
Imperialism, Opium, and China
The Last Dynasty.  (1700 to 1900 CE)



Downward Spiral
Rebellions and famines and cheating scandals.



Decline of Qing
I. Problems of the Late Qing Dynasty (beginning in the late 1700s)

A. Environmental/Agricultural Problems

1. Agricultural practices soon stripped the soil and deforested 
much of China less agricultural productivity

*. Utilization of foreign crops (such as maize and sweet potatoes) 
provide a temporary solution (and a further rise in population)

2. A lot of agricultural lands continue to fall into the hands of 
rich, scholar-gentry

a. loan money to farmers, collect their lands when they 
cannot pay

b. buy out lands from impoverished farmers
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c. This created:

1. a major gap between the rural rich and poor

2. rapid urbanization – people searched for new 
opportunities

3. Rising population levels further stressed agricultural 
output

B. Governmental Problems

1. Corruption in the Civil Service System

a. widespread cheating on civil service exams

1. testing officials bribed to allow examinees to 
use cheat sheets

2. poorer scholars were sometimes paid by less 
educated/intelligent candidates to take their tests for them
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b. Wealthy families were increasingly able to buy positions in the 
imperial bureaucracy for their sons

1. This increased the number of poorly-educated civil 
servants

2. Having a family member in the bureaucracy meant:

a. more influence over judges and government

b. more chances to increase the family’s wealth 
(see below)

2. Diversion of government funds to private families caused 

a. weakening in the military (less money for training/equipment)

b. caused the disrepair of imperial infrastructure/public works

1. China’s Grand Canal became clogged and unusable

2. dam bursts  flooding  destruction of farmland 
starvation



Decline of the Qing
C. Social Problems

1. Rapid Urbanization  social problems

a. high crime

b. low paying, demeaning jobs (e.g. prostitution, 
nightsoil removal)

c. drug use (we’ll get into that in more detail 
shortly)

2. Sporadic Peasant Revolts

a. Causes

1. disaffected peasants revolting against their 
conditions
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3. non-Chinese ethnic groups – against forced removal 
and restrictions placed upon them in parts of China

4. religious movements/prophesies

b. One example – The White Lotus Rebellion (1794 – 1804)

1. Caused, in part, by a prophecy that the Ming 
Dynasty would be restored and that the Buddha would 
return

2. occurred in central China





The Opium Wars
“The first war was called, and appropriately called, the Opium War. No 
man… with a spark of morality in his composition, no man who cares 

anything for the opinion of his fellow countrymen, has dared to justify 
that war.”

John Bright, Member of Parliament



The Opium Wars
II. The Opium Wars

A. Causes

1. British Dissatisfaction with the “Canton System”

a. British officials distressed about the balance 
of trade with China

1.Britain is unable to find anything that 
China wants in exchange for its tea and 
other products

2. Britain sends George Macartney (along with a 
collection of British goods, scholars and diplomats) 
to change the trading relationship and establish 
better diplomatic relations in 1792 (meets with the 
Emperor, Qianlong)
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*. This mission utterly failed due to Diplomatic hang-ups

1. Macartney refused to kowtow (bow) to the Emperor

2. Macartney was not allowed to travel to certain places

3. Chinese officials refused to bow to the picture of the King of 
England

4. Chinese refuse to grant special status to British merchants

b. British smuggling in opium (mostly grown in India) increases

1. in the early 1700s, small amounts of opium were imported into 
China

*. Qing government forbade the importation of opium in 1729



The breaking-up of the power of China (no very 

improbable event) would occasion a complete 

subversion of the commerce, not only of Asia, but a 

very sensible change in the other quarters of the 

world. The industry and the ingenuity of the Chinese 

would be checked and enfeebled, but they would not 

be annihilated. Her ports would no longer be 

barricaded; they would be attempted by all the 

adventures of all trading nations, who would search 

every channel, creek, and cranny of China for a 

market, and for some time be the cause of much 

rivalry and disorder. Nevertheless, as Great Britain, 

from the weight of her riches and the genius and 

spirits of her people, is become the first political, 

marine, and commercial Power on the globe, it is 

reasonable to think that she would prove the greatest 

gainer by such a revolution as I have alluded to, and 

rise superior over every competitor.





The Opium Wars
*.The British come to realize that the (illegal) sale of opium to Chinese 
merchants would change the balance of trade in their favor

a. By 1800, British merchants greatly increased their 
importation of opium into China

b. Pretty soon, American merchants started to illegally sell 
opium in China as well

c. The resulting competition between merchants lowered the price 
(and raised the demand!)

2. Many Chinese people (including government officials) became 
addicted

a. Opium dens open in China (where people smoked the drug)

b. Soon, the balance of trade (and flow of silver) totally reversed
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3. The Qing government debated what to do:

a. Some officials felt that opium should be legalized – would provide a 
lot of tax revenue

b. Others stress that opium addiction threatened the moral fabric and 
economic system of China and urge stricter enforcement of the ban

4. The Qing Emperor decided to enforce the opium ban more strictly

a. 1820s – government forces Chinese opium merchants to stop selling 
(and effectively into hiding)

b. 1839 – Emperor orders a high-level government bureaucrat, 
Commissioner Lin Zexu to end the opium trade using any means 
necessary (even capital punishment)

1. First Strategy – ask for the cooperation from English merchants 
and naval officers (and even the Queen, Victoria)

2. Second Strategy (as the first one did not work) – close 
European trading areas of Canton, search all European-owned 
warehouses, confiscate and destroy any opium



“…Lin suddenly found himself with three-million pounds of opium on 

his hands. This was destroyed over a period of 23 days in June 1839, at 

Chuanbi by the bay at Canton. The process required the labor of around 

500 workers and involved three huge trenches (150 feet long, 75 feet 

wide, and 7 feet deep) lined with stone and timber and filled with 

approximately two feet of water from a nearby creek. The opium balls 

were broken into pieces, dumped into the trenches, and stirred until 

dissolved, after which salt and lime were added, creating noxious clouds 

of smoke. The “foreign mud” was then diverted to the creek and washed 

out to sea.”



The Opium Wars
5. The British became incensed and angry

a. Merchants demand military action to avenge their losses

b. British government (who felt that China was unfairly 
restricting free trade) demanded a reversal of this policy or 
else they would send in their military

B. The War (1839 – 1842)

1. The British send in their military

a. British steam-powered gunboats repeatedly attack and 
destroy Chinese Junks

b. British marines invade and raid cities in southern, coastal 
China

c. British gunboats patrol and threaten cities along the 
Yangtze River





The Opium Wars
2. By 1842, the Emperor, realizing that his forces have 

no chance against the technologically superior British, 
was forced to sue for peace

C. Immediate Effects

1. Commissioner Lin is blamed for starting this conflict 
by the Emperor (who exiled him to a remote part of the 
Chinese empire)

2. Treaty of Nanking

a. opened four other “treaty ports” in addition to 
Canton to foreign merchants

b. Island of Hong Kong given to the British as a 
colony





The Opium Wars

c. Low tariff rate (5% on imports) agreed upon

d. China forced to pay Britain 21 million ounces of silver

e. British citizens in China given right of 
extraterritoriality (meaning that they lived by British 
law only - - and were allowed to disregard Chinese 
laws)

3. In 1843, China granted Britain “most favored nation 
status” – meaning that if China made any trade agreements 
with other countries, it had to give Britain the same 
benefits





Foreign Intervention
Open doors and strings of pearls.



Foreign Intervention
III. Further Increase in Foreign Influence 

A. More “Restrictive Treaties” between Western powers and China

1. 1860 – opium importation legalized due to a Second Opium War

2. Christian missionaries allowed unrestricted access to preach in 
China

*. Even though they help women and the poor, these missionaries became 
the target of anti-western feelings

3. 90 Chinese ports open to western merchants by 1900 – “Open 
Door Policy”

*. Soon these ports and the surrounding territories become “Spheres of 
Influence” – centers of local dominance in China for European powers and 
even the USA





Foreign Intervention
1. Offices and workshops established by these nations to produce 

Chinese goods – many Chinese people employed, not well paid

2. European and American residents live in special, segregated districts 
within these cities

a. construct and live in very nice houses

b. opened restaurants and bars (where vices like gambling and 
prostitution were common)

B. Foreign powers assist in the erosion of Qing power in some frontier areas 
and tributary states

1. Russia got control of Ussuri (northeast of Manchuria) in 1860

2. Britain encouraged the independence of Tibet

3. Japan eventually got control of Taiwan and Korea

4. France conquered and took control of the modern countries of 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia between 1859 and 1894 – French 
Indochina







Taiping Rebellion
Jesus’ Chinese younger brother and the end of the world.



Taiping Rebellion
IV. The Taiping Rebellion (1850 – 1864)

A. Caused by tensions in Guangxi (the area west of Canton) related to:

1. Poor agricultural productivity

2. Poor working conditions/job opportunities

3. Ethnic divisions between the Chinese and Hakka (a minority 
ethnic group who often worked in the most menial of jobs)

4. Resentment towards the increasing presence of Westerners

B. The Taiping Movement (a.k.a. “Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace”) 

1. Founded by Hong Xiuquan (an ethnic Hakka)

a. Trained as a civil servant – but repeatedly failed the tests

b. Suffered a nervous breakdown in his late 30s





Taiping Rebellion

c. Studied with protestant missionaries in Canton – forms his 
beliefs:

1. He was the younger brother of Jesus

2. God had ordered him to create a new kingdom by forcing 
the Manchus (Qing Dynasty) out – resulting in universal peace

2. Hong quickly gathered many followers

a. most of the original followers were other Hakka peoples

b. Followers believed that they had special powers

c. Followers also believed that the Manchus were creatures of 
Satan

3. Upon hearing of this movement, the Qing sent in the army to arrest 
Hong and the other leaders, but were soundly defeated



Taiping Rebellion
4. The movement gains followers

a. Many ethnic Chinese and Hakka join voluntarily

b. The Taiping take over villages – forcing the inhabitants to join

5. The Taiping leaders implement social changes for their followers

a. Men and women organized into separate military and work 
teams

b. Status of women improved!

1. Special units of female soldiers, farmers, and laborers 
created

2. Footbinding made illegal for female Taiping followers

C. The Taiping conquered the city of Nanjing in 1853 (becomes their capital)

*. In spite of being surrounded by the Qing armies, they stayed 
there for about ten years





Taiping Rebellion
D. The British and French help the Qing defeat the Taiping by 1864

E. Results of the Taiping Rebellion

1. 20 – 30 million deaths

2. Destruction of China’s major agricultural centers

3. Destruction of some of China’s artistic and cultural treasures

4. Spread of the Bubonic Plague (by surviving members of the 
Taiping who went to places like Vietnam, Singapore, Hong Kong, 
London, and San Francisco )

5. Increase in power for Provincial Governors – who helped lead 
the war effort for the Qing government



Collapse
I know what we should do!  We should build an ENORMOUS 

MARBLE BOAT.  Because that will fix everything.



Collapse
V. Further Disintegration and Collapse of the Qing Dynasty

A. Imperial treasury was pretty much empty by the 1860s, 
due to

1. stealing by corrupt government officials

2. government spending on desperately trying to fix public 
works – by 1850, it was spending ten times more than it 
got from taxes

3. payments to Britain and France because of the Opium 
Wars treaties

4. payments to soldiers (Chinese and foreign) for 
suppressing the Taiping Rebellion

B. Provincial Governors soon become the real powerful 
figures within China
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1. Due to their efforts in the Taiping Rebellion, they had the ability 
to

a. raise their own taxes

b. raise their own army

c. run their own bureaucracies within their province

2. Their efforts (and money) helps restore Chinese infrastructure

*. The Americans and British provided assistance as 
well

a. These officials maintain the Qing Dynasty – because it 
maintained their position of authority within the Qing system

b. Upon retirement or death, the position went to their son or 

a protégé



Collapse
C. The Dowager Empress Cixi

1. In 1898, her ultra-conservative supporters led a coup d’etat

a. The Emperor, her nephew, was imprisoned in the 
Forbidden Palace

b.  She was made the acting empress

2. Cixi opposed any more acts of westernization

a. She orders the exile or execution of major Chinese 
leaders who advocated western reforms

b. She continually played westerners and the provincial 
governors against each other – maintaining her authority 
and position

c. She secretly supports many secret, anti-western 
societies





Collapse
D. The Boxer Rebellion (1900)

1. The “Society of Righteous and Harmonious Fist” (called the “Boxers” by westerners)

a. Secret society with the ultimate goal of expelling all foreigners and foreign 
influences

b. Called “Boxers” because they studied and practiced forms of martial arts

2. With the secret support of Cixi, the Boxers began to attack westerners and Chinese 
Christians in Beijing

3. Due to these attacks, a multinational force, consisting of armies from the major western 
powers and Japan invaded Beijing and end the uprising

4. Results

a. Chinese government forced to pay more indemnities

b. Further strengthening of power by provincial governors

c. Formation of other secret societies made up of western-educated, 
Chinese leaders who wanted an end to Qing rule and China to modernize









C. The Revolution of 1911 – end of the Chinese Dynastic System

1. The Build-up

a. China’s regional/provincial armies were ruled by local 

generals, called warlords

b. In 1905, the Confucian civil service system is finally ended by 

Cixi

c. Cixi died in 1908

1. Sun Yat-sen, the leader of the Revolutionary 

Alliance attempted a takeover of the government

2. This attempted takeover was put down by the 

various armies

d. In October 1911 – one of the regional armies, along with many of 

the anti-Qing student organizations revolt against the government 

(because it took loans from foreign governments)

1. An assembly of revolutionaries met at Nanjing & declare 

China a republic and elected Sun Yat-sen the new President



3. Yuan Shikai, the most powerful of the warlords

a. refused to defend the Qing government

*. The last emperor, Puyi, was forced to abdicate 

in 1912

b. Is named the new president of the Chinese Republic

*. Sun Yat-sen had resigned a few weeks after 

being elected the first president, as he had no 

military protection

c. Major problem - - Yuan was a good military leader, but 

had no political platform

4. Sun Yat-sen and his followers formed the Guomindang (National 

People’s Party)


