
Qing dynasty china, a 
powerful empire 
that ruled from 1644 
to 1912. the last 
imperial dynasty of 
china.

Ruled by confucian values, that 
emphasized conformity and 
harmony. Authoritarian control 
came from the qing imperial 
court, ruled by the manchus 
from the north of china.

in the early 19th 
century, the qing 
controlled a huge 
area of land 
including tributary 
control over korea 
and vietnam

but by the mid-nineteenth century, things were 
going seriously wrong for the qing dynasty - 
they had lost at war to britain in 1842 during 
the first opium war which had resulted in the 
treaty of nanking (the first of the unequal 
treaties) - this had led to the british 
acquisition of hong kong island

The qing had also been rocked 
by the severity of the taiping 
rebellion in the 1850s that had 
left millions dead. led by this 
man, hong xiuquan (who claimed 
he was the younger brother of 
jesus christ)

The loss of the second opium war in 1860 
had led to further territorial concessions 
to the european imperial powers and the 
spread of christianity into china. it also 
convinced many in china that reform was 
needed to save the qing dynasty.
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Reformers like feng guifen 
saw the need for a process of 
'self-strengthening'

"What we have to learn from the barbarians is only the one thing - solid 
ships and effective guns." Feng Guifen

The Self-Strengthening movement lasted 
from 1861-1895, many of the reformers saw 

the need to adopt new military and industrial 
technology to resist and prevent further 

encroachment by outside powers

it was around this time that empress 
dowager cixi was coming into 
prominence. Cixi had been selected 
to be a concubine by the old 
dowager kangci seen above and by 
the early 1860s had become the new 
empress dowager as her son became 
the tongzhi emperor.

the jiangnan arsenal at 
shanghai

the qing court still dominated by 
confucian and conservative values 
backed the 'self-strengthening 
movement' but there was little move 
towards any significant social and 
political changes. subsequently the 
'self-strengthening movement' saw 
some localized examples of success 
but failed to bring about any real 
change to the issues that were 
bringing the qing dynasty into a 
weakened position in the 19th century.
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Proof that the self-strengthening 
movement had failed was seen in 
the defeat of china by japan in 1895. 
japan had undergone more far 
reaching changes under the meiji 
era while the self-strengthening 
movement had not gone far enough

The loss of the war led to the treaty of 
shimonoseki. china lost tributary 
control over korea, had to pay huge 
sums of money to japan. taiwan became 
part of japan's empire

it was also one of the triggers for the so-
called 'scramble for concessions' where 
european imperial power gained further 
territorial concessions in china - this 
included the new territories to the uk and 
qingdao to germany

this stimulated the far more reform 
minded guangxu emperor to 
propose the '100 days reform' - 
strongly advocated by kang youwei. 
after the death of the tongzhi 
emperor in 1875, cixi had placed her 
nephew guangxu into power, this had 
broken with imperial tradition.

the '100 days reform' movement 
was abruptly stopped on the 
orders of empress dowager cixi 
who supposedly placed guangxu 
under house arrest from 1898 
until his death in 1908. the 
reforms were too far reaching 
for the conservative nature of 
the qing imperial court

anti-foreign and anti-christian 
feeling had been growing in the 
later half of the 19th century and it 
exploded in the form of the boxer 
rebellion which began in 1900 in 
shandong province. The boxers used 
traditional martial arts against 
chinese christians and foreigners, 
leading to many deaths.
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the international reaction to 
the boxer rebellion was swift 
with a combined international 
army called the 8 Nation 
alliance that went into china's 
hinterland to defeat the 
boxers

it was becoming 
increasingly 
obvious to many  
chinese. that the 
qing dynasty 
needed to be 
reformed 
completely. many 
overseas chinese, 
including sun 
yatsen, had 
learnt of new 
political systems 
of governance 
that seemed 
appealing as an 
alternative to 
imperial dynastic 
rule. 

but after the disastrous boxer 
rebellion in the early 20th century, the 
qing dynasty had advocated more far 
reaching reforms that included the 
abolition of the old confucian 
examinations for the civil service which 
included the 8 legged essay - they had 
also banned some of the more 
draconian punishments including 'death 
by slow slicing'

by 1908, both cixi and guangxu had died. 
puyi took the throne as the last emperor 
he was only a small child at the time

the late qing reforms came too late to save the 
dynasty though. revolution came in 1911 as a 
series of localized protests with the wuchang 
uprising being the pivotal moment of the success 
of the revolution. it was a culmination of many of 
the issues facing the qing dynasty in its slow 
decline through the late 19th century

the imperial 
dynasty was 
replaced with a 
republican 
system of 
government 
with military 
strongman yuan 
shikai at the 
head. however 
its success was 
short-lived and 
by 1916 china 
had fallen into 
regionalism and 
warlord 
control
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the boxer protocol was signed in 
1901 and led to increased control 
of the foreign powers in china 
including the ability to station 
troops in bejing. it also included 
very high fines to be paid to the 
different nations of the alliance 
and weakened cixi's position 
considerably.

"our greatest glory is not in never falling, but 
in rising every time we fall." confucius


