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Introduction: 

Letter from The Chair: 

Hi Delegates, 

 Welcome to EagleMUNC VII! My name is Caspar Mueller, and I will be your chair for 

the Qing Dynasty committee. I am currently a junior at Boston College double-majoring in 

International Studies and Economics. I am half-German and half-Filipino but I was born and 

raised in Hong Kong, so studying here is my first experience of living in the US, and it has been 

a great experience so far.  

 This will be my second EagleMUNC, as last year I was a co-chair for a similar historical 

Chinese-based crisis committee that revolved around communist land reform that took place in 

the 1950s. It was work intensive throughout the year, but at the conference I was taken aback by 

how much I loved the experience and decided then and there that I would come back as a chair. 

This is therefore, my first time taking the reins of a committee as a chair, and I am very excited 

to wield the gavel when March rolls around. 

 This is absolutely going to be a very interesting and fun committee to be a part of, given 

the depth of the subject matter at hand. At this point in time, China’s regional hegemony over 

Asia is being threatened from all directions by a rapidly modernising world that is steadily 

leaving imperial China behind. Therefore, I am very eager to see how you all respond and adapt. 

 Good luck in all your research; I look forward to meeting all of you in the Spring! If you 

have any questions, please do not hesitate to reach out to me. 

 Best,    

Caspar Mueller 
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Historical Background: 

The Qing Dynasty (also known as the Manchu dynasty) was the last imperial dynasty to 

rule over China. The Qing reigned over China from 1644 after the fall of the Ming Dynasty. Far 

before the Qing, the Mongols were the first great dynasty to rule China. The Mongols began as a 

nomadic and expansive tribe that controlled much of China’s land. Genghis Khan, named Khan 

of the Mongols in 1206, had one of the first powerful reins of this dynasty, and during his time 

he was able to expand land holds, as well as acquire the present day city of Beijing in 1215. 

After the death of Genghis Khan, Kublai Khan later came to power and ruled the Mongols at 

their height of success. The Mongols were culturally and politically influential due to their 

reunification of China and their display of strength and tradition. Later, due to unrest between 

khanates, the Ming Dynasty took power of China.1  

The Ming Dynasty is known to be one of the most influential dynasties, both culturally 

and politically. Due to its stability, the Ming Dynasty established the basic government structure 

that was later used by the Qing. During the time of the Ming Dynasty, there were constant 

struggles with the Mongols and Japan. While on one hand the Ming Dynasty was successful with 

pushing the remaining Mongols north of the Great Wall into what is present day Mongolia, on 

the other hand, it struggled with Japan over the land of Korea. Ultimately, in 1644 the Manchus 

advanced on the Ming from the north, pushing out Ming ruler,  Li Zicheng, and eventually 

overthrowing the Ming Dynasty and establishing the Qing Dynasty.2 Throughout the three main 

powerful dynasties of China, the Chinese culture developed and advanced to the point where at 

the end of the Ming Dynasty the country was known for its architecture, art, literary works, and 

unique government structure. At points, China was sent into a sense of political chaos which it 

                                                
1 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Mongol." Encyclopædia Britannica. 
2 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Ming Dynasty." Encyclopædia Britannica. 



 
 
Qing Dynasty 

 

did not fully recover from until Mao Zedong’s Chinese Communist Party came to power in the 

early 20th Century.  

The Qing ruled as a monarchy under the justification of the mandate of heaven. This was 

a Chinese principle which meant that emperors or dynasties who replaced others were acting 

entirely in keeping with the natural laws of harmony.3 The natural laws of harmony implied a 

type of divine rule that placed great responsibility on the emperor which ultimately led to each 

emperor’s emphasis on culture and tradition.4 Emperors of the Qing Dynasty specifically, 

emphasized the importance of the accomplishment of the “Four Arts” for the Chinese scholar.5 

The “Four Arts” included the mastery of an instrument, the ability to play a classic and strategic 

board game, the art of calligraphy, and the art of painting. Chinese scholars were often 

accomplished, aristocratic gentleman, and it was common for “emperors [to have] proclaimed 

themselves patrons of these writers and all other scholars and artists. Their rulership protected 

and promoted culture and the arts while the nobles adopted them as a means to enforce their 

social status.”6 Through acting with the natural laws of harmony and placing importance on the 

growth and well-roundedness of scholars, the earlier culture and tradition of the Qing was known 

to be enlightened. By the end of the Qing rule, as the industrialization and modernization of the 

western world increased, the idea of an enlightened culture began to disintegrate as the people of 

the Qing Dynasty were looking for guidance on advancements in an ancient and traditional  

world.7  

                                                
3 Szczepanski, Kallie. "What is China's Mandate of Heaven?" ThoughtCo.  
4 Cartwright, Mark. "Mandate of Heaven." Ancient History Encyclopedia. 
5 "Four Arts | Chinese Culture." China Online Museum. 
6 "Qing Dynasty Culture." Banner.png.  
 
 
7  "China's Last Empire: The Art and Culture of the Qing Dynasty." Chinese Communist Party Central Committee, 
"Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party since the Founding of the People's Republic of China," 
June 27, 1981 | US-China Institute. June 21, 2014.  
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The Qing Dynasty initially adopted an ‘Eight Banners System’ which formed the core of 

the Chinese military at the time. The system stemmed from Manchurian tradition of soldiers 

forming hunting parties, and was soon extended to form the foundation of the Qing armies.8 This 

system acted as a military hierarchy system mainly divided on ethnic lines. Here, Qing armies 

were separated into companies under a different banner, with each banner being associated with 

a certain degree of prestige. The upper three banners were under the control of the Emperor, 

where only Manchurian and elite Han soldiers could enlist, while the bottom five banners were 

controlled by other Qing officials.9 The different banners were crucial in stamping out revolts 

across China, the 1850 Taiping Rebellion being the most important one. However, the 19th 

Century Industrial Revolution resulted in significant strides in European military technology that 

made Chinese armaments pale in comparison.10 This made Qing China vulnerable to foreign 

invasion from the West, as its military advancements stagnated and its armies became too large 

to adequately train and equip. As the Qing government found out through devastating defeats to 

Britain and Japan, the modernisation of China’s military would be crucial to its survival. 

At the beginning of Qing rule, China faced a period of relative prosperity. In the 17th 

Century China was able to successfully take control over the territories of Taiwan and Korea, 

which created a multi-ethnic empire. First in 1636, the new Qing Empire invaded Korea's Joseon 

kingdom, and worked to establish Korea as a tributary system while also severing the ties 

between the former Ming Empire and the people of Korea11. Controlled by the Qing Board of 

Rights, all countries part of the tributary system were required to trade with China and follow 

their culture and traditions. Specifically in Korea, Chinese culture was dominant and the Qing 

                                                
8 Wakeman, Frederic E. The Fall of Imperial China. Taipei, Republic of China: Southern Materials Center, 1977. 
9 "The Legend of the Eight Banners System." Vision Times. April 20, 2017.  
10 Ibid. 
11 "Qing Invasion of Joseon." Wikipedia.Wikimedia Foundation.  
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had direct control over all Korean rulers. Korean rulers had to be recognized by the Qing 

emperor in order to assume power, and these rulers also consulted the Qing council during 

political matters and issues concerning foreign relations.12 Similarly in 1683, the Qing Dynasty 

defeated a Ming force led by Koxinga, and gained the land of Taiwan.13  

At the time, 90% of the Chinese population were Han Chinese, with the rulers during the 

Qing dynasty being from the North East province of Manchuria14. The Qing Dynasty was only 

the second in Chinese history where the rulers were not from the Han majority. Since this 

province originally laid outside China, the rule of the Manchu was considered to be a foreign 

authority over China, and Chinese nationalism therefore began to develop in the nineteenth 

century, expressed in the form of pro-Han and anti-Manchu agitation. 

Confucian tradition took a key role in Qing Chinese society. For over two thousand years, 

Confucian order and stability were deeply planted into every aspect of the traditional Chinese 

social structure. Confucius believed that order and stability could be maintained if every 

individual and family would adhere to time-honoured, well-established norms.15 The core of 

Confucian teaching was the reestablishment of social order. As a result, religion was not seen as 

a solution to social disorder. According to Confucius, correct behaviour was closely associated 

with the five virtues of goodness or benevolent compassion, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, 

and faithfulness.16 These five virtues were accepted as social norms and applied in everyday life. 

In Confucian teaching, all human relationships involve a set of defined roles and mutual 

                                                
12 Chen, Cheng-Siang, and Benjamin Elman. "China." Encyclopædia Britannica. August 07, 2018.  
13 "History of Taiwan." Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.  
14 Gill, N.S. "What Can 4,000-Year-Old Censuses Tell Us About Ancient China?" ThoughtCo. 
15 Tsai, Wen-Hui. Class Struggle and Deviant Labeling in Mao’s China: Becoming Enemies of the People. 
Lewiston, New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2001. p. 22. 
16 Tsai, Wen-Hui. Class Struggle and Deviant Labeling in Mao’s China: Becoming Enemies of the People. 
Lewiston, New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2001. p. 19. 
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obligations; each participant should understand and conform to his proper role.17 Up until the 

creation of the People’s Republic of China, Confucian philosophy was widely accepted as the 

guide to every aspect of the Chinese way of life, from personal and family relationships among 

ordinary Chinese individuals to political rule of the nation by the scholar-gentry and the emperor. 

Children were educated within the family household, where they learned the implicit elements of 

Confucian social theory, including filial piety, familial obligations, and social order.18 

 

Source: Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Xiao." Encyclopædia Britannica. March 01, 2012. Accessed August 29, 2018. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/xiao-Confucianism. 

Throughout its rule, the Qing Dynasty faced many threats to its existence. The external 

threats of foreign invaders such as the British Empire and Meiji Japan vying to exploit China 

through trading ports and gunboat diplomacy significantly weakened Qing rule to the point of 

violent uprisings in the Chinese countryside, the notable of which being the Taiping Rebellion. 

The Qing Dynasty was a tumultuous 

period for China, as its deeply held 

convictions of nationalism and 

superiority over the Western 

‘barbarians’ were shaken, as China 

was handed a series of humiliating 

military defeats, which displayed how 

China was being left behind in a 

modernising world. The strong calls 

                                                
17 Ibid. p. 21 
18 Bary, Theodore De, Wing-tsit Chan, and Burton Watson. Sources of Chinese Tradition. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966. p. 26 
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for economic and military reforms from scholars and ordinary Chinese alike were responded to 

with a series of half-hearted and ultimately ineffective modernisation movements from the 

corrupt and staunchly conservative Qing government. This did nothing but diminish what little 

faith people had in the current rulers, and eventually led to the downfall of China’s last imperial 

dynasty in the 1911 Wuchang Rebellion. 

 

Topic 1: The Japanese Threat 

The main regional threat to Qing China was the newly modernised Japan. Separated only 

by a relatively small stretch of the East China Sea, Japan and Qing China have had historically 

hostile relations over shared interests in Korea dating as far as 1593 when Ming Chinese forces 

had to intervene when the Japanese attempted to invade Korea.19 Tensions over Joeson Korea, 

which was China’s tributary state, came to a boiling point and devolved into all-out war in Qing 

China in July 1894, which came to be known as the First Sino-Japanese War, which cemented 

Japanese military and economic supremacy over the once powerful China.  

                                                
19 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Chosŏn Dynasty." Encyclopædia Britannica. February 06, 2014. 
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Japan found itself in a similar situation to China at the start of the 19th Century. The 

island state of Japan had isolated itself from foreign interactions primarily in order to restrict 

influence of spreading Christianity, limiting itself to trading mostly porcelain only with the 

Dutch. However, Japan was able to observe how Western powers used their military and 

technological advancements as leverage against China for trade concessions, and knew that it 

would have to modernise in order to avoid the same fate. In 1853, American Commodore 

Matthew Perry, used 

gunboat diplomacy to 

obtain a Japanese 

trade treaty, where 

modern American 

steam frigates acted 

as the threatening 

backdrop to 

negotiations.20  

In response, Japan 

adopted the 

successful Meiji 

Restoration Movement in 1868 which centralised Source: "Map of Qing China." Digital image. Wikipedia.  

political control away from the Tokugawa shogunate and towards the progressive Meiji 

Emperor.21 This move allowed for the swift westernisation and consequent modernisation of 

Japan’s military and economy, as the new government did not obstruct attempts at reformation. 

                                                
20 "The United States and the Opening to Japan, 1853." U.S. Department of State. 
21 Ibid. 



 
 
Qing Dynasty 

 

This modernisation also meant that when Sino-Japanese tensions grew, Japan would have the 

upper hand. 

The newly modernised Japan then looked outward for prospects of expansion, and was 

enticed by Korea, China’s tributary state. Korea had a strategic location which was close to the 

Japanese coast, whilst also on China’s borders. Furthermore, Korea was rich in natural resources 

such as iron and coal, which were vital for the newly modernised Japan. In 1876, the 

emboldened Japanese disregarded Korean borders and sent a modern warship to the coast in 

what was known as the Ganghwa incident. Korean forts fired upon the ship, however the 

superior technology of the warship was able to overpower Korean forces.22 As a result of this 

show of Japanese strength, the Treaty of Gangwha was signed which gave Japan rich trading 

concessions throughout Korea and broke its position as a tributary state of China.23 China was 

rightly concerned over Japan’s newly found influence over Korea, which was worryingly close 

to its own borders.  

In the 1882 Imo Incident and 1884 Gapsin Coup, both China and Japan had sent troops to 

Seoul to put down uprisings against the Korean King, almost leading to war between the two.24 

In the Convention of Tientsin, Chinese representative Li Hongzhang and Japanese Prime 

Minister Ito Hirobumi promised to withdraw their troops and inform each other before sending 

troops in the future. However, to reestablish its waning influence over Korea, China appointed 

General Yuan Shikai as the 'Imperial Resident of Seoul' who would dictate Korean government 

policy for the next ten years.25 

                                                
22 Zarrow, Peter. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “Felling a Dynasty” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 
2018. p. 94 
23 "Treaty of Kanghwa." Encyclopædia Britannica. 
24 Ibid. 
25  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Chosŏn Dynasty." Encyclopædia Britannica. February 06, 2014. 
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In 1894, the Korean government was under threat from the Tonghak Peasant Revolution, 

a violent uprising against the corrupt Korean magistrates.26 Tonghak rebels were able to gain 

strength and were soon advancing on Seoul, and in response King Gojong called on China for 

military assistance. Both Japan and China rushed troops to the region, but Japan reached Korea 

first, and was able to seize the Royal Palace and install a pro-Japanese government. China 

rejected this new government, whilst Japan claimed China had not informed it of sending troops, 

and the First Sino-Japanese war broke out.  

Japan’s successful modernisation movement paid its dividends in this war, as its troops 

were better equipped and trained, and its navy consisted of superior Western technology. Japan 

was able to secure easy victories on land and at sea, as it invaded the large Manchuria province 

as well as the Shandong province.27 At one point in the war the Imperial Japanese Navy was able 

to completely destroy the Beiyang Fleet in September 1894, which proved to be symbolic, as this 

was the fleet that China produced in its own failed attempt at modernisation through the self-

strengthening movement. 

In 1895, it was clear that China was no match for Japan’s military strength, and it sued 

for peace. It was then presented with the humiliating Treaty of Shimonoseki.28 In this treaty, 

China recognized Korean independence, was to pay reparations of 200 million golden Taels, 

ceded multiple regions such as Taiwan and the Liaodong peninsula, and let Japan operate on 

trade concessions.29 China was seen as weak, and soon after this treaty Western countries began 

to make demands from the Qing, such as Great Britain’s consolidation of its hold over Hong 

Kong in 1898. 
                                                
26 Zarrow, Peter. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “Felling a Dynasty” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 
2018. p. 104 
27Holmes, James. "In 1895, Japan Crushed China in a War." The National Interest. June 04, 2018. 
28Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "First Sino-Japanese War." Encyclopædia Britannica. 
29 Holmes, James. "In 1895, Japan Crushed China in a War." The National Interest. June 04, 2018. 
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Japan was now seen as the greatest power in Asia, and level with modernised Western 

powers. This was shown through later Japanese victory over the Russian Empire in the 1904 

Russo-Japanese War over conflicting imperial ambitions in Manchuria and Korea. 

The war showed that despite reforms, China was still no match for the recently 

modernised Japan, and the Treaty embarrassed many Chinese, demanding further and immediate 

reformation. In response, 600 Confucian Scholars gathered in Beijing for the Jinshi 

examinations, and wrote a memorial to the emperor that urged continued resistance against the 

Japanese through modernisation.30 

 

Topic 2: The First Opium War 

While Qing China was dealing with a rising power in the form of Japan, it was also 

experiencing longstanding exploitation from more modernised Western powers, most notably 

Great Britain. 

  At the time of the Qing Dynasty, Great Britain was reaping the benefits of being the focal 

point of industrial revolution from the mid-18th Century up until the late 19th Century, as new 

technologies such as the cotton mill meant that The United Kingdom was becoming an 

increasingly powerful and efficient manufacturing economy.31 As output of manufactured goods 

such as textiles rose rapidly, the supply of such goods began to greatly exceed that of domestic 

demand within the United Kingdom, while demand for raw materials such as Indian cotton and 

coal also increased. This prompted an economic shift from mercantilism to free trade, as soon 

                                                
30 Bary, Theodore De, Wing-tsit Chan, and Burton Watson. Sources of Chinese Tradition. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966. p. 232 
31 Platt, Stephen R. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-
1860” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 2018. p 46 
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inexpensive and processed British textiles flooded the global marketplace.32 With this new 

wealth came a newly found imperialist desire for Great Britain, as it was able to use invest its 

profits in modern military technology such as gunboats for formal expansion. Britain now 

needed raw materials to fuel its empire’s growing economy, as well as trading partners to sell off 

its excesses of output. 

  Historically, Qing China had a large trade surplus with Britain, as it sold its commodities 

of porcelain and silk for large 

quantities of silver. China would 

boast of its supremacy over the 

Europeans, as it felt as though 

Europe had nothing to offer it. 

However, through its territories 

in India, Great Britain was able 

to penetrate the Chinese market 

with opium, an addictive plant 

consumed through a pipe, which 

proved to be especially popular with the Chinese people.33 

  China had an immense sense of nationalistic pride at the time, and regarded anything 

foreign inferior to the Qing. This perception directly influenced China's dealings with foreign 

nations. However, China's concept of its own greatness would be shaken, beginning when 

Britain demanded that China open a British embassy and increase its purchases of opium from 

                                                
32 Ibid. p. 48 
33 Bary, Theodore De, Wing-tsit Chan, and Burton Watson. Sources of Chinese Tradition. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966. p. 202 
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the British territories of India and Burma, as it was widely consumed in China, and was a major 

source of income for the British.34 

  Britain greatly profited from the opium trade and it created a Chinese population of 

addicts, as well as a significant Chinese trade deficit, which resulted in social and economic 

disorder in the early 19th Century.35  

The Qing government attempted to curb this market by outlawing it, creating a blockade 

in the Canton region, and confiscating about 20,000 chests of the drug.36 Canton is a major city 

ideally located at the head of the Pearl River Delta which empties into the South China Sea. 

Being extremely accessible by water, Canton served as a commercial hotspot and one of the 

major cities in China that was permeated early by foreign influence.37 Because of this, the British 

targeted the city of Canton to dump its supplies of opium, and as a result of strong British 

financial ties to the city, the blockade was seen as an extreme act of defiance from the Qing 

government. This resulted in hostilities from the British, and the first Opium war broke out in 

1839. 

  As soon as Britain imposed its modern gunboats, it showed the inability of the Chinese to 

match this European firepower, questioning the unchallenged notion of Chinese supremacy. 

Great Britain was able to easily defeat the outdated Chinese military and navy, as they were able 

to easily break Chinese blockades in Hong Kong. After a decisive British victory where it was 

able to capture Nanjing, the Qing government had no choice but to sign the humiliating Treaty of 

                                                
34 Source: LUI, LOUISE. "Then and Now: Port Scenes in China Trade Paintings." Digital image. Sotheby's 
Est.1744. August 21, 2017.  
35 Platt, Stephen R. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-
1860” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 2018. p 52 
36 Ibid. p 52 
37 Kuo, Ping-chia, and Zhong Gong-fu. "Guangzhou." Encyclopædia Britannica. April 13, 2018.  
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Nanjing in 1842.38 The treaty created more trade concessions that eroded China's sovereignty 

and fixed tariffs at 5% making it impossible for China to protect its emerging domestic 

industries. Furthermore, the treaty granted extraterritoriality to British citizens, meaning Chinese 

laws did not apply to them. 

  Britain's superiority in military affairs led to economic dominance, as China was forced 

into agreeing to more series of unequal treaties between the 19th and 20th century.39 Here, 

agreements were forced on China to cater to the interests of Western powers. These agreements 

created over 50 treaty ports which were subject to Western control, and established a series of 

concessions, which were areas within the major cities controlled by individual European powers 

whose laws were enforced on any Chinese living there.40 This caused a sense of humiliation, as 

the Chinese were bitterly resentful but were incapable of mounting any effective resistance as 

their sovereignty was eroding. Here, the Qing government proved to be powerless to stop 

Western encroachments as they were at risk of being completely annihilated by superior military 

technology and tactics. 

  After China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese war, Western powers were prompted to tighten 

their hold on China, as a number of western powers forced the Chinese to enter into a further 

series of unequal treaties. As the Manchu power continued to weaken in the first decade of the 

1900s, the ability of the West to direct Chinese affairs increased, which diminished Chinese 

sovereignty even further. 

 

 
                                                
38 Platt, Stephen R. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-
1860” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 2018. p. 53 
39 Includes Treaty of Whampoa, Treaty of Canton, Treaty of Tientsin and Treaty of Saint Petersburg among others 
40 Bary, Theodore De, Wing-tsit Chan, and Burton Watson. Sources of Chinese Tradition. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966. p. 209 
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Topic 3: The Taiping Rebellion 

Perhaps the greatest domestic threat that the Qing Dynasty encountered was the radical 

Taiping Rebellion starting in 1850 and taking 14 years to quell in 1864.41 The revolt against the 

Qing mostly stemmed from the discontent bred from economic hardships experienced by the 

Chinese people. This was exacerbated by the humiliating loss to Britain in the First Opium War, 

and the trade imbalances this created. However, the rebellion itself also had religious tones, as it 

was seen as a Christian movement made to eliminate the “devils” of China such as the corruption 

at the Qing court, as well as the Confucian way of life.42 

  The Rebellion was led by Hong Xiuquan, an aspiring civil servant who repeatedly failed 

the notoriously difficult imperial examination. After failing the exam again in 1837, Hong fell 

sick and was confined to his bed, where he reportedly had spiritual visions where it was revealed 

to him that he was the son of God and younger brother of Jesus Christ. Hong now believed that 

he had a purpose to ‘cleanse’ China of the evils afflicting it. Hong then began to study Christian 

literature brought to China by Western missionaries, and also started preaching to the Chinese 

people, where he began to pick up a following for his anti-Qing rhetoric.43 

  In 1843 a follower of Hong founded the God Worshipping Society in Guangxi, which 

fused Old Testament Christianity with Chinese ideals, and was committed to resisting the 

Manchu rulers. The society quickly picked up support from the impoverished peasants unhappy 

with the status quo, especially since the society made promises of sharing property amongst the 

peasantry. In 1851 Hong then proclaimed a new dynasty of the “Heavenly Kingdom of Great 

                                                
41  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Taiping Rebellion." Encyclopædia Britannica. July 25, 2017. 
42 Bary, Theodore De, Wing-tsit Chan, and Burton Watson. Sources of Chinese Tradition. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966. p. 218 
43 Platt, Stephen R. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-
1860” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 2018. p. 55 
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Peace” with him leading it as the “Heavenly King.”44 The Qing made attempts to suppress the 

movement at Guangxi, but the Society adopted effective guerrilla tactics such as ambushes, 

sabotage, raids, and quick mobility, and managed to survive.45 

  The dire economic conditions at the time in Qing China significantly helped the God 

Worshipping Society grow in support, as soon it was able to grow to about one million members 

willing to fight and die for the cause. In 1853 Hong’s forces managed to take the offensive and 

capture the major city of Nanjing, making it the Taiping capital and renaming it Tianjing or 

“Heavenly Capital.”46 This rebellion was picking up support, as discontent against the Qing was 

at an all-time high due to the humiliating defeat in the First Opium War, spurring nationalist Han 

Chinese sentiment against their Manchurian rulers. In Taiping controlled Nanjing, governance 

was violent yet ineffective, as the movement was solely focused on growing its military strength. 

  The Qing government had its hands full at the time, as various other rebellions47 were 

taking place in multiple regions across China, as well as Great Britain initiating a Second Opium 

War in October of 1856 for further trading concessions. Therefore, it could not mount an 

effective counterattack against the Taiping rebels at the time, and a siege to take back Nanjing 

failed. However, infighting between Hong’s followers severely weakened the Heavenly Society, 

culminating in the Tainjing Incident, where dissenting followers were killed.48 Furthermore, 

Hong’s policies against Confucian traditions were met with some resistance from the rural 

Chinese people, constraining any further Taiping support. 

                                                
44 Platt, Stephen R. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-
1860” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 2018. p. 55 
45 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Taiping Rebellion." Encyclopædia Britannica. July 25, 2017. 
46 Ibid. 
47 For example, the Panthay Rebellion (1855-1873) in Southwest China as well as the Nian Rebellion (1853-1868), 
and the Dungan Revolt (1862-1877) in the Northwest  
48 Platt, Stephen R. Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China. “New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-
1860” S.l.: OXFORD UNIV PRESS, 2018. p. 56 
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  In 1860 the Taiping forces attempted to invade the city of Shanghai but were met by a 

Western-trained Qing army and were stopped.49 Qing forces were now reorganised under Zeng 

Guofan, who was able to mobilise a peasant army to push back Taiping progress, and eventually 

approached the Taiping stronghold of Nanjing and was able to recapture it, ending the Taiping 

Rebellion.   

  The Taiping Rebellion was a further consequence for the Qing government’s failures.  

Although it was a fanatical religious uprising in nature, it was able to gain much support from 

discontented peasants. The Rebellion proved to be a very costly one for the Qing, as it saw an 

estimated 20 million civilians and soldiers die as a result, and saw the Qing rulers lose control of 

its provinces during the uprising.50 

 

Topic 4: Need for Modernisation 

Qing China’s weaknesses and need for modernization were shown in its humiliations at 

home in the form of the Taiping Rebellion, and abroad in the form of the First Opium War and 

consequent unequal treaties, which resulted in strong calls for modernisation from the Chinese 

people.51 Meanwhile, Western nations dominated trade in China, putting domestic industries out 

of business and forcing the Qing state into debt. As a result, the Chinese called for something 

similar to that of Japan, who were able to successfully modernise its economy and military 
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during its Meiji Restoration Movement so much so that Japan was able to defeat the modernised 

Russian Empire in the 1904 Russo-Japanese War.52    

Therefore, a series of modernisation movements emerged in China throughout the Qing 

Dynasty, and acted as responses to China being opened by foreigners to economic exploitation 

through means of aggression. Movements such as the Tongzhi Restoration from 1860-1874, and 

the Self-Strengthening Movement from 1861-1895 worked as an attempt to develop China’s 

economy through the expansion of modern industrial infrastructure such as railways, post offices 

and an Imperial Maritime Customs Service.53 Furthermore, Military modernisation was another 

focus of Qing China, as arsenals were built in Shanghai and Fuzhou, while modern steam 

powered warships were built in the 1870s. In addition, the Tianjin Beiyang military academy was 

established in 1885 which taught Western military science, and was staffed by German 

Officers.54 Measures were also made in order to centre education in China around a more 

Westernised curriculum, as engineering and language schools were established. Students were 

also sent overseas to the United States, Great Britain, France, and Germany to study Western 

sciences and military theory.  

However, old China was resistant to change, as Confucianism was the prevalent Chinese 

view of harmony at the time. This was a form of quietism, identified as obedience to authority 

and the acceptance of fate.55 This philosophic thought can be displayed in Chinese history where 

the severest punishments were imposed on rebels against the existing order, as they were seen as 

challenges against authority, and were therefore an affront to the natural order of things. 
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Conservative scholars saw these reform movements as a war on the Confucian state and society 

as a whole and saw reformer’s interpretations of Confucius as tantamount to blasphemy.  

As a result, Qing attempts of modernisation were largely discredited and ineffective due 

to resistance from the conservative court. This Imperial Court was divided between 

conservatives and reformers which led to arguments over the necessity and nature of reforms, 

ultimately leading to poorly planned reforms. This resistance at court was spearheaded by the 

Empress Dowager Cixi, who worked against the Self-Strengthening Movement by removing 

Prince Gong from power in 1874, one of the key reformers advocating for change. Corruption 

was rife in the Qing government which limited progress, as officials embezzled funds allocated 

for military and construction projects. Empress Cixi famously misappropriated modernisation 

funds to renovate her lavish Summer Palace.56 Projects were also largely dependent on the favors 

of powerful figures at the court, and Cixi used her influence to withdraw such favors. 

Furthermore, these movements were half-hearted, as they aimed at adopting Western military 

technology but not social or political ideas in favor of Confucianism. The arrogance from the 

Chinese and their belief in their superiority largely prevented the public from adopting Western 

ideas. Overly conservative efforts to retain Confucian traditions proved to be incompatible with 

the adoption of western ideas that were deemed ‘barbaric’.57 Capitalism could therefore not be 

introduced successfully in China, which hindered economic progress. Anti-foreign sentiment 

also extended to anger and riots against newly established missionary school that prevented 

many Chinese from learning Western ideas.  

As a result, Qing China was unsuccessful in adopting the necessary institutions and 

technology to compete with the likes of Japan, whose reform movement saw larger success due 
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to their willingness to cooperate with foreign powers, highlighting their superiority in 1895, 

defeating China in the aforementioned Sino-Japanese war, showing that Qing attempts at 

modernisation had failed. Further attempts at modernisation occurred towards the end of the 

Qing dynasty in the turn of the 20th Century, such as the 100 Days’ Reform in 1898. The 100 

Day’s Reform, led by Kang Youwei, “called for the development of Western-style 

industrialization without the abandonment of China’s cultural heritage as well as a constitutional 

movement in the early 1900s.”58 In January of 1898, Kang met with the Guangxu emperor and 

his advisors to discuss the necessity for the Chinese people to be exposed to prevalent foreign 

information. In order to do this, Kang and other advisors passed 40 edicts that rid China of its old 

Civil Service Exam, and introduced an entirely new education system with colleges and 

universities which focused on western ideas and modern industries.59 Most importantly during 

this time, there were changes made to the laws and powers imposed by the Qing Government in 

attempts to reduce corruption.60 In response to this, conservatives rallied under the guidance of 

Cixi, and soon this movement was put to an end. The reforms were a direct response to the recent 

Chinese defeat to Japan, which signalled that modernisation attempts needed to be accelerated in 

order to ensure the survival of the Qing state. However, the reforms had the same weaknesses 

and obstacles as in the Self-Strengthening Movement, and so these movements ultimately had 

similar results.  

The new movements aimed at abolishing old and outdated offices in the government, and 

also had certain social reforms, such as liberating Chinese women from foot-binding. The 

movements still had the underlying core of previous reforms, calling for modernisations in the 
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four main areas of Qing China: Education, Government, the Military and the Economy.61 These 

were advertised as being more open to Western ideas, in theory learning from previous mistakes. 

Furthermore, many reformers called for a constitutional monarchy similar to that in Japan, which 

the Court actually initially approved, issuing an outline of a constitution in 1908. However, the 

conservative Cixi once again proved to be too big an obstacle for any meaningful change, as she 

led the ultra-conservative reactionaries at court who boycotted most of the changes, and 

continually delayed any implementation of a constitution.62  

The continual failure of Qing attempts at modernisation meant that reform from the top 

down seemed impossible, leading to the belief that only revolution and the upheaval of the Qing 

government could change China for the better. This discontent with the lack of change 

culminated in the 1911 Wuchang revolution which overthrew the Chinese monarchy altogether.63 

 

Questions to Consider:  

1. How can Qing China effectively respond to Western powers threatening its sovereignty? 

2. In what ways can Qing China adapt to the modernising world whilst also being true to its 

cultural identity? 

3. How can Qing China react to the rising Japanese power in the region? 

4. How can Qing China maintain and protect its authority from internal uprisings? 

5. How can the Qing govern effectively while maintaining a balance between hardline 

conservatives and reformers? 
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