the licensed traders’ pressuring Chinese importers to take more. Nor were the traders above using illegal means. Ignoring the attempts of the Chinese authorities to restrict the imports, they did deals with corrupt officials and smugglers to ensure that the intake of opium was maintained.



•  The money that Britain received from the opium trade was a vital source of income from which it paid for its increasing imports of tea from China. Any serious disruption of this would badly affect Britain’s balance of payments, a situation which it was hardly likely to tolerate.



•  Imperial China’s lack of modernity made it suspicious of European expansionism. China was unready economically and culturally to adapt to Britain’s demanding style.



•  Britain’s awareness of China’s relative military weakness made it ready to push things to the point of conflict since it had every expectation of winning any war that might follow. Acknowledged internationally as the world’s greatest naval power, Britain had little to fear from China’s antiquated warships.



•  A feature of history is that stronger nations or powers tend to dominate weaker ones and force them to conform to their territorial or economic demands. Should the weaker nation attempt to resist, it is subjected to invasion or attack. The relationship is, therefore, one in which war is a constant likelihood. The relationship between China and Britain as it had developed by the second quarter of the nineteenth century was a recipe for conflict.





To these long-term causes of tension were added a set of immediate reasons for conflict.


Short-term causes





•  The vital first step towards the outbreak of war was the realisation by the Chinese government that its purchase of opium was rapidly draining the treasury of its financial reserves. Sino-British trade was conducted in silver. Up to the 1830s, there had been a rough balance between the value of Britain’s import of Chinese tea and China’s import of British opium. But, by the late 1830s, this balance had been broken. China was paying out $18 million in silver.



•  To this was added a growing awareness in government circles of the disruptive impact of opium on Chinese society. The lethargy and apathy that the drug produced in addicts were destroying work habits, family relations and social harmony. It was a matter of scale. Opium, which was acceptable when taken by a few, became intolerable when taken by the many.



•  It was on these economic and social grounds that the Qing government decided to assert itself in 1839 by ordering the seizure of the opium stocks in Canton, the port through which 90 per cent of the drug was distributed.



•  The difficulty was that the Qing already had in place decrees which prohibited the use of opium. These had not been acted on consistently and a mistaken impression had developed among the foreign traders that the Chinese government, rather than tightening restrictions, was about to declare opium legal. This followed from a misreading of the reports of discussions held between 1836 and 1838 in the Manchu court. Foreign observers often found it difficult to interpret court debates accurately. Expecting wrongly, that 1838 would see the full legalisation of the opium trade, merchants had stockpiled their supplies in Chinese warehouses.



•  However, the traders found that instead of their markets widening, they were closed down and their stocks seized and destroyed.



•  Lin Zexu (1785–1850) was sent as special imperial commissioner to Canton (Guangzhou) to supervise the operation. His appointment proved critical. Lin was a court mandarin who became a leading administrator under the Qing. His fierce objection to the opium trade was not simply because it drained China of bullion and affronted Chinese independence. He condemned it on moral and health grounds and ordered a campaign to be mounted against it. (The scale of the operation is clear from the figures in the box.)
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Lin’s anti-opium campaign, March to May 1839





•  50,000 pounds of opium were seized by the Chinese authorities.



•  70,000 opium pipes were confiscated.



•  1600 Chinese opium addicts were arrested.
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Initially, Lin’s strong line was supported by the Qing; Emperor Daoguang praised him for his forceful assertion of China’s independence. After the war, Daoguang was to back down and turn on Lin, claiming that his tough stance had led to conflict, whereas a more accommodating approach would have avoided hostilities. This was both unfair and inaccurate; initially, Lin had tried to maintain workable relations with foreign merchants, telling them that his aim was to prevent trade not in legitimate goods but only in opium. However, when they declined to consider abandoning their lucrative trade, Lin continued with the seizure and destruction of all known opium stocks and the arrest of the major traders.


Lin produced a powerful moral argument to justify his action. One remarkable example of this was a letter he sent to the young Queen Victoria asking by what right did the British enforce a ‘poisonous drug’ on the Chinese people, a drug that was forbidden in Britain. ‘Where is your conscience?’, he asked.


That the letter probably never reached the queen and that opium consumption was not illegal in Britain did not detract from the sense of moral outrage that was being expressed. Lin’s resolute stand was the cue for many in the international community to leave Canton and seek safety in Portuguese Macao. It was from there that the British merchant contingent, led by their chief spokesman, Charles Elliot, appealed directly to the British government to intervene militarily on their behalf. Viscount Palmerston, the foreign secretary, had initial misgivings about becoming involved, but in the face of sustained lobbying by a large body of textile manufacturers in Britain, who feared losing their valuable Chinese markets, he gave way and ordered gunboats to be sent to Chinese waters.
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SOURCE B
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[image: ] On what grounds does Palmerston, in Source B, justify using armed force against China?
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From Lord Palmerston’s despatch to the minister of the emperor of China, 20 February 1840, quoted in Frederick Whyte, China and the Foreign Powers, Oxford University Press, 1928, p. 42.


The Undersigned, Her Britannick Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, has the honour to inform the Minister of the Emperor of China, that Her Majesty The Queen of Great Britain has sent a Naval and Military Force to the Coast of China, to demand from the Emperor satisfaction and redress for injuries inflicted by Chinese Authorities upon British Subjects resident in China, and for insults offered by those same Authorities to the British Crown.


Her majesty cannot permit that her subjects residing abroad should be treated with violence, and be exposed to insult and injustice; and when wrong is done to them, Her Majesty will see that they obtain redress.
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Character of the war


The arrival of the British gunboats in Chinese waters in 1840 marked the beginning of the Opium Wars.





•  The war on land was largely a matter of siege and counter-siege, with Chinese forces obliging Westerners to take refuge in the foreign settlements only for British troops to break the sieges, free the beleaguered Westerners, and in turn force the Chinese to take shelter in their own areas.



•  Although the Chinese forces often resisted courageously, their weapons and equipment did not match those of the British. The steamships, which had a draft of less than two fathoms (12 feet, 3.7 m), were able to sail many miles inland up river, outmanoeuvre the slow-moving Chinese junks and blast them with superior cannon power. On land, the British forces were equipped with rifles whose quick-loading mechanisms, long range, and relative accuracy were of immense advantage over the flintlock muskets carried by the Chinese.



•  The British made a point of capturing vital warehouses and river barges in which the silver raised in taxes was stored, thus denying the Chinese the ability to pay their soldiers and fund the war effort.



•  In June 1840, a British force largely made up of troops from the British Indian army, sent from Singapore, arrived by sea to put Canton and other ports and towns under siege.



•  A fleet of 25 steam ships armed with cannon bombarded the coastal forts on China’s east coast and up the Yangzi (Yangtse) and Pearl Rivers.



•  In 1842, reinforcements increased Britain’s strength to the point where it was able to capture the Bogue forts, which commanded the entrance to the Pearl River delta. By the summer of that year, the British forces were in a position to seize the key city of Shanghai, a defeat which obliged the Chinese to make peace.





Convention of Ch’uan-pi, January 1841


Early in 1841, in an effort to call a halt to the fighting, which was going badly for the Chinese, Qishan, the provincial governor of Guangdong (Kwangtung), entered into discussions with Charles Elliot, acting as a British plenipotentiary. These talks became known as the Convention of Ch’uan-pi (variant English spellings are Chuanbi, Chuenpee Chunpi, Qunbi). They concluded with the following terms:





•  China to pay Britain $6 million in compensation.



•  Canton to be fully open to British trade.



•  Hong Kong island to be ceded to Britain.



•  The Qing government to be permitted to collect taxes from Hong Kong.



•  Britain to withdraw from the islands it had temporarily occupied during the war.





The Convention did not become a formal treaty since neither China nor Britain was happy with it. Learning of the negotiations, the Emperor Daoguang, asserting that Qishan had no authority to enter into such agreements, dismissed him. In effect, this was only a partial delay in the implementation of the main terms. The British insisted that they be made into a binding agreement. The result was that a year later, following the defeat of the Chinese forces, the Qing were obliged to accept the Treaty of Nanjing, whose main terms are set out below.


Treaty of Nanjing 1842 (supplemented by the Treaty of Bogue 1843)





•  The Qing government was required to pay Britain $21 million in compensation for damage and lost opium sales resulting from the war.



•  China agreed to cede Hong Kong island to Britain as a colony ‘in perpetuity’ (permanently).



•  Britain was granted special trading rights in China’s main ports: Shanghai, Xiamen, Fuzhou and Guangzhou.



•  British subjects were to be entitled to purchase property and take up residence in the treaty ports.



•  British residents were exempt from local Chinese law.





It was in the aftermath of the Nanjing and Bogue treaties that the Chinese government entered into similar agreements with France and the USA, the Treaty of Wangxia (1845) granting the United States ‘most favoured nation’ status. The government’s motive was less a desire to open China to the French and the Americans and more a wish to be in a position in which it could play off Britain against other Western nations. The treaties marked a key stage in the opening of China to British and European influence. It became the model for all the succeeding ‘unequal treaties’ imposed on China (see page 15).



The Second Opium War 1856–60


Having being forced to sign the humiliating peace treaties of 1841–2, the Chinese authorities were left embittered and resentful, a situation which left a strong likelihood that hostilities would break out again. This duly happened in 1856 with the Second Opium War.


Causes


Aware that, after 1842, France and the USA had succeeded in imposing their own commercial agreements on China, Britain, in 1854, citing the right granted under the terms of the Nanjing treaty to renegotiate terms, made the following demands:





•  All Chinese ports were to be fully open to British traders.



•  China to accept that opium imports from British India and Burma were wholly legal.



•  British goods coming into China to be free of import levies.



•  A permanent British embassy with full diplomatic powers to be established in Beijing.





The Manchu government played for time; for two years it declined to give a clear response to the demands. But an event occurred in 1856 that led directly to the renewal of war. In October of that year, Canton port police impounded the Arrow, a ship known to have been involved in piracy and opium smuggling. Although it was legally registered as a Chinese ship, the Arrow’s Chinese owners lived in British Hong Kong and their ship sailed under a British flag. It was on these grounds that they appealed for British protection. Britain responded by taking up the owners’ cause and demanding that the ship be released and its imprisoned crew freed. When the Chinese were slow to react, Palmerston (see page 10) sanctioned the shelling of Canton by British warships.


Backed by France, Russia and the USA, who claimed that in various separate incidents their own nationals had been abused and assaulted by the Chinese, Britain proceeded to enforce its will on China. In 1857, an Anglo-French coalition force seized Canton. A year later, a naval force drawn from the same two countries brought Tianjin, the main northern port serving Beijing, under European control.


Treaty of Tianjin, 1858


In the following year, China bowed to the demands of Britain and France, and signed the Treaty of Tianjin, whose main terms were:





•  Eleven Chinese ports were to be opened up to foreign trade.



•  Britain, France, Russia and the United States were to be granted the right to set up embassies in the capital, Beijing, traditionally a city closed to foreigners.



•  Foreigners were to be entitled to travel in China without restriction and to engage in trade and religious missionary work.



•  China’s principal river, the Yangzi, was to be open to foreign shipping (including warships).



•  Foreign and Chinese Christians were to be entitled to worship openly without interference from the Qing authorities.



•  China was required to pay $10 million in silver dollars to both Britain and France.



•  A further $5 million was to be paid to British merchants in reparation for their losses during the fighting.



•  In official correspondence, the Chinese authorities were to drop all slighting references to the British, such as the word ‘barbarian’.





In 1860, Britain and France, claiming that the Chinese were not putting the treaty terms into practice, sent another joint force, this time to China’s capital itself. In an operation that caused a lasting sense of outrage among the Chinese, who regarded it as clear proof of European barbarism, a British force attacked and burned down the buildings of the Summer Palace in Beijing. The attack had been approved by Lord Elgin, the British high commissioner, who defended the action as retaliation for the killing by the Chinese of two British journalists. He also asserted that since the original plan had been to destroy the Forbidden City (see page 3), the attack on the Summer Palace was an act of clemency.


Convention of Beijing 1860


Despite their anger, the Chinese no longer had the means to resist and in October 1860 accepted the Convention of Beijing, which ratified the Tianjin treaty of 1858. They also confirmed the separate agreements China had reached between 1858 and 1860 with France, Russia and the USA. Two added concessions made by the Qing government were of particular note:





•  The port of Kowloon opposite Hong Kong island was granted to Britain on a permanent basis.



•  The Manchu government was to grant permission to Chinese nationals to emigrate to North America as indentured labourers.





Results of the Opium Wars


Few events in Chinese history had such momentous consequences as the Opium Wars. They showed what the Chinese had long been unwilling to admit, that advances in Western technology had given the European powers a military and economic superiority over China. The inability of the Chinese to match this European firepower came as a shattering revelation. It brought into question the hitherto unchallenged notion of Chinese supremacy and raised doubts about the true character of Chinese culture and identity. While China had previously regarded itself as special, other parts of the world had not. To the profound dismay of the Chinese, the Opium Wars brought home to them that they were not strong enough to resist European demands.


Here was a cultural trauma from which the Manchu never fully recovered. The regime was clearly incapable of effective resistance to the foreigners, who imposed a series of ‘unequal treaties’ on China. This reduced the esteem in which the imperial system had been traditionally held and encouraged revolutionary nationalism among those Chinese who yearned to see their nation recover its former greatness.


A humiliated China had to accept a huge increase in the import of opium, a drug that debilitated many of its people, and to hand over territory, including Hong Kong, to British control. Where Britain had led, other Western nations were quick to follow. By the end of the century, dotted along China’s coastline and up the major rivers, there were 50 ‘treaty ports’ in British, German, French or Portuguese hands. These Western enclaves, such as Shanghai, Qingdao, Guangzhou and Hong Kong, became European mini-states in which the laws of the occupying European power took total precedence over those of the Chinese, who were forced to grant the foreigners a range of commercial, legal and religious privileges.


The result was that the West, by a series of unequal treaties, was able to assert a hold on China, which saw many regions in its major cities and ports became enclaves of foreign control, containing international settlements known as ‘concessions’. Chinese people found themselves subject to alien laws and conventions. They were victims of a cultural takeover against which they had no right of appeal.


China’s island neighbour and traditional rival, Japan, also exploited the situation, by making increasing demands on China for territory and economic concessions. This pressure was to culminate in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–5 in which China was crushed (see page 32).


Defeat in the Opium Wars produced a double response among China’s population. Some Chinese developed a fierce dislike of the foreign exploiters and their barbarian ways. Others, while dismayed by their country’s humiliation, were impressed by the economic and military prowess of the Westerners and resolved that only by copying the best of those ways could China begin to modernise itself.


This was first expressed in the willingness of many Chinese to become employees and local representatives of Western companies and concerns that rushed in after 1860 to exploit China. This invariably enabled them to receive higher wages and benefit from expanded career opportunities. A significant class of Chinese ‘compradors’ developed, who became invaluable agents for the foreign businesses.


Whatever the positive benefits that may have subsequently accrued to many Chinese from the foreign presence in their land, the Opium Wars became a defining moment in China’s modern history. By reference to them, the Chinese could explain both why they had fallen under foreign domination and why they were so resolved to win back their independence. Interestingly, Deng Xiaoping (leader of China 1978–97) made constant allusion to the Opium Wars to explain to British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher why China was utterly determined to reclaim Hong Kong in 1997 (see page 260).
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The British in Shanghai


Shanghai had always been an important Chinese administrative centre. Having established control of it by the late 1840s, the British showed remarkable speed in developing it into China’s major port. Much of the marshland in the area was drained and sections of the banks of the Yangzi River delta on which Shanghai stood were strengthened. Piers and jetties were constructed in the harbour and extensive office buildings and warehouses erected. The impact of all this is suggested by the following details:





•  By the late 1850s, consular offices dealing with Sino-British trade had been created. Learning from this example, the French and the Americans soon followed, creating their own offices in their concession areas. Cooperation between Britain and the USA proved so mutually helpful diplomatically and economically that the two countries merged their concession areas in 1863 to form the Shanghai International Settlement.



•  In the same period, over 100 trading offices with their scores of British and Chinese staff had been opened.



•  A Western hospital had also been set up and a Christian church, served by twenty missionaries, had been built.



•  The number of ships using the harbour rose from 44 in 1844 to 437 in 1855.



•  An indication of the trade boom which Shanghai experienced was the statistic that the import–export value of textiles stood at over £5 million in 1860.



•  Shanghai’s success attracted a growing number of foreign commercial and financial interests, a process which over the succeeding decades turned it into one of the world’s most prosperous and cosmopolitan cities.



•  Much as Britain and other outsiders may have profited from Shanghai’s expansion, the problem for China was that it did not share proportionally in the wealth generated. This left the paradox of the Chinese regarding Shanghai as both a reproach and an inspiration; a reproach in that it had required foreigners to develop the city, an inspiration in that it showed what opportunities for wealth creation lay within China.





Shanghai was not simply of value to the British as a port in its own right. What its possession gave to the British was access inland. The penetration up river along the Yangzi valley opened whole regions of central China to British trade and influence.



3 Rebellions and the Qing response to them




What was the scale of the Taiping Rebellion?


What did the rebellion reveal about the character of imperial China?





The Opium Wars coincided with an internal event which was as damaging to the reputation of the imperial system as was its subjection to foreign demands. Between 1850 and 1864, there occurred the most destructive rebellion in China’s history, that of the Taiping. Peasant risings against the imperial government had been frequent throughout Chinese history. Invariably, these had been local affairs, which were crushed with ease and were followed by the rebel leaders’ summary execution for daring to challenge the divine rule of the emperors. The Taiping Rebellion that began in 1850 was different; it lasted for fifteen years, affected large areas of China, and was eventually put down only with the greatest difficulty. Approximately 50 million people died before the rebellion was finally crushed.


The Taiping Rebellion 1850–64


Initially, the rebellion was a movement in Guangdong province among the Hakka people, a branch of the Han race, protesting against their economic conditions, which had been depressed by harvest failures and heavy government taxation. Led by the charismatic Hong Xiuquan, it became an amalgam of nationalist resentment against the rule of the alien Manchu dynasty and a demand that peasant conditions be improved. However, what gave the Taiping Rebellion its particular character was its embracing of religion. Proclaiming that he was ushering in the era of the Taiping (the Celestial Kingdom of Heavenly Peace), Hong preached bitter hatred against the Manchu as the oppressive instruments of the Devil.
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Hong Xiuquan (1812–64)


Having failed in his ambition to become a mandarin, Hong turned to religion. Subject to hallucinations and inspired by a distorted grasp of the Christianity he had learned from missionaries, he claimed to be a younger brother of Jesus Christ.
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It is doubtful that many of the superstitious peasants who joined Hong ever understood his weird theology. Nevertheless, through force of personality and by playing on the economic grievances of the peasants and their dislike of the Manchu, Hong gathered a force of some 20,000 followers by 1850. By 1853, with their army growing in numbers and strength, the Taiping had repulsed all the government’s attempts to contain them and had reached and taken Nanjing in a blood orgy during which they killed their 30,000 Manchu prisoners. It was at Nanjing that Hong Xiuquan proceeded over the next decade to construct a communist community based on strict notions of equality and shared resources. However, to maintain such ideals the Taiping resorted to the most restrictive methods of control, including torture and beheadings. The severity of the rule was a factor in the imposition of Taiping control over a large area of southern China. By the early 1860s, the Taiping army had grown to over half a million.


It is interesting that the religious aspect of the Taiping movement had at first appeared attractive to many of the foreign missionaries. But such sympathy as they initially felt soon evaporated when the ferocious methods used by the rebels to enforce control became impossible to ignore. A similar change of attitude occurred among Westerners in China. Prepared in the first instance to look favourably on the rebellion since any threat to the Manchu government increased Western influence over it, the British, French and Americans then turned against the rebels when the disorder caused by the rebellion threatened Western interests.


Disturbed by the scale of the challenge to the imperial rule presented by the rebellion (see the map on page 19), the imperial government was initially slow to react, but then steadily amassed its own huge army. Organised by Zeng Guofan (see page 26) and drawing on the expertise of foreign mercenaries, such as the English commander Charles Gordon, the Manchu forces were able to break attempts by the Taiping to seize Shanghai in 1860 and 1862. The failure to take Shanghai, which owed much to the British presence there, marked the beginning of the end of the rebellion. Internal dissensions, often involving the assassination of opponents, saw the movement gravely weakened. Nevertheless, it took another three years before the Taiping were finally overcome, a result which led to Hong’s suicide in Nanjing in 1864.
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Charles Gordon (1833–85)


A British army officer who gained the title ‘Chinese Gordon’ for his success in leading a Manchu government force in suppressing the Taiping.
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Reasons for the failure of the rebellion





•  The brutality of Taiping methods alienated many Chinese, who might otherwise have shown sympathy for the movement.



•  Dissension within the Taiping ranks weakened the planning and development of the rebellion.



•  The Taiping remained a movement of the peasants, never winning over the influential gentry who turned against it.



•  Having been initially stunned by the rebellion, the Manchu government recovered its nerve and showed resolution in suppressing the Taiping.



•  Britain and France turned against the Taiping when the disruption that accompanied the rebellion threatened British and French interests in China.



•  Zeng Guofan showed remarkable skill in organising Manchu military resistance to the Taiping.



•  Western military commanders, especially General Gordon (Britain), August Protet (France) and Frederick Ward (USA), assisted in suppressing the rebellion.
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Further risings


Despite its eventual failure, the Taiping rebellion also inspired a series of further risings against the Qing. Among the most troublesome were the following:





•  The Nian Rebellion (1853–68) occurred in northern China in the regions between Beijing and Nanjing. Essentially a protest against the Qing reluctance to provide funds for repairs following devastating Yellow River floods, it eventually failed through its inability to link effectively with the other rebellions.



•  The Panthay Rebellion (1856–73) took place in Yunnan province in south-western China as a movement among Muslims against Qing oppression. With French assistance and playing on divisions among the rebels, the Qing suppressed the rising with great severity.



•  The Dungan Rebellion (1862–77) was not primarily aimed against the Qing, although the disturbance caused considerable worry to the imperial authorities. Centred in the province of Gansu, it was essentially a confused set of local struggles between rival groups of Muslims and Han Chinese. It took fifteen years before the rebels were beaten and scattered, many of them making their way to Russia.
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Chapter summary


In 1839, China stood on the verge of modernity, but it was not a modernity it had chosen for itself. Ruled by an absolute emperor, it was a nation that by age-old tradition believed in its own Confucian-based cultural superiority and regarded the outside world as barbarian. This detachment was severely challenged when it was forced by military and economic weakness, as evident from its defeat in the Opium Wars (1841–60), to open itself to foreign economic and political intrusion. Its Manchu rulers, locked into traditional ways of government, were incapable of preventing a series of unequal treaties being imposed on China, which granted territorial and trading privileges to a number of Western powers. Contemporaneous with the Opium Wars, there occurred a threatening set of internal revolts against the rule of the Qing, the most disruptive of which was the Taiping Rebellion (1850–64). This movement, which took fifteen years to suppress, further illustrated how ill-equipped central government in China was to deal with the reality of a changing world. Growing demands from outside and increasingly political and economic grievances within were combining to place China in crisis.
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Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.




  1 What social principles were basic to Confucianism?


  2 Why had China’s imperial rulers been so drawn to Confucian principles?


  3 What powers were wielded by the Chinese emperors?


  4 What function did the mandarins perform in imperial government?


  5 How did imperial China traditionally see its place in the world?


  6 Why was it customary for the Chinese to regard foreigners as ‘barbarian’?


  7 What role did women traditionally play in imperial China?


  8 What weaknesses were there in the agricultural system in Manchu China?


  9 Why did the issue of opium imports cause a breakdown in Sino-British relations?



10 What role did Lin Zexu play in the first Opium War?



11 Why did the First Opium War go so badly for the Chinese?



12 What was the significance of the Treaty of Nanjing (1842)?



13 Why was there a second Opium War?



14 What was the significance of the Convention of Beijing (1860)?



15 What were the ‘unequal treaties’?



16 What grievances led to the Taiping Rebellion (1850–64) and why did it take so long for the Qing to suppress it?
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CHAPTER 2


The opening of China to foreigners 1860–1901





In the aftermath of the Opium Wars, increasing numbers of foreigners came to China, keen to exploit the economic and missionary opportunities that the opening of the country offered. The Chinese sense of humiliation over this led to resentment towards the intruders but also to a desire to modernise China. By the end of the nineteenth century, its attempt at reasserting its independence led China to war with Japan and a further unavailing act of resistance against further foreign encroachment. These developments are examined under the following headings:





•  Missionaries in China



•  The self-strengthening movement



•  The Sino-Japanese War 1894–5



•  The Boxer Uprising 1898–1901
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Key dates






	1861

	Cixi became empress dowager






	1870

	Tianjin Massacre






	1894–5

	Sino-Japanese War






	1895

	
Treaty of Shimonoseki






	 

	Triple Intervention






	1897

	Imperial Bank of China founded






	1897–9

	Western ‘scramble for concessions’






	1898

	100 days reforms






	1898–1900

	Boxer Uprising






	1899

	USA’s ‘open door’ policy






	1901

	Boxer Protocol
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1 Missionaries in China




What impact did religious missionaries have on Chinese society?





The Treaty of Tianjin (see page 13), granting extensive residence rights to foreigners in China, had the immediate effect of encouraging a large influx of foreign missionaries. The clergy, priests and nuns, were now a very visible and growing Western presence.


Status of the missionaries


Christian missionaries had been present in China since the thirteenth century. They had seldom been warmly welcomed, but, since they were few in number, they were tolerated. They were not seen as a threat until the seventeenth century when the Jesuits, a Catholic order of priests renowned for their dedication and desire to make converts, came to China. There was now a clear danger that if they upset the Chinese authorities they would be deported. However, initially the Jesuits played a shrewd game. Careful not to antagonise their hosts, the priests adopted Chinese clothing and adapted their teaching so that it did not jar with Chinese tradition. The reputation of the Jesuits as educators also brought them to the attention of members of the imperial court, who were impressed by their scientific knowledge and learning, particularly in the area of mathematics. The result was an uneasy Sino-Jesuit relationship, part admiration on the part of the Chinese and part fear that a continued missionary presence might at some point challenge the cultural superiority which was basic to Chinese identity.


By the early nineteenth century, the potential for trouble had grown. Protestant missionaries from Europe and the USA and Orthodox missionaries from Russia had increased the number of foreigners now in China, intent on practising and spreading their faith. No matter how sincere their beliefs and well intentioned their approach, the main aim of such proselytisers was to impose an alien creed on the Chinese. This became critically important at the time of the Opium Wars, when the sensitivities of the Chinese were ignored and a humiliating settlement was enforced on them. During the war, many of the beleaguered Westerners had taken refuge in the mission centres in the concession areas in the European-dominated ports, such as Shanghai and Tianjin, a move that suggested strongly to the Chinese that the missionaries were part of that political, economic and cultural dominance to which China was being subjected. Their missions, hospitals and schools, which were to be found in all the major ports and cities which the West had taken over, were a constant reminder that China’s traditional ways were under threat.


The language question


Of major importance was the impact of the new languages that foreigners brought to China. In the majority of cases, the Westerners, rather than learn Chinese, expected the locals to learn their languages. Mission schools were set up with the express purpose of teaching English and French. This was a cultural affront to the Chinese since it strongly implied that European languages were in some way superior to theirs. Nevertheless, since the whole curriculum in the schools used English or French as the language of instruction, it became impossible to study unless one learned a Western tongue. Ambitious Chinese who wanted a career for themselves or their children knew that the greatest work opportunities lay with the Western companies which were rapidly establishing themselves in China. The better jobs, for example in administration, business, trading centres and hospitals, were in the Western concessions. This obviously created resentment among the Chinese but a significant number of them suppressed their bitterness and opted to learn a Western language as a necessary first step towards a better life economically. Those Chinese who chose this path became an elite, despised by many of their compatriots, but in a position to make the best of a situation which the seemingly irremovable presence of the foreigner had imposed on China.


Cultural challenge


The learning of foreign languages necessarily exposed significant numbers of Chinese to other cultures and traditions. For a people who had prided themselves on the uniqueness and superiority of their own culture this was in one obvious sense greatly disturbing. Yet it had a positive side: the Chinese could now appreciate that there were ideas, thought systems and ways of living other than their own that were of intrinsic worth and, therefore, of value to China. It provided an alternative to the dark picture of Western abuse and exploitation. Significantly, the Chinese revolutionaries, who in time would profoundly change China, almost invariably based their approaches on Western ideologies, albeit tempered to Chinese conditions (see page 52).


Chinese resentment towards the missionaries


A common complaint among ordinary Chinese was that in the missionary-dominated Western courts which operated in the foreign concessions they were denied justice while Chinese converts were granted immunity. The resentment this aroused was intensified by the behaviour of the new missionaries who, neglecting to show the same tact as that of the early Jesuits, often adopted a patronising manner in their dealings with the Chinese, treating them as inferiors and making little effort to hide their feelings of disdain towards them. A French Catholic priest gave his view of what he regarded as the typical Chinese: ‘He is not particularly clean in his person, habits or surroundings. He has no lofty ideal of life and is deficient especially in the higher moral quality; sense of duty, trustworthiness, public spirit, enthusiasm and active courage’.


A particular Chinese grievance was the missionaries’ attempt to suppress the tradition of ancestor worship; the missionaries mistakenly thinking the practice was a superstitious attempt to pray to the dead. It is understandable why, in the outbursts of anti-foreigner feeling after 1840, it was the missionaries who were the first targets of Chinese protests. A dramatic example of this occurred in 1870 in what became known as the Tianjin Massacre.


The Tianjin Massacre 1870


The incident began with a series of attacks on missions in Tianjin in which priests and nuns were assaulted. The attacks were occasioned by rumours that the missionaries were paying local gangs to abduct Chinese children, who were then forcibly baptised and held in the Catholic orphanages. After three of the supposed Chinese kidnappers had been arrested and two of them executed, a crowd surrounded the Catholic cathedral, smashing windows and demanding that the missionaries be arrested. An appeal for help from the missionaries and their local Catholic supporters to the French legation led to an emergency meeting between French diplomats and the Chinese authorities. However, any chance of joint action was lost when the French consul treated the authorities with contempt, going so far as to shoot dead one of the Chinese magistrates in attendance. In retaliation the rioters seized the consul, killed him and threw his body into the river.


With the riot out of control, the following outrages occurred:





•  The Catholic cathedral and four other Christian churches were burned down.



•  Two missionary priests and 40 Chinese Christians were killed.



•  Ten missionary nuns were raped and killed and their bodies mutilated.



•  There were a total of 60 fatalities during the riot.





It required the swift arrival of European gunboats and marines to quell the riot and re-establish order. The angry Europeans in the Tianjin settlements demanded that the Manchu government in Beijing take responsibility. Unwilling to challenge the foreigners at this point, the government bowed before the demand; commissioners were sent to Tianjin on whose orders eighteen of the rioters were arrested and summarily executed. In addition, a special Chinese delegation, led by Li Hongzhang (see page 26), travelled to Paris where, in 1871, it made an abject formal apology to the French government.


Consequences of the Tianjin Massacre


The Tientsin affair had a number of important outcomes:





•  The foreign nationals in China were confirmed in their belief that the Manchu government was incapable of providing the necessary order and protection and that, therefore, a strong European military presence was essential to defend their interests.



•  The Chinese authorities gave up any claim it had had to control the conduct and spread of foreign missions.



•  A growing number of Chinese nationalists were dismayed by their government’s failure to stand up for the nation in the face of foreign pressure.



•  Foreign fears and Chinese bitterness were to prove potent factors in the growing Sino-European tensions that were to climax at the end of the century with the outbreak of the Boxer Uprising (see page 34).






2 The self-strengthening movement




What factors motivated the self-strengthening movement?


Why did it fall short of its objectives?





The aim of the self-strengthening movement


A major reaction to the increasing Western intrusion into China was the development of a ‘self-strengthening’ movement, which aimed at introducing economic reforms as a means of preventing further foreign dominance. The movement, which operated in the last four decades of the nineteenth century, was nominally led by the Manchu government, although in reality the Qing were not genuine lovers of reform. The reason the royal court appeared to be progressive was that it was led by the Dowager Empress Cixi, the real power behind the throne, who was prepared to go along with the notion of reform since it provided a cover for her desire to hit back at the West. Such success as ‘self-strengthening’ would have was largely due to the efforts of ministers and officials who were often prepared to brave Manchu disfavour in promoting progressive economic change in China.


Li Hongzhang (Li Hung-chang)


An outstanding figure in the self-strengthening movement was Li Hongzhang (1823–1901). Li was a committed reformer but he was also wholly loyal to the Manchu dynasty. Far from wishing to challenge the existing political structure, his intention was to sustain the dynasty and government by modernising China in such a way that it could both prevent internal rebellion and ultimately match the strength of the foreign powers which had imposed themselves on China. As a protégé of Zeng Guofan, whom he succeeded as Governor of Zhili province in 1872, Li, over the next quarter of a century, became widely acknowledged at home and abroad as China’s leading statesman. His significance is evident in the range of posts he held and the activities in which he was involved. Among these were:





•  Administration: Li’s governorship of Zhili province, which included the capital Beijing within its jurisdiction, meant that he was at the centre of Chinese affairs. No other court or government official could match his influence.



•  Commerce: as chief commissioner for China’s northern ports, Li was prominent in the arranging of commercial deals with foreign companies and governments.



•  Finance: judging that commercial profit depended on efficiency and sound finance, Li insisted that all the enterprises for which he was responsible were registered as joint-stock companies in which both private and government concerns could confidently invest.



•  Textiles: Li helped to develop China’s already successful textile industry by establishing cotton mills in Shanghai.



•  Steamships: it was also Shanghai that served as the nerve centre of the merchant steam ship company that Li created. His ships collected and delivered goods and food, particularly rice, from and to the main east coast ports and those up river. As a result of Li’s initiative, steamships began to replace the cumbersome sailing barges and slow sea-going vessels on which Chinese trade had traditionally relied. The adoption of the steam engine was one of the most impressive examples of China’s successful embracing of Western technology in the late Manchu period. It is notable that the imperial government, usually resistant to the spread of industry, gave its backing to the introduction of steamships into the imperial navy.



•  Telegraph: as a further move towards integration, Li involved himself in the development of the Imperial Telegraph Administration. As a result of his initiatives, telegraph links were established across many of the northern provinces and connections made between the east coast ports and cities.



•  Railways: to help integrate his coal-mining and shipping interests, Li organised the construction of a number of railway lines radiating out from the port of Tianjin.
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Zeng Guofan (Tseng Kuo-fan) (1811–72)


An exceptional scholar, military strategist, provincial governor and a Manchu loyalist, he played a prominent part in the suppression of the Taiping Rebellion. Many of China’s most able administrators were trained under him.
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Cixi (also known as Yehenara)
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	1835

	Born






	1849

	Brought to court to be trained as a concubine






	1853

	Made a concubine of Emperor Xianfeng






	1856

	Bore the emperor a son, Tongzhi






	1861

	Became empress dowager






	1875

	Installed her nephew Guangxu as emperor






	1889

	Retained power






	1898

	Rejected 100 days reforms






	1900

	Fled on failure of Boxer Uprising






	1908

	Died







Early career


Born the daughter of a lowly official, Cixi was brought to the imperial court as a concubine at the age of fourteen. By force of will and personality she rose to become, as the empress dowager, the effective ruler of China.


Main career


Cixi moved easily in the complex world of court politics, outmanoeuvring real opponents and unscrupulously removing potential ones. From the early 1860s until her death 40 years later, she dominated Chinese government. Although formally supportive of the self-strengthening movement during her time, she was never genuinely committed to it, as she showed when she rejected the 100 days reform programme. Her detestation of foreign dominance in China led her to support the Boxer Uprising, but, with its failure and her flight, she suffered a major loss of prestige from which she and the Manchu never recovered. The foreign victors allowed her to return to Beijing but only on sufferance. Reluctantly backing the idea of reform in the hope of shoring up the dynasty, she had little success. Her death and that of the emperor in 1908 marked the real end of the Manchu dynasty, although it limped on for another four years.


Significance


Although the court politics in which she engaged were intrinsically interesting, they were of little significance except to show how ineffectual the Manchu dynasty had become. Her true importance lay in revealing how incapable the imperial system which she represented was of leading China towards modernity. From time to time there have been attempts to argue that she was a creative force in China and that she helped to lead her country to towards modernity, but the consensus among historians remains that she was a reactionary with little grasp of China’s real needs.
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Railway line extension





•  1896–9 280 miles



•  1900–5 3222 miles
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Li’s initiatives in relation to the railways were of crucial importance since they contributed to a major extension of China’s east coast lines. China’s imperial waterways, with their canals which linked cities and areas of production to the navigable rivers and the sea, had been a remarkable feat of engineering, but they were insufficient to meet the needs of industrial expansion. If manufacturing was to become truly profitable, railways had to be developed.


At first, the Qing government had been opposed to railway extension, claiming that it made foreign intervention in China easier. However, this attitude was reversed in the 1890s after defeat in the war against Japan (see page 32) showed the urgent need for China to have adequate internal transport to move its armies. An imperial decree of 1895 stated that ‘the building of China’s railways was the most important factor in the maintenance of trade as well as an undertaking which will employ the masses. In view of this, therefore, we have decided to encourage railways in every way, in order to make them an accomplished fact of this empire.’ This immediately raised the question of how the expansion was to be financed. The only realistic answer was by foreign loans, a solution which brought the government more problems than it solved (see page 30).


Li Hongzhang’s motives


An important aspect of Li’s shrewd handling of business was that, although he was careful to claim that everything he did was in the interests of the Manchu government, he did not act formally as a government representative in commercial matters. Although he had been a provincial governor, he remained a private businessman in all his commercial dealings. This gave him a freedom of action as an individual, safe in the knowledge that his economic successes made him indispensable to the regime; he was far more influential and important than any minister or court official.


Given the scale of his activities and the number of competing interests and groups, both Chinese and foreign, with which he had to deal, it was not surprising that he acquired a reputation as a canny, calculating negotiator. Having worked with Li, John Foster, a one-time US secretary of state, referred to him as being ‘willing to be double-faced or even ten-faced’.


A key element in Li Hongzhang’s approach was his willingness to adopt Western ways in economic matters. He appreciated that little was to be gained from persisting with the earlier Qing belief that China was self-sufficient. It was far better, he judged, to be realistic: the West was patently more advanced in technology and business acumen. This being so, China could not advance unless it copied and applied the successful features of Western capitalism. The underlying aim was, of course, to develop China to the point of parity with the economically advanced nations, but he considered that this could be achieved only by employing Western ways. To this end, he was prepared to travel abroad to observe first hand how things were done in advanced economies.


Rise of the middle class in the late Manchu period


One of the remarkable consequences of the self-strengthening movement was the stimulus it gave to the growth of the middle class, which, by 1900, numbered around one and a half million, a tiny but highly influential proportion of the population. Previously this class had been composed of lower rank administrators in the central government and local officials in the regions. Over the centuries they had developed as an essential prop in the imperial system. Like their middle-class counterparts in Europe, they developed what they regarded as refined tastes that reflected their status in society. They became the rural gentry of imperial China. But the middle class that emerged from the self-strengthening movement was different in character. It was made up of urban-based businessmen, industrialists, financiers, entrepreneurs, merchants and compradors, men who accepted that their wealth depended on cooperating with the foreigners resident in China. This did not mean they were unpatriotic or that they were pro-Manchu, but it did mean that they were wary of supporting ideas or movements for reform that might jeopardise their newly gained privileges.


Sheng Xuanhuai (also known as Sheng Gongbao)


Another especially noteworthy individual who worked to modernise China’s economy was Sheng Xuanhuai (1844–1916). Of comparable significance to Li Hongzhang, Sheng became transport minister in the Qing government. Impressed by the evident success of Western business methods in his country, Sheng chose to adopt them as the best means for China to make its own economic advance. He judged that his country’s antiquated and sluggish ways of management had to be replaced by an efficient bureaucracy. It was this approach he adopted in all the many organisations and institutions which he founded or for which he became responsible. These included the following:





•  banking



•  merchant shipping



•  ship building



•  textiles production



•  coal mining



•  iron and steel production



•  railways



•  the telegraph system.





Sheng also used his position as customs controller in Tianjin to simplify the complex system of duties and levies that encumbered China’s commerce, thus providing a model for other Chinese regions. A particularly significant move was Sheng’s creation of a university devoted to the study of engineering in which instruction and research were based on the proven successes of Western science. At a local level, Sheng was concerned to develop Shanghai, his home base, as a modern city, taking important steps to improve its infrastructure and port and banking facilities.


Imperial Bank of China 1897


It was in regard to banking that Sheng, as head of what was effectively China’s first modern bank, the Imperial Bank of China, attempted to stabilise the nation’s financial system. Empowered to issue its own currency, the bank, which was based in Shanghai, was intended to be a first step towards making China independent of the financially exploiting foreign powers. The dilemma for Sheng, however, was that the bank could not function successfully unless it cooperated with the foreign financial houses in China, which was why he was willing to link the new bank with the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC) whose advice, under its English manager, was then followed in all key financial decisions. Restrictive though this might have been politically, it did not prevent Sheng’s bank from achieving a remarkable degree of success. Within its first two years of operation it had attracted considerable foreign investment and had won the confidence of Chinese businesses, as was evident from its opening of branches in a number of major Chinese cities. The Manchu government expressed its confidence by buying bonds from the bank. In 1912, for patriotic reasons following the 1911 revolution (see page 53), Sheng’s creation was renamed the Commercial Bank of China.


Despite its early success, the bank’s problems were similar to those which faced all Sheng’s main initiatives: its aim was to act independently of foreign influence but, paradoxically, a lack of Chinese expertise in key areas made it heavily dependent on foreign input. This was especially obvious in regard to finance. To fund his ambitious railway extension plans, Sheng had to rely heavily on an American advance of $40 million to develop a main line between Canton and Hankou, while the construction of the link between Beijing and Nanjing had to be left in the hands of British financiers. The reality was that China’s development, no matter how nationalist it was in inspiration, could be achieved only by adopting the ways of the foreigners who had imposed themselves on China.


Military reforms


Imperial China’s military weakness had been evident since the Opium Wars and then even more cruelly exposed by its crushing defeat by Japan in 1895 (see page 32). The military superiority of the Japanese, as this last event had shown, meant that, when the Chinese government looked for ways of improving its armies, it turned to outsiders. Reluctantly, but logically, it approached Japan, a striking part of whose rapid and successful transformation as a nation had been the modernisation of its armed forces. Thousands of young Chinese cadets were sent to study in Japan, among them the future Nationalist leader, Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kaishek, see page 69). In China itself, the existing and newly established military academies made Japanese expertise basic to their training programmes. Tokyo’s minister in China wrote, ‘Let there be no doubt about it; the bulk of China’s military affairs will be Japanized. Japanese power, slowly but surely, will spread through the Asiatic continent.’
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Figure 1.3 Map of the anti-Qing rebellions.
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Figure I.1 Main areas of food and crop production in China.
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Figure 1.2 Map ol(reary ports established under the ‘unequal treaties’ in the nineteenth century.
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