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Introduction

In the second half of the nineteenth century, China appeared as the sick man of Asia, rocked by recurrent revolts and huge natural disasters, ruled by an anachronistic imperial system and humiliated by foreign invasions as it declined from the heights it had reached less than a hundred years earlier. Karl Marx saw it as bound to disintegrate when it met the glare of outside light, like ‘any mummy carefully preserved in a hermetically sealed coffin’. The first half of the twentieth century was even worse. The republic which replaced the empire stumbled into warlordism and fell under an inefficient dictatorship before suffering fourteen years of invasion by Japan that led to death and destruction on a massive scale. Then came four years of civil war, followed by three decades of erratic, oppressive rule by Mao Zedong with its catalogue of failed experiments, famine and massive purges that killed tens of millions, culminating in the nightmare of the Cultural Revolution.

At the start of the twenty-first century, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is a major global force, booming economically and confident that it holds the keys to a future in which it will rival the United States on the world scene. Spectacular as the impact has been since the start of economic reform in 1978, this is likely to increase even further; if China gets into trouble, the effect will be felt across the globe.

Growth has brought with it major fault lines and imbalances, leading some observers to consider that the process is unsustainable. Too often, policies are inadequate, uncoordinated and poorly implemented. For all its economic expansion, the PRC is still a poor country overall, with a gross domestic product (GDP) less than a quarter of that of the United States - and far smaller in per capita terms. But the speed and scope of its transformation since the country’s dynamic forces were unleashed at the endof the 1970s have been blinding and unprecedented, with worldwide impact because it has taken place in the context of globalization.

That makes it easy to forget what went before, in particular the recurrent ordeals the world’s most populous nation suffered from the 1850s to the 1970s, during which time more than 100 million of its people died at the hands of their compatriots and leaders. Yet this experience forms the essential backdrop to understanding the country’s more recent evolution, leaving a heritage that continues to shape China in the new century. That is the subject of this book.

With 1.3 billion inhabitants and an average of 44,000 births a day, the PRC occupies the centre of the world stage. It is a nuclear power and its standing army of 2.2 million troops is the largest in the world - the military budget has been rising officially at 18 per cent a year, though the figure understates real spending. American military capacity and technology remain far superior, but the growth of the PRC’s hard and soft power could jeopardize the strategic hegemony Washington has exercised in Asia since 1945. As well as planning to send a man to the moon, Beijing flexed its muscle in space in 2007 with an exercise in which it shot down one of its own satellites, a move seen by the Pentagon as a potential threat to America’s communications systems. US command of the seas of Asia was confronted by a Chinese programme to build aircraft carriers and modernize its fleet; a PLA submarine suddenly popped up in the middle of one major American exercise in 2005.

Beijing has a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, and a fast-expanding global presence - in 2007, it offered Africa triple the aid the continent got from the West, and that year’s summitof the African Development Bank was held inthe most un-African locationof Shanghai. Chinese workers fill labour shortages in Europe and North Africa; PRC companies buy into the five continents. Under Mao, the PRC sought to export revolution; now it deploys its huge cash reserve, spreading its ‘soft power’ round the globe, through diplomacy and assistance, cultural institutes and festivals. China’s history (often fashioned to deliver an approved political message) has hit international cinema screens with a string of epic films. At the end of 2007, a 23-year-old Beijing secretary was elected Miss World. Throughout, the PRC insists that it is pursuing a ‘peaceful rise’ in search of a ‘harmonious world’ – all pitched to make the most of US unpopularity after the invasion of Iraq.

The PRC has no compunction about the regimes it befriends if they can serve its interest, even if other powers shun them as rogue states. Beijing has been Sudan’s best ally, the friend of Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe, and a partner for Iran and North Korea as well as developing close links with Burma, to where a million Chinese have emigrated. The United States, Europe, Japan and others are torn between co-operation and fearing the intentions and clout of the phoenix power.

This is not a country with existential doubts. A 2007 global poll showed that 93 per cent of Chinese surveyed were positive about their homeland. From a material point of view, they have every reason for satisfaction. With a quarter of the global workforce, mainland China has tilted international economics in the space of the decade. In the process, since the launch of economic reform in 1978 more people have been made materially better off in a shorter span of time than ever before in human history. This has produced a social revolution as aspirations and mobility have risen, glossy media and marketing have spread in cities. The number of Chinese travelling abroad each year has increased to more than 35 million, and three quarters of a million Chinese study overseas each year (75 per cent of them are thought to stay abroad when they have finished their courses).

The ‘socialist market economy’ has grown tenfold in three decades, buoyed by cheap labour, cheap capital and high productivity, which is reckoned to have increased by an average of 20 per cent a year from 1996 onwards. In 2007, China set itself the target of quadrupling per capita GDP by 2020. The huge corporate, personal and state savings pool has poured into investment and export industries, giving what is still a relatively poor country an unprecedented place at the centre of the global system.

At the start of 2008, its economy was worth $3 trillion in nominal exchange-rate terms, and, by a World Bank calculation, twice that in purchasing-power parity - i.e. what money actually buys. The first put it behind the European Union, the US, Japan and Germany, the second behind only the US. Annual growth in the twenty-first century ran at 9-10 per cent, jumping to more than 11 per cent in 2006–7. The trade surplus hit record levels each year, rising to $262 billion in 2007 and generating foreign exchange reserves that topped $1.5 trillion by the end of 2007 and which went largely into US Treasury bonds, thus funding the federal deficit and helping to keep down interest rates, making it easier for Americans to live on credit while aiding the fight against inflation on the other side of the Pacific. China’s success brought accusations from the Bush administration and Congress that the PRC was profiting from the undervaluation of its currency and pressure for Beijing to do something about it - a call taken up in 2007 by the European Union as it calculated that its deficit with the mainland was growing by $20 million an hour.

While other nations worry about low growth or an insufficient stock of cash, China has the opposite problem, but government attempts to cool down the economy, reduce the huge wave of liquidity sloshing round the system and lessen the major imbalances have had little effect. Money has become the great determinant in a country whose leadership professes its faith in the tenets of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought. The father of economic reform, Deng Xiaoping, probably never actually said, ‘It is glorious to grow rich’, but he recognized that poverty and the lack of incentive for self-improvement were fatal constraints on a country waiting to escape from the shackles of its past. Thirty years after he gained the upper hand in the power struggle that followed the death of Mao Zedong, China has a spearhead private sector and state-owned enterprises that apply market principles, down to slashing their labour forces and dealing in the share market. There is a middle class estimated at 80 million, and defined primarily by its consumption. Up to 100 people are thought to be worth a billion US dollars, nearly all of them self-made. The five most frequently asked ‘what is’ questions on the most popular Chinese Internet search engine concern finance; the second in the ‘how to’ category - after how to lose weight - is how to invest in stocks.

Under economic reform, Communist Party cadres whose provinces or cities produce high growth can expect advancement. They also use their positions to promote their own interests, relying on the fact that ‘however poor some places may be, the government will never be poor’. In a list of China’s ‘powerful people’ it produced at the end of 2007, the website of the Southern News group put officialsfirst, ahead of industrial monopolists, real estate developers, stock market manipulators, managers of large multinational companies, and those whose skills are in high demand in sectors such as health care and education. As well as the cadres themselves, a network of family, friends, associates and mistresses spreads the charmed circle, as officials form alliances with business and speculators, arousing resentment among those left out from this flowering of bureaucratic capitalism.1

Wealth disparities are spiralling. Rich parents, and some officials, buy their way round the one-child policy by simply paying fines of up to 200,000 yuan (£13,000 ($25,000)) for having a second, third or even fourth child. By the start of 2008, a hundred million trading accounts had been opened on the stock exchanges in Shanghai and Shenzhen. The market index trebled in value in 2007 and company shares were quoted at up to fifty times earnings - in the prosperous eastern city of Wenzhou, the authorities had to issue a formal ban on officials dealing in shares from their desks or leaving the office to visit brokers.

At the end of 2007, five of the biggest global firms by market capitalization were Chinese. Stock market listings by PRC companies raised $52 billion in 2007, more than in the US or UK. In November of that year, a public offering by the oil firm PetroChina saw its shares treble in value in a day, making it briefly the world’s first company valued at more than $1 trillion (though most of the firm’s stock remained in state hands and the valuation was based on the price of only 2 per cent of the stock put on the market). Meanwhile profits for quoted Chinese enterprises increased by 70 per cent between 2006 and 2007 (a sizeable slice of it the result of share trading).

Companies and the government have pursued a relentless campaign to buyup the raw materials needed to fuel growth - hence the friendships with Sudan, Iran and Zimbabwe, along with big deals with the Democratic Republic of the Congo (for copper) and Angola and Venezuela (for oil). They have set out to acquire Western technology and managerial and marketing skills. A Chinese firm took over IBM’s personal computer business and turned it into the profitable Lenovo brand. In 2007, Chinese banks bought into leading Wall Street private equity firms and brokerage houses, and took stakes in European and African banks. A $200-300 billion sovereign wealth fund was established by the Chinese state at the end of the same year, in part to invest abroad, and the Party leader, Hu Jintao, laid out an economic agenda at the autumn Party Congress of encouraging innovation and private enterprise, and looking forward to the growth ofglobalfirms that could market ‘Chinese brands’ – hardly language one might expect from a follower of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought.

The country’s small-sized town and village undertakings employ as many people as the whole American labour force. A hundred and fifty million migrants work in factories in the booming coastal areas, and as many again are underemployed in agriculture, providing a potential new stream of workers in manufacturing and services.

Having become the hub of worldwide production and logistics, the PRC makes 80 per cent of the world’s best-selling toys, and offers transplant hearts at $150,000 each. A cluster of towns in Zhejiang province, in the east, produces a third of the world’s socks, 40 per cent of its ties, and 70 per cent of its cigarette lighters as well as 350 million umbrellas a year and a billion decks of playing cards.

Around the world, prices of everything from energy to timber, iron ore to soya beans, are deeply affected by Chinese demand. In Europe, theft of drain covers and lead from church roofs have been put down to the PRC’s hunger for metal. The usual up-and-down cycle of shipping rates has been punctured by the call for ships to sail to mainland ports with the supplies China needs, and to take out goods. Though its own innovation lags, the PRC has become the greatest assembly shop the world has known, contributing significantlyto the profitability of American, Japanese and European firms. The third biggest destination for overseas investment after the US and UK, the mainland attracted $700 billion in foreign money between the start of economic reform in 1978 and the end of 2006. In 2007, 88 per cent of Chinese exports of high-tech goods were from firms owned or invested in by foreign companies. In 2007, for the first time since the 1930s, another country contributed more to global growth than the United States. A Gallup poll in early 2008 reported that 40 per cent of Americans considered the PRC to be the world’s leading economic power, while only 33 per cent chose their own country.

The speed and scale of modernization are overwhelming in a country which was still emerging from the madness of the Cultural Revolution only a generation ago, and where hundreds of millions can remember the uniformity of collectivization and the famine that killed tens of millions around 1960. In 2007, more than 8,000 villages had annual incomes exceeding 100 million yuan (£6.6 million ($13.2 million)). At the start of the economic reform, the big city of Wuhan in central China had no taxis; today it is estimated to have 30,000. In 2007–8, the PRC had 210 million internet users, 1.3 million websites, 500 million mobile telephone users, and 137 handsets for every 100 urban inhabitants. On average, 1,800 new private businesses are set up every day. The showpiece city of Shanghai is Manhattan on steroids; rich young men there complain that development is changing the street pattern so fast that the GPS systems are out of date before they take delivery of their new limousines. Beijing caught up with its major make-over for the 2008 Olympics, sprouting tower blocks, shopping malls, advanced urban transport networks and modernistic buildings, including a futuristic theatre inaugurated by the former President, Jiang Zemin, warbling light operatic airs.

With GDP doubling between 2002 and 2006 to 21 trillion yuan (£1.4 trillion ($2.8 trillion)), China has become the biggest producer of steel and aluminium, and, among so many other things, provides 60 per cent of the world’s vitamin C. Construction reached such a pitch in the early years of the twenty-first century that half the world’s cranes were estimated to be at work in the mainland. Huge infrastructure projects were topped by the $25 billion Three Gorges Dam on the Yangzi, which has been dreamed of since imperial days. Further up-river, planners were turning the once isolated Sichuan city of Chongqing into a metropolis of 30 million people. For foreign companies seeking new markets, the PRC was the last great frontier for everything from luxury goods to airliners, the place they had to be.

China’s sheer size and population mean that everything about it tends to be vast. It has always been that way. The huge infrastructure projects of the Communists mirror similar undertakings stretching back to the First Emperor’s construction of the first Great Wall, his vast necropolis at Xi’an and myriad other monumental edifices. The current regime has lasted a lot longer than his Qin dynasty, which expired after fourteen years following the death of its founder; but its ability to cope with the potential destabilization confronting it remains an open question for the current generation of leaders.

Major questions hovered over the economy three decades after Deng Xiaoping launched the reform process. The booming trade surplus and an undervalued currency brought a wave of liquidity which the inadequate banking and financial system could not contain. Imbalances proliferated. The role played by exports and investment in fixed assets like factories, housing and infrastructure projects was too large for comfort and consumption too low.

But government efforts to cool down growth in the mid-2000s had no effect, as expansion topped 11 per cent a year. By conventional Western standards, China’s economy was unsustainable. Still, the PRC continued to defy forecasts of a huge crash, carried ahead by a unique combination of an ocean of cheap money, low-cost labour, bounding productivity gains and an enormous population intent on bettering itself.

Yet, for all the material advancement, China remains deeply conservative politically. There is regular debate among intellectuals about the path ahead - for instance, between the ‘new right’, which wants faster reform, and ‘neo-comms’, who highlight the problems thrown up by economic expansion. There are calls for inner-party democracy and the rule of law. But it is all within the system, and the leadership insists that the tradition of monopoly rule, dating back to the foundation of the empire, is necessary for the nation’s welfare.

The PRC is the only one of the ten major global economies not to be a multi-party democracy. In view of its economic and social transformation, can it continue to be run effectively by a Communist Party whose leader entitled his report to his movement’s Congress in 2007 ‘Hold High the Great Banner of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics and Strive for New Victories in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects’? China’s history is one of authoritarian regimes - the only partially free multi-party election ever held on the mainland, in 1912, ended in the assassination of the head of the winning party. Is this tradition compatible with the modernity the PRC is now experiencing? Does that point to regime change? Or, with greater material well-being, is stability with Communist characteristics sufficient for most people after the turmoil of the past? Or will it foster pressure for liberty and multi-party elections that would destroy the top-down mode inherited from the past? Whether the regime can cope with the challenges confronting it - politically, economically and socially - is a prime global question for the early twenty-first century.

As heir to the Mandate of Heaven, the Communist Party, whose leadership resides for the most part in an old imperial estate beside the Forbidden City, is intent on not sharing power with anyone. In contradiction of Marx’s vision of the state withering away, the last major power claiming his inheritance cleaves to its apparatus, backed by a huge police machine. Though people enjoy far more individual freedom than was the case in the first three decades of the People’s Republic, organized dissent is stamped on and individual human rights activists are persecuted as modern techniques of repression are allied with centuries of hierarchy and conformity. When a prominent pro-democracy intellectual died in late 2007, police stopped mourners attending his funeral. Petitioners who go to Beijing to seek redress for their complaints risk being locked up in what amount to prisons run by provincial government offices in the capital, described by some of those detained there as ‘palaces of hell’. Putative opposition parties are rooted out. The Falung Gong spiritual movement is seen by the regime as a visceral threat, a rebirth of the secret sects that dot Chinese history. The media are strictly controlled. Websites which step out of line are closed down. Tibet is kept on a tight leash, as was seen in the clampdown on protests in early 2008.

Though Hu Jintao and his colleagues appear in public in smart black suits and smile for the cameras, the tradition of using violence to settle disputes is deeply ingrained. The massacre in Beijing in June 1989 is part of living history, even if the regime cannot bring itself to do anything but parrot the Party line on the event. The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is an important political force, as the Revolutionary Army was under the republic and the modernized forces were in the late imperial period. Like militias of the past, the People’s Armed Police (PAP) forms a paramilitary force which has often been estimated to be a million strong, though a white paper in 2006 put its numbers at 660,000. At local level, some authorities and business people use thuggish gangs to supplement the police, just as ‘bullies’ working for landlords under the republic and ‘yamen runners’ (from the name for their offices) under the empire imposed the exactions of their masters. In 2004, 40,000 unqualified police were sacked or transferred for offences including blackmail, fraud and arbitrary fines, but violence and self-seeking by the security forces remain a feature of the Chinese landscape.

As in the past, official and family links rule; many of the country’s richest citizens rely on them for their fortunes. The sons and daughters of earlier Communist leaders, known as ‘princelings’, prosper in business and politics on the back of family connections, constituting 40 per cent of the Politburo in 2008. In the absence of objective rules or an independent legal system, with vague property rights, fallible contracts and frequent sharp practice, the way ahead is to ‘learn the tricks of the trade and work hard’, as a businessman puts it, saying he will ‘try anything so long as there is a buck in it’. Though the Party, like its predecessors, preaches morality, nobody takes much notice, from senior figures exploiting their posts for profit to overseers using slave labour in brick kilns.2

In this supposedly socialist nation, the wealth gap is greater than that in Europe or the United States. The pressure of work in factories has given rise to a new term - ‘overwork deaths’. Migrants in sweatshops labour for twelve or more hours a day, sometimes locked in, with fatal results when fires break out. Household income in provinces such as Guizhou and Gansu, which have been little touched by economic expansion, is one sixth of that in prosperous coastal zones.

There is massive ecological degradation. In 2007, the PRC passed the United States as the biggest emitter of greenhouse gases (though in per capita terms it remains far behind). Air pollution causes more than 400,000 premature deaths a year. The official plan to urbanize half the population by 2020 means a huge increase in energy demand - in 2007, a new coal-fired power station was opened on average every week, most spewing out brown coal fumes. The city of Linfen in Shanxi was named by the World Bank in 2006 as having the worst air quality on earth. The Asian Development Bank forecasts that a fifteenfold increase in the number of cars will triple CO2 emissions by 2040. The government regularly announces anti-pollution campaigns and lays down targets, but - given China’s reliance on polluting industries like coal, cement and steel for its expansion and the cost of clean technology - growth usually wins out; the spraying of a barren mountainface in the south-west with green paint might stand as an ironic example of the limits of environmental campaigning. At the end of 2007, a government plan was announced to move 4 million people from the area of the Three Gorges Dam, in addition to the more than one million already relocated, to avoid what was described officially as a potential environmental catastrophe from China’s most highly touted project.3

With 22 per cent of the world’s population and 7 per cent of its arable land, China faces a constant battle to meet the food security levels laid down by a government fearful of becoming dependent on imports. But a million hectares are lost to agriculture each year. Urbanization eats up land. Desertification is spreading at the rate of 2,000 square miles a year. Ten per cent of fields are estimated to be polluted. In addition to its own growing mountains of urban waste, China has become a destination for rubbish from all over the world, some of it toxic. Water is dangerously short in the north; hundreds of urban centres draw their drinking supplies from rivers into which raw sewage pours and rural supplies are hit by diversion to factories. In April 2007, 10 per cent of the longest river, the Yangzi, was reported to be in critical condition, and 30 per cent of its main tributaries seriously polluted.4

The number of people living in absolute poverty has been slashed, but, given the size of the population, still stands at 76 million by international measurement standards. Despite all the growth, the PRC still ranked only eighty-first worldwide in the United Nations Human Development Report in 2006. The previous year, just seven of its thirty-one provinces recorded consumption spending above the national average. Lack of education leaves 110 million people aged over fifteen illiterate. The pension system is a black hole. A demographic crisis is looming as the one-child policy cuts the number of young people while life expectancy rises - whereas 17 per cent of the population had been aged over fifty in 1995, the forecast was that this would reach 35 per cent by 2025 and 42 per cent by 2050. A major gender imbalance has emerged from the preference for male children, and abortions of female foetuses produce a shortage of 37 million brides. The absence of health provision means that three quarters of rural dwellers cannot afford care. Epidemics such as the outbreaks of the SARS respiratory disease or bird flu spread under a cloak of official secrecy. At least 700,000 people were infected with HIV as of the end of 2007.

Abolition of agricultural taxes has lifted a burden on farmers, but deprived local authorities of revenue to provide services. A list of more than 3,000 fees to which citizens might be subject evoked memories of taxes and levies imposed by the warlords of the 1920s - those of the twenty-first century included ‘experimental fee for pesticide use on farmland’ and ‘permit for purchase of special cutting tools’.5

Regulation is weak or non-existent. A quarter of the toys produced in China are reckoned to be unsafe, some covered with lead paint, leading to an international outcry in 2007. The former head of the food and drug administration was sentenced to death that year for accepting bribes to issue retail licences for unsafe medicines. A survey of 450,000 food companies in 2007 found that 60 per cent did not have quality control facilities. Commercial piracy is rampant - 80 per cent of software in use in the PRC is estimated to be counterfeited. ‘We’re not living in a moral society, and sure as hell not in a moral age,’ argued a software pirate who sold Windows for 10 per cent of the Microsoft price. ‘I’m sick of being poor… This society’s never given me anything. I don’t care what they say now. Sorry - it’s too late.’∗6

Though growth has magnified these challenges, and introduced new ones, many are legacies from the past, or reflect historical patterns. Autocracy, persecution of dissent, a self-protective, self-serving elite, use of force, absence of the rule of law or external accountability, corruption and cronyism, provincial disparities, the imposition of arbitrary fees and rents by local officials, lack of welfare, or limited concern for the environment, a thin layer of wealth on top of an ocean of relative poverty - all go back to the imperial era. As a result, China in the early twenty-first century is, at one and the same time, very new and quite old.

The ‘princeling’ offspring of first-generation CCP leaders constitute an aristocracy that could have existed at an imperial court. Ritual and precedence still play a central role, at Party congresses and in the carefully orchestrated rankings of the leadership from the Standing Committee ofthe Politburo downwards. The Communists donot admit doctrinal error any more than the emperors did, claiming their own Marxist- Leninist-Maoist Mandate of Heaven and operating as much like a secret society as a ruling party. How can any individual presume to resist its wisdom?

As under the imperial dynasties, nationalism is equated with Sino-centrism which asserts the supremacy of the system practised in the Middle Kingdom. China’s special place in the world remains a tablet of the law. Sovereignty is paramount, enshrined in Beijing’s insistence that nations should not interfere in one another’s affairs. This has the advantage of closing off international debate over its own repression and its continuing rule over territories conquered by force, and is calculated to please other governments which do not want to be held to account.

Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping have the status of hallowed ancestors, with constant references to their teachings. On the 110th anniversary of the Great Helmsman’s birth, the Party chief, Hu Jintao, delivered a 10,000-character speech to extol the achievements of the founder of the PRC; before speaking, Hu went to the Memorial Hall beside Tiananmen Square to bow three times to a statue of the man responsible for the deaths of many tens of millions. At local level, traditional power structures stretch through provinces to towns and villages, even if they are exercised today by Communist cadres and business people, rather than imperial magistrates and gentry landowners.

As Party secretary, head of state and chair of the Military Affairs Commission, the supreme leader is the equivalent of a dynastic ruler, either imposing himself (Mao, Deng) or operating through factions and coalition-building (their successors). In the first decades of Communist rule, old men clung to power like emperors who carried on into their dotage, but were still able to command events. Mao and Deng were both in their mid-seventies when they launched, respectively, the Cultural Revolution and economic reform. The twenty-five-member Politburo ushered in at the 2007 Party Congress contained just one woman, and the Standing Committee none. Thrusting younger politicians in China tend to reach the top at an age at which they would be contemplating retirement in the West.

In a tradition stretching back to the First Emperor, history is subordinated to the requirements of the ruling power. In 1999, a professor was arrested and charged with stealing state secrets when he dared to research the Cultural Revolution. A re-examination of the massacre of demonstrators in Beijing in 1989 remains off-limits. An academic who suggested taking into consideration the excess of the Boxers in their rising of 1900 was censured. In the spring of 2006, senior officials handling the publishing industry issued instructions at a private meeting that ‘reports on important historic events and persons must strictly follow’ Communist Party directives. ‘Abide by the propaganda discipline, stand in the same line as the central government and the people,’ it urged.7

Internationally, the history of half a century of war and bloody invasion colours relations with Japan, even if both sides appear to recognize the need to move on. Along China’s north-eastern border, the legacy of the Korean War is perpetuated in the division of the peninsula and Beijing’s uneasy relationship with Pyongyang. Despite talk of the emerging economic power of ‘Chindia’, links with the other major Asian country that has set out on a new journey continue to be edgy, bedevilled by frontier disputes in the Himalayas. The key contact, with the United States, is affected by the history of trade and missionaries, the fractious alliance in the Second World War, Washington’s refusal to intervene to save the Nationalists from the Communists in 1949, the long Cold War enmity and then the burgeoning links after Richard Nixon’s trip to meet Mao in Beijing in 1972. Each country needs the other, but on either side of the Pacific there are those who see a threat which has to be confronted.

Since the earliest days of the empire, and despite periods of dislocation, China has been a unitary state. But the strength of its regions and their different characteristics mean that, at times, it more resembles a federation. The decentralization of economic reform has perpetuated the centuries-old tug of war between the centre and the provinces. Senior CCP officials are not posted to their home regions, to avoid their constructing local power bases, just as the magistrates of imperial days were stationed away from their native areas to prevent the development of a feudal system. Despite repeated efforts by Beijing to control expansion, provinces went on opening steel mills, cement plants, infrastructure schemes and coal mines in pursuit of growth. Officials staged 131,000 land grabs in 2006 from farmers for building or joint projects with business people. Decentralization and a long tradition of provincial power mean that networks of influence have to be taken into account by officials of the central power - as a saying goes, ‘A mighty dragon cannot overpower a snake in its lair.’8

Hu Jintao is anxious to rejuvenate the Communist Party, but a conundrum cannot be evaded. Only 11 per cent of its 73 million members are in the industrial proletariat. Nineteen per cent are retired people. The five-yearly Party Congress of 2007, which gave Hu another five years at the top, was dominated by political managers - workers and farmers got hardly a look-in. As under the empire, the PRC is led by an elite that seeks to co-opt the best and brightest and thus heads them off from opposition. Old ways may be swept aside in theory, but they live on in practice, though business now offers a highly attractive alternative way ahead.

‘Face’ still counts, and plays its role in political, social and business relationships. At the level of everyday life, the old calendar was abandoned after the fall of the empire, but, a century later, everybody takes an extended holiday at lunar New Year. As in imperial times, the brightest students congregate for mass examinations to enter the civil service; and, as in the past, the number of jobs is a tiny fraction of those seeking them. Cronyism and the age-old taste for gambling show through in runaway stock exchange speculation, and the tendency towards insider dealing. The former Portuguese colony of Macau, reunited with the PRC in 1999, outdoes Las Vegas as a gambling centre, and Beijing fights a constant war against illegal lotteries.

Chinese medicine has enjoyed a revival, and the regime seeks to promote traditional culture in the face of imports from the US, Japan and Hong Kong. Despite repeated iconoclastic attacks, a Confucius renaissance began in 2005, with a lavish birthday party for the philosopher attended by 3,000 people. The doctrine of a ‘harmonious society’ proclaimed by President Hu to lessen national disparities has strong Confucian overtones. A book extolling the sage’s teachings has sold more than 4 million copies, and his name has been taken as the brand for cultural institutes round the world. In central China, teams assessing the performance of officials have been told to judge them by their adherence to the value of filial piety.9

The ancient creed of Daoism is also staging a comeback; in 2007, the government sponsored a six-day forum to examine and promote its main text, The Book of the Way and Its Virtue. The previous year, a world Buddhist forum was held in Zhejiang province (and the regime showed how seriously it took the potential threat of the Dalai Lama naming his successor by introducing a law in 2007 to regulate reincarnation). A poll in 2007 found that 300 million people could be described as religious - treble the official total. Sixty per cent of believers were aged between sixteen and thirty-nine.10

A century after the Boxer rising against the foreign religion, Christianity experienced a revival, both in officially sponsored churches (which involved conflict between Beijing and the Papacy) and in informal ‘house churches’; by 2008, the estimate of the number of Christians in the PRC went as high as 40 million.

Destruction of old urban areas has been unrelenting, but it was somewhat checked in Shanghai when entrepreneurs realized that Art Deco buildings from the 1920s and 1930s could attract high-paying customers as clubs, restaurants, bars and hotels. Materialist Communism has not brought an end to ancient customs and beliefs. For 2008, three traditional festivals were reinstated as public holidays, including the Dragon Boat Festival believed to date back to the fourth century bc; the mythical beast lives on in the Dragon’s Mouth on the lower Yantze round Shanghai, Dragon Seal wine and Dragon Head Enterprises in agro-industry. The geomancy of feng shui is widely followed. Graves are swept to honour the dead, who are comforted by offerings of paper and cardboard artefacts to use in the afterlife. In Hebei province south of Beijing, the corpses of single young women are buried alongside defunct male bachelors so that the men shall not lack partners in the afterlife; in 2007, a man was accused of killing six mentally disturbed young women to sell their bodies as ‘ghost brides’.

A survey by the National School of Administration in 2007 showed that just over half of county-level civil servants did not reject physiognomy, astrology and divination. The lunar probe of 2007 was named for a goddess said to have flown to the moon. The number 8 is auspicious in some dialects because it sounds like the word for wealth - the opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympics was timed to begin at 8 seconds past 8 p.m. on the 8th day of the 8th month of the 8th year of the millennium. Births in the lucky Year of the Pig in 2007 rose by 20 per cent. And had it been an utter coincidence that the Communist Party chose as eight the number of its ‘Immortals’ in the 1980s and 1990s - as if they were the modern equivalent of the eight gods of Daoism?11

Though national unity is a prime concern of the regime, regional differences - cultural, linguistic and gastronomic - remain strong. A survey by the Education Ministry reported in 2007 that only 53 per cent of 50,000 people questioned across China could ‘communicate effectively’ in the official national tongue. Despite a huge investment in transport infrastructure, in 2006 China still handled a quarter of world rail traffic on 6 per cent of global track, while many roads are of poor quality. It is quicker and cheaper to import coal to Guangdong province in the south from Indonesia or Australia than to bring it from the mines of the north. Half the country’s road haulage firms are reckoned to own a single truck. The era when villages had no contact with one another because of the topography and lack of tracks may be gone, but this is still a patchwork of a nation, on a continental scale.12

In another imperial inheritance, China is the last great colonial empire on earth, hanging on to ethnically separate Tibet and the vast Muslim lands of Xinjiang. It continues to claim that Taiwan, to which the Nationalists fled from the Communists in 1949, is a province of the PRC, despite polls showing that very few of the island’s inhabitants think of themselves as purely Chinese. On the mainland, fifty-five ethnic minorities are subjugated to the majority Han, brought out for folklore displays and for tourists, but kept strictly under control.

Some 40 million people of Chinese descent live abroad. In countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand, they play a leading role in business, and have been subject to persecution, in many ways like the Jews of Europe. Old and new emigrant families from the provinces of Guangzhou and neighbouring Fujian dominate Chinatowns from south-east Asia to Europe and the USA. If their wealth was put together, the Overseas Chinese would form a formidable unit in the global economy. Their ‘patriotic’ investments were a significant factor in helping the mainland’s economic take-off in the 1980s. Chinese gangs have joined the exodus, undertaking robbery, protection rackets and drug trafficking. ‘Snakeheads’ smuggle compatriots to the West, sometimes with tragic results as the migrants are drowned at sea or suffocate in lorries. When they arrive, there may be further perils, as in the tragedy in Morecambe Bay, England, in 2004, when twenty-three Chinese cockle-pickers were swept away by the tide.

Rightly, the Chinese pride themselves on being the heirs of the world’s oldest continuous civilization, stretching back at least to the bronze age of the Shang dynasty of 1600 bc. Today, there can be no doubt that a new version of China is being born. Yet it cannot exist apart from its country’s history. As Confucius is said to have said, understanding what the future holds requires grasping the lessons of the past. In other words, to comprehend the most important new force in today’s world, one has to see where China has come from and what has shaped it.


PART 1

End of Empire

For more than 2,000 years, the emperors of China were like no other sovereigns on earth, claiming to be intermediaries between Heaven and Earth who ensured cosmic harmony and embodied a universe of meaning. In the mythology of their rule, their special nature and that of their country were as important as the vastness of their domains. China was a culture and a civilization with an unparalleled history, rather than a nation state in the Western sense. While Europe broke into separate units after the fall of the Roman Empire, China remained wedded to the preservation of its imperial system, despite two major periods of disunion. Its inhabitants saw it as a place of exception which had nothing to learn from elsewhere: ‘Our China must be regarded as the root of all other countries,’ as a character remarked in a classic nineteenth-century novel. Presented with a world map at the start of the twentieth century, a provincial governor said it must be wrong because it showed the Pacific. ‘The United States borders upon China,’ he explained. ‘It must do so because China is the centre of all nations.’1

In 1644, Manchu warriors from the north-east had come through the Great Wall to take Beijing from rebels who had moved into a vacuum left by the decline of the Ming ruling house. Extending their authority across the country, they ruled as the Qing (‘Pure’) dynasty. Under three great emperors, who ruled from 1661 to 1795, China reached an apogee, its influence stretching over 3.7 million square miles, including Taiwan, Tibet, the northern steppes and the huge western desert land of Xinjiang. From the start, the Qing adopted Chinese methods of government and traditions. But there were limits to the multi-cultural, multiethnic nature of their rule. The Han people, who constituted the bulk of the population, were made to shave their foreheads and wear pigtails as a sign of submission. Inter-marriage was prohibited. Nor were Han allowed to emigrate to Manchuria. As a result, the rulers were always foreigners to most of their people.

The empire was so large and so apparently successful that the Qing felt no need of the rest of the world. At its height, their realm may have accounted for a third of total global wealth. In 1793, the emperor contemptuously brushed aside the gifts brought by a British mission, telling the envoy, Lord Macartney: ‘We possess all things.’ Macartney’s view was rather different. ‘The empire of China is an old, crazy, first-rate Man of War, which a fortunate succession of able and vigilant officers have contrived to keep afloat for these hundred and fifty years past, and to over-awe their neighbours merely by her bulk and appearance,’ he wrote after getting back to Britain. ‘But, whenever an insufficient man happens to have command on deck, adieu to the discipline and safety of the ship. She may, perhaps, not sink outright; she may drift some time as a wreck, and will then be dashed to pieces on the shore; but she can never be rebuilt on the old bottom.’ China’s history in the nineteenth century would show who was right.


1 Sons of Heaven

Sitting on the Peacock Throne in the Forbidden City in Beijing,∗ China’s emperors personified a system based on Confucian teachings which exalted the harmony of society and the planet, and demanded awe from all. Expressing their majesty and power through elaborate ceremonials and art, the dynasties which ruled China claimed semi-divine status. The ruler was set apart, rarely appearing in public apart from such symbolic occasions as his procession to the great circular Temple of Heaven in the south of the capital to offer prayers to the gods. He usually ate alone, choosing from a lavish array of dishes brought by eunuchs. At night, his chosen concubine was brought into his chamber wrapped in a red silk gown and laid naked at the foot of his bed.

Imperial mythology and Confucian tradition gave social and administrative glue to a country which covered only 7 per cent of the surface of the globe but contained around a fifth of its population. Dynasties operated on the basis of filial piety, the cornerstone of old values. In return for unquestioning allegiance, the sovereigns promised to be benevolent, caring for the welfare of their people and invoking divine protection on their behalf. A master-servant relationship ran from the court down to rural villages. Every man, it was said, regarded those above him as tigers to be feared, and those below him as dogs to be kicked. The empire reached back to 221 bc, when the First Emperor established himself in Xi’an after his kingdom of Qin had won out over warring states. His dynasty was one of the shortest-lived, enduring only until its fall under his son in 207 bc. Ruling houses came and went in cycle of rise and fall that would become engraved on the national psyche as they won and lost the Mandate of Heaven granted by the gods. Chinese civilization reached apogees under the Tang and Ming dynasties and prospered under less-remembered sovereigns. But there were constant threats from the nomads of the steppes, and two major invasions from the north by the Mongols in the late thirteenth century, and the Manchus, in the mid sixteenth century. Yet the idea of unifying rule from the centre had been implanted by the First Emperor and remained the foundation for the country, while the Mandate of Heaven contained the idea - however imperfectly implemented - that the rulers had a duty to care for the people.

China was rarely as cut off from the world as subsequent history pretended. The Silk Road linked it with Central Asia, the Middle East and the Mediterranean. Sailors and traders went to south-east Asia, India and Africa. But China believed it was special, and the Qing expansion of the empire under the Three Great Emperors from 1661 to 1795 marked a high point. The realm reached westwards into Central Asia, and other neighbours were brought under control. This was a Manchu construction, in which the Middle Kingdom, for all its importance, stood alongside the other domains to the north, where the ruling house was most at home. Still, China was bound to predominate, so its customs became the public face of the Sons of Heaven from distant lands.

In a society arranged by strict and elaborate stratification, princes, mandarins and gentry figures of the Manchu Qing dynasty, which had seized the throne in 1644 to rule over the far more numerous Han Chinese, had specific ranks, denoted by robes and badges. Proper behaviour and sincerity were held to be all. As the classic text the Daxue (‘Great Learning’) put it: ‘Thoughts being sincere, hearts are rectified. Hearts being rectified, persons are cultivated. Persons being cultivated, families are regulated. Families being regulated, states are rightly governed. States being rightly governed, the whole kingdom is made tranquil and happy.’1

In such a culture, it was only natural that the capital was laid out to exalt the regime and its ruler. The Forbidden City sat at the heart of the metropolis, which, after some false starts, became the centre of the empire. The Sons of Heaven resided behind a 52-metre-wide moat and 10-metre-high walls that ran for two and a quarter miles round what was known as ‘the Great Within’. Halls and gates were set on marble platforms amid huge courtyards. Symbolism was everywhere - power expressed through carved dragons, longevity by phoenixes in the inner palace. Imperial edicts were carried on ornate trays under umbrellas of imperial yellow to the balcony over the Tiananmen Gate to be read out before being lowered and distributed round the country.

Emperors might be quasi-divine, but it was not assumed that dynasties were for ever. The cycle of rise and fall had run through China’s history. The Mandate of Heaven was, itself, eternal; but who held it was a very different matter. When the gods showed their displeasure, for instance by permitting major revolts or visiting particularly severe natural disasters on the country, it was time for change. Ambitious military commanders or rebel leaders could claim that they were the ones now qualified to mount the throne. Thus, the eternal melded with the temporal in a system which preserved itself by being able to accommodate fresh blood at the top without bringing fundamental verities into question.

A backward-looking concept of existence predominated, along with the proclamation of imperial authority over the whole realm which did not always accord with reality; the early decades of Qing rule had seen recurrent revolts, including one that stretched over ten provinces. Preserving stability rather than considering change was the watchword. The regime’s view of its mission ‘seems to be to keep records of past occurrences, legalise faits accomplis, and strangle whatever comes before it in embryo,’ wrote the acute Western observer of the later nineteenth century, the British Customs chief, Robert Hart. The Confucian Great Learning enjoined ‘keeping the state in order’ as the path to universal peace. ‘Generation after generation has upheld Confucian teachings, stressing proper human relationships, between ruler and minister, father and son, superiors and subordinates, the high and the low,’ wrote a leading scholar-general of the mid nineteenth century. ‘All in the proper place, just as hats and shoes are not interchangeable.’

Among those who should know their place and keep to it were women, who were meant to be obedient wives and virtuous mothers, and little else. They were put into arranged marriages at an early age. As a rule, they were not allowed to socialize with men outside their family, and their husbands would not think of introducing them to acquaintances or mentioning them in conversation. Their status was symbolized by the bound feet Han men found alluring - a ban on the practice by the early Qing had no effect. Husbands were free to take additional wives and concubines and to visit prostitutes. An imperial official who met foreign traders recorded how embarrassed he was when they presented their wives to him.2

The male line was all that counted; only men could carry out the essential practice of ancestor worship. Infanticide of baby girls was common - a visitor to Fujian province in the 1880s was told that, in some districts, a third of female babies were drowned or strangled. The one thing women could draw on was the veneration by their children demanded by Confucianism, and the dominance that mothers-in-law exercised over their daughters-in-law, who could count the years till they achieved similar power.3

To govern their continent-sized country with a population of more than 410 million by 1850, the emperors depended on a bureaucratic system refined over the centuries but too small to be fully effective - there were only 40,000 civilian and military officials. The rulers held powers of taxation, military affairs, law-making and appointments. Below the emperors sat the Grand Council, the Grand Secretariat, six boards and nine ministries, provincial governors and magistrates. Communication with the ruler was through memorials to the throne, which then issued its edicts. Court censors were meant to keep emperors informed of matters affecting government and the people. In the corridors and shadows of the Forbidden City lived a couple of thousand eunuchs, known for their intrigues and despised by the whole men around them; many were miserable and vulnerable, though a few rose to exercise power behind the scenes and enrich themselves accordingly.4

China was split into eighteen provinces, 1,300 districts and 143 departments, grouped under administrative prefectures. The magistrate in each district was the key functionary, acting as mayor, sheriff, judge, coroner, tax collector, surveyor, prison governor, registrar, organizer of imperial examinations and bailiff. Since they could not do all this, and were too few in number to exercise effective grassroots control, a system of self-surveillance operated. Households were organized by the thousand, then sub-divided into groupings of a hundred and then ten. Headmen kept a register of everybody in each group, recorded comings and goings, and reported to magistrates on such offences as theft, gambling, kidnapping and money coining. Villagers were required to tell the headman of any illegal behaviour they encountered - failure to do so was a crime.

Magistrates were supposed to be ‘the father and mother officer’ of districts, applying Confucian principles to ensure harmony and stability, exercising benevolence and commanding reverence as a result. They were meant to have absorbed the Chinese tradition by having passed the rigorous three-stage imperial examination rooted in Confucian classicism. But, by 1850, only 60 per cent had done so. Another 20 per cent had bought their degrees and the rest been elevated by such channels as ‘recommendation’ or recognition of their ‘meritorious record’. When they started out, at least, they lacked practical knowledge and depended on private secretaries. These men had studied administration and have been rated by a historian of local government under the Qing as ‘respected as men of integrity’; but some were accused of taking bribes, forming factions and falsifying accounts.

Rather than acting as ‘fathers’ for their districts, magistrates easily became oppressors from their yamen headquarters. The administrative code laid down from Beijing was rigid and did not take account of regional differences and requirements. There were tough central government revenue targets to meet, and local expenditure had to be financed through fees and other duties. Magistrates were expected to make up for their low salaries by extracting ‘squeeze’ from the people they administered. They were appointed for a spell of only three years to any one district and so lacked local roots. Their enforcers, the yamen runners, were often corrupt bullies and thugs - the magistrate’s ‘claws and teeth’.5

Inside the yamen, clerks, estimated to number more than a million across the country, controlled the day-to-day flow of business. One reformer reckoned that they were the true holders of power in China. Many were locals who used their knowledge to maximum personal advantage. They took a cut of salaries that went through their hands and charged for work on legal cases. The fees they levied were, a magistrate remarked, ‘as numerous as the hairs on an ox’. Peasants in Henan province complained that they were ‘more ferocious than demons. You need money to lodge a complaint and, even then, the official may not approve it. If he does approve, there is no guarantee that his underlings will carry out his orders. And every step along the way requires money. One law suit can bankrupt an entire family.’6

Across the country, working with the magistrates and higher provincial officials, the rural gentry were key to the system, and to the maintenance of stability. While they can be seen as a class, there were many differentiations within their ranks; they might have wealth without position or position without wealth. Most were landowners; many held imperial degrees and had links with provincial and national government. As the century drew on, an urban gentry class became increasingly important, but its members had family connections in rural areas. Buying of land by merchants, and investment in urban enterprises by gentry members, created a network of interests.

By the mid-century, the gentry numbered 1.4 million, or 7.2 million with families. They arbitrated land disputes, organized relief during natural disasters, cared for the poor and ran public works, in return for which they received local power and privileges. Their sons made up most of the candidates in the imperial examinations, which began locally, progressed to provincial level and culminated in a test in front of the emperor in Beijing. The system was beautifully designed to capture the best and brightest for the regime, instilling in them the traditional values embodied in the texts on which the examinations were based. By offering material advancement to clever young people, the regime co-opted them, rather than letting them form a challenging intellectual class as happened in the West. Culture, society and politics thus melded with one another. When a gentryman invoked classical values, he was perpetuating tradition, stating the superiority of Confucianism, proclaiming the doctrine on which the empire rested, and asserting his own position.

However, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the fault lines of the Qing empire were becoming ever more critical. At the centre, since everything depended on the emperor, there were no effective organized checks and balances. Dissent was equated with disloyalty, making free discussion difficult. Memorials to the throne denounced bad behaviour by officials, but challenging news was not welcome. The pursuit of conformity made initiative dangerous. Though meant to be impartial, the censors often indulged in partisan point-scoring and factional court politics.7

The era of the Three Great Emperors stretching from late seventeenth century to the end of the eighteenth marked the heights of Qing rule, but, for all its glory and majesty, the reign of the last of the trio, Qianlong, left a questionable inheritance. Though China may have accounted for a third of the world’s wealth, high spending, expansion of the army, frequent wars and the cost of administering the empire strained the fabric of the regime. Taxes were still sufficient to cover outlays, and China’s merchant class was booming, putting on displays of conspicuous consumption with their takings from imperial monopolies and official contacts, but, in old age, the emperor reflected gloomily that, if the population did not become more frugal, the regime risked disaster.

His successor, Jiaqing, who mounted the throne in 1796, faced a series of natural disasters. Disorder spread in the countryside. Huge pillaging of the treasury by Qianlong’s favourite came to light. An attempt to strengthen imperial finances by cutting official salaries aroused resentment among those on whom the dynasty depended. The Han Chinese elite was, in any case, mainly a fair-weather friend, semi-detached from the foreign dynasty. Social cohesion was breaking down and economic disparities rising - a scholar, Zong Zizhen, warned that ‘the wealthy vie with each other in splendour and display while the poor squeeze each other to death.’ This, he added, would stoke hatred and ‘fill the space between heaven and earth with darkness’.8

In 1813, rebels marched on Beijing, and the Son of Heaven narrowly escaped assassination before they were driven away. Seven years later, he died of a stroke and was succeeded by the largely ineffectual Daoguang emperor. One thing his court did do, however, was to order an end to the export of opium by the British from India to the southern port of Canton,∗ the only place where foreigners were allowed to trade. But the traders took no notice and the government in London backed the commerce to compensate for the boom in imports of tea from China. By the late 1830s, 1,400 tons of opium were being landed annually.

The throne dispatched an energetic commissioner, Lin Zexu, to Canton to enforce the ban. After initially agreeing and seeing their stocks of the drug thrown into the Pearl River, the British reacted more forcefully. Commissioner Lin wrote to Queen Victoria to ask why her government outlawed opium at home but encouraged its export to China. After an affray at the mouth of the Pearl River involving British sailors, the Royal Navy was sent in to punish the Chinese. The island of Hong Kong was seized - the Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, said the rocky outcrop was far from what Britain sought.

The First Opium War, in June 1840, was a walkover for the British,who out-gunned the Chinese on land and at sea. They took charge of Canton and moved up to the Yangzi, where they threatened imperial tax barges. The Treaty of Nanjing of 1842, the first of what came to be known in China as the ‘unequal treaties’, ceded Hong Kong to Britain and opened to foreign trade the ports of Amoy (now Xiamen), Foochow (now Fuzhou), Ningpo (now Ningbo) and Shanghai. As well as being compensated for the narcotics destroyed by the commissioner and being allowed to continue the opium trade, British citizens were granted immunity from Chinese law.

Humiliating as the experience was, the emperor did not appear worried. He told a mandarin that the foreigners were ‘not worth attending to’. A censor dismissed the British as ‘an insignificant and detestable race’ while another official put them ‘in the class of dogs and horses’.

The dynasty’s mindset was rooted in the great arc of territory from its homeland in Manchuria through Mongolia to Tibet and Xinjiang. Surrounded by tributary states that paid allegiance to Beijing, the rulers did not grasp the threat from European maritime expansion. Since they had no aspirations to take the Mandate of Heaven, the foreigners did not present a fundamental menace, and would, it was assumed, leave in due course.9

So the court went along with what became known as the treaty port system, granting concessions to foreigners to establish settlements, with their own administrations and courts. After the British came the French, and then, at the end of the century, the Germans, while the Russians expanded from Siberia into Manchuria. Americans also arrived, but their government refrained from taking a slice of the Chinese melon. The result was ‘an informal empire’ of foreigners in a country that was too big to be colonized, but could be exploited economically.

A disproportionate role in China’s troubles would subsequently be attributed to this intervention. Post-imperial Western guilt exaggerates the responsibility of foreigners for China’s woes from the mid nineteenth century onwards. The effect of their arrival was certainly significant, but it was often indirect, certainly for the bulk of the population who never met them. The country’s primary troubles stemmed from domestic sources, not from the British warships that routed the imperial junks on the Pearl River. Nor was it foreigners who held back economic and material modernization; on the contrary, their concessions in Shanghai were the most advanced part of the nation, while Chinese visitors to Hong Kong returned impressed by conditions in the colony.

Still, the foreign challenge came at a tricky time for the dynasty. The sheer size and diversity of the country made it very difficult to administer, demanding strong emperors, which the nineteenth-century Qing were not. The conquests of their predecessors meant that they ruled a country made up of two very different sections - ‘Outer China’ of the Far West and the northern steppes, and the smaller but much more heavily populated ‘Inner China’. The first was divided, in turn, between Manchurians, Muslims, Mongols and Tibetans, while the second could be split into eight major regions, from the wheat-growing north to the rice paddies of the south, from the eastern coastal ports to the wild western mountains of Sichuan and Yunnan. Farm yields were higher in the south than the north, encouraged by the intensive use of labour and the warmer climate. The north had more migrant workers, natural disasters, crop failures, violence and banditry.

Though they would develop a racial consciousness in opposition to the Manchus, the Han of Inner China were hardly homogeneous. Physically, a tall, sturdy inhabitant of Shandong was different from a smaller, slighter Cantonese. A mandarin from Beijing or an old-school scholar from the ancient imperial capital of Xi’an had little in common with a merchant from Shanghai. Each province, each region, each city claimed some special virtue, be it for the excellence of its food, the bravery of its men, the beauty of its women, or the quality of its coffins. While people paid obeisance to the ruler, loyalties were, above all, local, circumscribed by the constraints of everyday life. As lines in the Confucian Book of Odes put it:


We get up at sunrise.

At sunset we rest.

We dig wells and drink.

We till the fields and eat.

What is the might of the emperor to us?



Fragmentation was accentuated by mutually incomprehensible verbal linguistic groups, which meant that, despite the common written characters of Mandarin, people from one region could not understand what those from elsewhere said. Feuds over land divided communities. In cities, ‘native place associations’ catered for men from specific provinces or areas, keeping alive provincial roots and welcoming travellers from home; by the end of the nineteenth century, there were 800 such groupings across China.

The disparities of the nation were accentuated by variations of climate and topography, from the frozen winters of the north-east to the semi-tropical forests of the south-west, from mountain ranges to deserts. Northern China was subject to both droughts and floods, and generally went short of water. (The vagaries of the weather and demands of agriculture made irrigation a vital skill.)

The value of coins varied from one province to another. Different ones were required for different transactions. Mexican, French Indochinese and Spanish dollars circulated. Though Confucius, in the words of one historian, spread ‘his ancestral mantle over China as a whole’, each area had its own customs, cults and sects - foreigners were surprised by the way so many different beliefs were tolerated so long as they did not challenge the existing order; if they did, they went underground. Each city had its own god, who was thought to inhabit the walls and ditches surrounding it. The north-west was scattered with ‘praying trees’ believed to harbour beneficial spirits. The malicious River Dragon of the Han River was said to conjure up adverse winds and plant rocks in the path of boats. In the north, foxes were both worshipped and exorcised, conflated with enchanting female partners of celestial bureaucrats.10

Secret societies proliferated, some like the Triads of the south and the Green Gang of the Lower Yangzi beginning as self-help organizations, but then becoming involved in robbery, protection rackets, prostitution and gambling. Sects outlasted all attempts at suppression, going under such names as the Yellow Lotus, Red Eyebrows, Yellow Turbans, Red Beards, Big Sword, Long Spear - and, as the century ended, the Spirit Boxers.

Many provinces were cut off from one another by natural barriers, and poor transport routes. Most regions were self-sufficient. Peripheral communities existed in virtual isolation, perpetuating ways of life that stretched back centuries. Official restrictions on the movement of grain, which were meant to ensure that each region kept enough to feed itself, militated against the growth of a national supply chain.

For foreign visitors, China seemed an unchanging land, its cities, towns and villages as they had been for centuries, with their rabbit warrens of streets, temples, courtyard residences, teahouses and wine shops, brothels - and filth. Urban streets were open sewers; in the countryside, human waste was used for fertilizer, breeding parasitical worms. Lack of elementary hygiene nurtured plagues and pestilences, with polluted water a major contributor. Like education, health care was patchy at best in rural regions, where people depended on folk remedies and shamans.11

That is not to say that China was entirely the static, backward country that Westerners sometimes painted. The second half of the eighteenth century had seen the flowering of a rich merchant elite. At the junction of land and water routes, great cities prospered. In the north, Tianjin, the port gateway to Beijing, became famous for the wealth of its merchants, particularly the holders of the imperial salt monopoly, who built compounds that covered whole city blocks. They showed off their ease by breakfasting at two in the afternoon, and staged funeral processions stretching for a mile. The Middle Yangzi was dominated by three cities making up the conurbation of Wuhan - Wuchang for government and the military, Hankou for commerce and Hanyang for industry. Lying at the confluence of four big rivers, they handled a thriving traffic in tea, vegetables, cotton, leather, opium, coal and timber.12

Such cities housed a very small class of wealthy people, among them big landowners and holders of imperial monopolies. At the southern end of the Grand Canal, the commercial elite constructed palatial homes and commissioned artists to turn out repetitive paintings in the classical mode. The salt manufacturers of Zhidong in Sichuan pioneered highly capitalized and productive enterprises. Opium merchants thrived as the drug became an integral part of the economy, serving as a substitute for money, helping to finance military projects, alleviating pain and providing magistrates with tax revenue to meet their quotas in years when other crops did badly.13

A banking network stretched out from the north-west, establishing agencies in the main cities. Pawnshops were common. Market towns formed a vital link between villages and the surrounding region. But commerce ranked at the bottom of the Confucian scale of values. The pursuit of material gain was seen as the enemy of morality and harmony, while China lacked the external stimuli that Europe and North America received from global economic connections.

Agriculture dominated, and, through land reclamation, irrigation and introduction of new crops, provided general self-sufficiency. Machinery was rare. With coal mines located far from the main cities, there was none of the nearby energy supply for industry enjoyed by factories in Britain, the United States or Northern Europe. Handicrafts continued to dominate manufacturing, above all spinning and weaving, much of which was done at home. Most goods and crops were sold locally; wider distribution was discouraged by transport taxes as well as by poor communications.

All of which appeared to the Chinese and their rulers to be quite acceptable - the country was doing what it had always done and saw no need to evolve. With agriculture estimated to have accounted for almost 70 per cent of the gross national product, China was in what the historian Mark Elvin has termed a ‘high-level equilibrium trap’ which has also been described as ‘involution’ – growth without development in which output rose without basic change in operating methods. The system was not broken, so why fix it?14

But, beneath the seeming solid state of the nation, the structure was, in fact, weakening. The demand for silver to pay for imports raised the price of the metal, in which taxes were paid. The common copper cash currency depreciated, cutting the real value of wages. Dependent on traditional levies, many of which were pilfered on their way to the centre, and failing to develop new sources of revenue, the court was growing short of money. Tax farming was inefficient. Gentry refused to pay, or kept the cash for themselves. Tax revolts flared up.

Infrastructure was decaying, epitomized by the deteriorating state of the once glorious Grand Canal that carried rice to the capital. Imperial highways formed an impressive network radiating out from Beijing, but most roads were tracks just wide enough to take a sedan chair or a wheelbarrow. Often, they simply consisted of land left vacant at the edge of fields. The defensive walls of towns were allowed to crumble as the money allocated to their repair went into the pockets of officials. Contractors made sure that the dykes along the Yellow River were badly maintained so that they would have regular work when the waters flooded over into the neighbouring countryside.15

Land represented a safe store of value, security, social status and family continuity, but was essentially static, and was not seen as something to be developed by greater productivity or new methods. Plots could be tiny; families, particularly in the north, would own several, but they were separated and could not guarantee a living.16

Though fresh crops were introduced, farming technology remained much as it had been for a thousand years. The price of metal meant that tools were mainly made of wood. The mass of peasants provided an endless flow of cheap labour. Small farmers who could not make a living from their fields were forced to offer their services to landlords, who could largely determine how much they were paid. Most peasants lived on the edge of subsistence in homes of earth and mud, bamboo and bricks, with paper over the windows. The diet was sparse and unvaried - rice, sorghum, beans or grain flour. Salt and meat were rare treats; the future Red Army leader Zhu De recalled that his peasant family had meat only at lunar New Year.17

Opium smoking spread steadily from towns to rural areas during the nineteenth century. Growing poppies became an increasingly attractive source of farm income as the domestic crop competed with the drugs imported by the British - they could be cultivated on poor soil during the winter months when nothing else would grow. The uncertainties of rural life made banditry an attractive proposition for young men who, in the north, could expect to be hired for agricultural work for only thirty or forty days of the year. Some gangs were linked to anti-Manchu societies which looked back to the last Han dynasty, the Ming. Some claimed to rob from the rich to help the poor; but the overwhelming motivation was to make a better living than could be got from the land, spiced with excitement and escape from the monotony of rural life.

The result was a deterioration of law and order. The self-policing system in villages and towns was abused by headmen who used it to do down rivals, or took bribes to turn a blind eye. Imperial forces were backward, with honours bestowed on Manchus for prowess at using bows and arrows on horseback. Many of the descendants of the original soldiers who conquered China in 1644 had become parasitical, congregating together in Beijing and garrison towns.

The regime’s Chinese ‘Green Standard’ troops frequently lived on plunder, extortion and oppression - a group of 3,000 soldiers sent to the border area between Guangxi, Hunan and Guizhou provinces in 1850 demanded 60,000 labourers to move its baggage. Hearing complaints of pillage and rape by his men, an imperial prince was said to have replied that it would be best for the people to move their homes to avoid them. Generals pocketed the pay of their men, and inflated troop numbers to indent for as much money as possible; if an inspection was ordered, they could hire coolies for the day to impersonate the non-existent men. ‘Our troops have not a tincture of discipline,’ a provincial governor wrote to a colleague. ‘Retreating is easy for them, advancing difficult… all alike useless.’ Desertion rates were high. Though the emperor supposedly had a monopoly on maintaining armed forces, the gentry built up local militias as the dynasty proved incapable of assuring its citizens’ protection.18


2 Upheavals

Those who thought that Heaven was removing its benediction from the Qing dynasty found plenty of evidence from nature as the second half of the nineteenth century dawned. The Yangzi and Yellow rivers both flooded, while drought scourged northern provinces. Lack of rain hit the grain crop. Famine swept through Guangxi in the south. There were earthquakes, plagues and swarms of locusts. Special prayers in the Forbidden City failed to produce an improvement. Moneylenders showed no pity to debtors, and bandits roamed. As a song put it after a string of calamities in eastern China:


This year famine,

Next year flood,

Grass, roots, tree bark gone for food.

Deep in debt,

When the debt comes due - one picul∗ is repaid as two.1



One observer wrote:

Year after year the crops are a failure by what appears an act of God. Then the farm animals are eaten, then there is no seed for new crops, then the small farm is sold and the money soon expended, and the choice comes between begging and stealing, and often not even this choice, as there is but little to steal, and the strong take that.

In famine areas, parents sold their children for the price of a meal. Or they ate ground-up stones, which could lead to death. Or they resorted to cannibalism.2

The disasters fanned a string of large-scale uprisings, which arose∗from poverty, oppressive taxes, a decline in famine relief operatons, anti-Manchu sentiment and resentment against imperial officials and troops. In the hard-hit central-eastern region, a major revolt brought together peasants, bandits and fast-riding horsemen under the leadership of a landowner who had branched out into salt smuggling. Known as the Nien,∗ the rebels rampaged across four provinces between the Yellow and Huai rivers. Establishing bases in walled towns and repulsing imperial forces, they took over local administration, promising less corrupt and fairer government as their leader nurtured dynastic ambitions.3

In the south, clans and secret-society members combined in the Red Turban revolt in Guangdong. Guangxi experienced fifty-four risings in a decade, during which most of its cities changed hands, sometimes several times. In both provinces, Triad members of the century-old Heaven and Earth Society staged anti-dynastic risings, as well as extending their money-making activities. Drawing membership from river pirates, including one gang whose female leader was a former prostitute, they forced farmers to join their ranks, ran gambling dens, and extorted money from merchants and opium traders.4

Followers of the White Lotus sect, who worshipped a sacred Buddhist Mother and had staged a ten-year uprising at the turn of the century, rose again in Henan and Shandong provinces. In isolated Yunnan, in the south-west, local people rebelled after a massacre by Han officials that was estimated to have killed tens of thousands of Muslims. They set up a ‘Chinese Sultanate’ in the Kingdom of Pacified Souls in the city of Dali, which they occupied after a battle costing further tens of thousands of lives. Other Muslims revolted in Gansu and Shaanxi provinces. Further west, an insurgent leader named Yakub Beg made himself ruler in Xinjiang, with his capital in the trading city of Kashgar.5

The Qing found it hard to assert themselves against challenges on such a scale. The Daoguang emperor died in 1850 and was succeeded by Xianfeng, a weak twenty-year-old who had good intentions but proved ineffective and soon withdrew to the Summer Palace to leave the job of running the empire to officials.

Rebel generals often proved better than imperial commanders. Their men were more motivated, drawing on local knowledge and sympathies.Imperial forces and officials in their garrisons and yamen headquarters could not keep track of guerrillas who melded with local bandits. As a prefect in the wild Guizhou region lamented: ‘As soon as the official sets forth, the rebels flee. As soon as he has gone, they congregate again.’

The largest of these challenges originated in 1850 among poor southerners of the Hakka minority in the Guangdong-Guangxi region. Lasting for thirteen years, the Taiping revolt took up to 20 million lives, devastated wide areas of China, created a flood of refugees, and brought a shift of power that further weakened the throne.

Its leader, Hong Xiuquan, was a village teacher who repeatedly failed the imperial civil service examination. He proclaimed himself the son of the Christian God after making a connection between a missionary tract and a delirious vision in which he ascended into the sky to meet a bearded, golden-haired man who told him to wipe out the demons on earth. He identified these devils as the Manchus, and declared that he had a mission to raise a divinely blessed army to eradicate them and Confucianism. His crusade was rooted strongly in the tribulations of the peasants, but was also explicitly linked to racial tension between the rulers and the Han. The Manchus wanted to ‘reduce the number of us Chinese’, a tract declared, and had ‘unleashed grasping officials and corrupt subordinates to strip the people of their flesh until men and women weep by the roadside… the rich hold the power and the heroes despair.’

The Taiping Tianguo (‘Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace’) preached a form of egalitarian Christianity with Chinese characteristics. Land and treasure would be shared out, the sexes separated and opium outlawed. As a Taiping song put it:


Those with millions owe us their money,
 Those who are half-poor-half-rich can till their fields. 
Those with ambitions but no cash should go with us. 
Broke or hungry, Heaven will keep you well.6



Hong and his young confederates found their first supporters among the badly treated Hakka minority. In 1851, after careful preparations, they took the city of Yongan, with its rich storehouses, and their army swelled to 60,000. It was not all plain sailing; the Taiping failed to take the walled city of Guilin, and fell into a bloody ambush on the Xiang River. Still, most managed to escape, and forged north into Hunan province and the rich Middle Yangzi region.7

By the time it reached the great river, the Taiping army numbered 100,000. It captured the three Wuhan cities, massacring thousands of inhabitants. Heading east, it achieved its main target of taking the imperial summer capital of Nanjing. The emperor wrote that his anger at the loss of the city was ‘greater than I can bear’. Manchus there were systematically butchered. Hong, described as rather a tall man, with an oval face, large bright eyes and a sonorous voice, was carried into the centre of the capital of his Heavenly Kingdom in a golden palanquin borne by sixteen men. He wore a crown and a robe embroidered with a dragon. Four lieutenants, also styled ‘kings’, surrounded him. All were in their twenties or thirties.8

Buoyed up by money and valuables seized on their advance, the rebels appeared to threaten all China. Their armies rampaged through a dozen provinces. One got to within 100 miles of Beijing before being halted by bad winter weather and the mobilization of militia by the merchants of Tianjin; for once, imperial forces showed tactical intelligence in encircling the enemy, digging a canal to flood their camp, and then massacring them. Other armies ranged along the Yangzi - Wuhan changed hands several times - or forged back south.9

The dynasty was enfeebled not only by the generally poor performance of its troops but also by an abrupt decline in its revenue; the dislocation meant that Beijing received only one seventh of expected tax takings. Salvation came from gentry leaders who saw the rebels as a visceral threat to their position. Since the central government could not cope, they stepped in. Their primary motivation was self-defence, but their action would end up affecting the whole imperial system.

This had already begun with the formation of local forces to carry out police duties and ward off bandits - a British interpreter noted how these formations made people less awed by Beijing, which could not offer similar protection. So as not to break the imperial monopoly on the right to raise armed forces, landowners pretended that all they were doing was to step up local policing. But they abrogated taxation powers to pay for these outfits. Ties between gentry chiefs in different provinces enabled them to put together large armies which drew on local roots, in sharp contrast to Manchu troops isolated in garrisons far from their homes.

A dark-bearded scholar from a minor landlord family in Hunan, Zeng Guofan, emerged as the main leader of this gentry transformation that did not speak its name. Born in 1811, he entered the imperial bureaucracy after passing the superior examination at the age of twenty-seven. A memorial he wrote to the throne expressed his concern that officials were being appointed for their ‘smart demeanour and smooth speech’ instead of having their ability properly evaluated. He worried that functionaries were shirking their responsibilities, occupying themselves with trifles and keeping up appearances, and generally ‘shilly-shallying’. The Taiping revolt, he warned, was ‘not just a crisis for our Qing dynasty, but the most extraordinary crisis of all time for the Confucian teachings’. It was time for action. ‘How,’ Zeng asked, ‘can anyone who can read and write remain quietly seated, hands in sleeves, without thinking of doing something about it?’10

A highly orthodox Confucian, he placed great emphasis on the virtue of ‘sincerity’ and collaborative effort in building up his army. ‘If you win a battle, shift the praise to others,’ he advised his lieutenants. ‘If they lose a battle, go to their aid.’ But he was also a strict authoritarian who placed no value on human life if its loss was necessary to achieve his ends. Turning from classical literary scholarship to army organization, he proved an excellent, clear-headed military manager, recruiting the best local leaders and ensuring that soldiers were disciplined and properly paid. His approach rested on the idealized Chinese family, the chief offering paternal care and demanding filial loyalty. It was rooted in the villages to which peasants owed their main allegiance. Eighty years on, Chiang Kai-shek would seek to follow Zeng’s example against the outlaws threatening his regime - the Communists.

In recruiting subordinates, Zeng preferred literati scholars to military men; all the generals and members of his staff were imperial examination graduates. The army’s local roots meant that it could draw on the clannish sentiments of the villagers and on rural Han groups which would not necessarily have rallied to the Manchu standard had the call come from Beijing. While the Taiping could stigmatize the dynasty as foreign devils, they could not use the same ethnic slur against the ultra-Chinese gentry. Still, for all his other skills, Zeng was not the best of field commanders - after a defeat in 1854, he tried to jump into a river three times to drown himself; his secretary pulled him out.11

His authority was expanded when Beijing was obliged by events to make him governor-general of Hunan. This opened major new opportunities for those round him. The web of contacts between them created a seedbed for men who would run China below court level in the next decades. No fewer than twenty-seven of Zeng’s officers went on to become provincial governors, and 131 held other senior posts.12

They and the dynasty they served were fortunate that their foes never came together. Had the rebels formed an alliance, there can be little doubt that the Qing would have fallen. But all they had in common was their opposition to the Manchu rulers, and this was pursued mainly on an individual basis, despite some co-operation between the Taiping and Nien. Still, Zeng and his peers had to conduct an extremely long and bitter conflict. Allying terror and carefully plotted strategy, they methodically isolated rebel groups, depriving them of supplies, besieging their towns and starving them into submission. Their soldiers did not always live up to Zeng’s Confucian ideals. Discipline deteriorated. Looting spread. At times, local militias fought to protect their home areas against the Hunan Army. Zeng, himself, noted that most of his officers ‘cannot avoid fattening their private purses somewhat’.13

The campaigns were often confused, but one element ran through them all - the ruthlessness of all involved. Taking their relative lengths into account, China’s strife exacted a much higher death toll than the partly contemporaneous American Civil War. The mandarin in charge of suppressing a revolt in Canton boasted of having beheaded the symbolic number of 100,000 people, regretting only that he had not been able to ‘extirpate the whole class’ – the overall death toll in Guangdong was put as high as a million. For his part, Zeng warned that, when pro-imperial forces swept down, ‘every person will be crushed’, while Hong said that ‘all who resist us are… idolatrous demons, and we kill them without sparing.’14

Amid the fighting, the Europeans staged a fresh appearance with a British attack on Canton, in 1858, after a dispute arising from the arrest of Chinese sailors on a ship registered in Hong Kong, and the hauling down of its Union flag. The consul in Canton called for help from the colony as British houses were burned and a price was put on the heads of foreigners. A British-led force moved in, and the extremely fat governor was banished to India. In effect, Beijing accepted a dual system of government in the area, which led the local population to look to the foreigners to provide stability and act as a bulwark against the more oppressive imperial customs.15

The British and French then joined forces to seek the full opening of China to their goods, and showed their muscle by attacking Tianjin, east of Beijing. A Mongol general organized successful resistance, but the Europeans returned with more men. The city was taken after an assault on its forts from the rear, a tactic which a contemporary account said the defenders regarded as most unfair. Thirty foreign soldiers were captured, however, and were sent to Beijing, where they were tortured, and some died. The main force pressed on, routing the Chinese cavalry.16

The capital fell into chaos. There were riots and looting. The imperial army was in no mood to fight. Eighty thousand unpaid, undisciplined soldiers roamed the streets. Faced with imminent defeat, the emperor decided to move to his imperial hunting estate at Jehol, beyond the Great Wall. The Westerners arrived outside Beijing and set fire to the imperial Summer Palace in reprisal for the ill-treatment of prisoners taken on the earlier advance. ‘You can scarcely imagine the beauty and the magnificence of the places we burnt,’ one soldier, Charles Gordon, wrote to his mother. ‘It made one’s heart sore to burn them; in fact, these palaces were so large, and we were so pressed for time, that we could not plunder them carefully… It was wretchedly demoralising work for an army.’ But the capital itself was not occupied, and the Europeans stayed outside the city wall.17

The Xianfeng emperor left his brother, Prince Gong, to negotiate with the foreigners. Though only thirty, the ruler was seriously ill, brought low by debauchery and palsy, and dominated by reactionary figures who accompanied him on the 140-mile journey to Jehol. He had only one son, a five-year-old boy born to a concubine. By August 1861, he was too weak to write the edict naming his successor. A Manchu prince and a group of senior officials, headed by the senior censor, Sushun, had themselves appointed as a Regency Council. As the emperor lay close to death, the concubine made a dramatic appearance at his bedside, holding the boy and asking Xianfeng to confirm him as the next sovereign. Xianfeng replied that their son would ascend the throne, with the mother and the empress as regents. Then he died.18

The concubine knew that her life was in danger from the Sushun group, so she formed an alliance with the late emperor’s wife, and with Prince Gong, an ambitious, arrogant and corrupt 27-year-old who had negotiated a settlement with the British and French in Beijing - the price was a large indemnity, the confirmation of concession rights and the ceding of 300,000 square miles of territory in the far north-west to Russia, which claimed to have played a peace-making role.19

The Sushun group had a major problem; the decree naming it as regent had not been stamped with the imperial seal, which a eunuch loyal to the concubine was said to have removed from the late ruler’s bedchamber. But it was still intent on eliminating any opposition and set an ambush for the two imperial women as they made their way back to the capital. The concubine’s former suitor and cousin, a Manchu general called Jung-lu, rode to their rescue. Meanwhile, Gong’s troops captured the censor and his colleagues as they travelled south with Xianfeng’s body. Taken to the capital, they were promptly executed - the original plan had been to skin Sushun alive, but he was despatched more mercifully by beheading. Two princes allied with him were allowed to hang themselves. Five others were disgraced.

On 11 November 1861, an edict announced that, in future, the former concubine would ‘personally deliberate all government matters’. At the end of the month, this was approved by 197 senior figures. In keeping with the rules, the new emperor called himself her ‘servant-son’.20

This marked the emergence of one of the most extraordinary figures in modern history, who came to be known as Cixi, the Empress of the West (from the location of her palace in Beijing), or, more simply, the Dowager Empress. Born into a noble but undistinguished Manchu family in Anhui province in 1835, she had been picked as a lowly graded imperial concubine at the age of seventeen. This meant abandoning a plan for her to marry Jung-lu, a slim man with a head the shape of a huge light bulb, who would, however, come to play an important part in her life and was rumoured to have carried on a liaison with her. Her enemies alleged that the boy emperor was actually their son.21

Five feet tall and illiterate when she came to court, Cixi was said to have had a ‘sweet feminine voice’. After her death in 1908, she was painted in lurid colours as a sexually rapacious killer who poisoned rivals or had them thrown down wells, a deeply sinister and reactionary force using her wiles to pervert China. She was compared to the Tang dynasty ruler Wu, another concubine, who became China’s only female emperor after murdering anybody who stood in her way in the late seventh century, or an equally bloody Han dynasty figure, the empress Lü, from the end of the second century bc. In the 1970s, parallels would be drawn between them all and Mao Zedong’s last wife, a latter-day concubine who pulled the strings of the Cultural Revolution.22

The lurid portrait was based largely on rumour and the imaginative writings of an English forger and pornographer living in Beijing, Edmund Backhouse, who claimed that he was unable to satisfy her ‘unsatiated lust’ and taste for unorthodox sex when they allegedly first coupled. The story spun by this homosexual native of Darlington was artfully pitched to fit Western preconceptions about the mysterious, Machiavellian court in the Forbidden City, with its eunuchs, rituals and decadence behind the screens that surrounded the throne. But it also owed much to the Chinese tradition of inventing scandal about dead rulers.23

That is not to say that Cixi was not ruthless with opponents, or had any compunction in plundering the imperial treasury - she was generally believed to have diverted funds from the navy to build herself a marble boat folly at the Summer Palace (no proof of this was forthcoming). Her clothes filled 3,000 camphor chests. Her jewels were ornate and extremely valuable. Though court regulations set a ceiling of a dozen on the number of maids anybody should have, she was surrounded by twenty. Like Wu and Lü, she was highly superstitious and, as she aged, began to present herself as a Buddhist goddess, with an acquired taste for Passing Cloud cigarettes.24

A highly accomplished politician, she used her position and the manipulation of dynastic power to stay on top of the imperial system, drawing on Manchu traditions to preserve solidarity among the ruling class around her. Aware of the nature of a female regency, which obliged her to give her decisions from behind a screen curtain by the throne, she was intent, above all, on establishing her own legitimacy as the central cog in a coalition made up of the occupant of the throne, the imperial widow, Gong, senior court officials and the leaders of Manchu clans, backed by the allegiance of the bureaucracy and gentry-scholars. Going to the extreme of the great-women-of-history approach, the correspondent of the London Times, John Bland, a collaborator of Backhouse, wrote that ‘for fifty years hers was the brain, hers the strong hand, that held in check the rising forces of disintegration.’

The reality was more nuanced. As the British head of the Customs, Robert Hart, put it in a typically sagacious analysis, ‘The policy of the central Government in China is not to guide, but to follow events.’ Meeting her and the imperial widow in 1869, the gentry-general Zeng Guofan found their ability ‘anything but exceptional’. They lacked training in administrative matters. Cixi’s command of Chinese was poor, and she mixed up characters in her writing. As her long rule drew on, she was increasingly surrounded by old men who remembered the chaos of the mid-century rebellions and put stability above everything else. To maintain that and to preserve the Qing from the dangers lapping around the throne, she came to be seen as indispensable - ‘without [her] attending to functions from behind the curtain, how could we have come this far?’ asked a senior court official in 1887.25

While Cixi preserved her position for almost half a century and held the regime together, there was a central dichotomy for the Qing. Was the prime loyalty to China, or to the tribal clan? Did China or the Manchus come first? What would happen if the two diverged; for instance, if the court adopted policies which threatened the descendants of the conquerors of 1644 for the good of China, or, on the other hand, if it put the nation in jeopardy by backing Manchu priorities?26

Thirteen days after the death of the emperor, a gentry army took the river port of Anqing in Anhui province, which the Taiping had held for nine years. After the battle, the river was filled with the headless bodies of rebels. The next flashpoint was Shanghai, the target of a Taiping campaign in the autumn of 1861.

The city had grown hugely since being opened up as a trade port by the Treaty of Nanjing forced on the Qing by the British in 1842. Divided into a Chinese city, a French Concession and an International Settlement run by the British, it accounted for half the country’s foreign trade. Linked to the interior by the Yangzi and close to the Grand Canal, Shanghai was conveniently sited as a channel for Chinese products the world wanted. Trade boomed - its exports of tea rose from a million pounds in weight in 1844 to 80 million in 1855, and of silk from 6,433 bales in 1845 to 84,970 just before the Taiping revolt. With the growth of commerce, Western banks moved in, led by the British, bringing modern financial practice to one small part of China.27

Trouble loomed when adherents of a secret society, the Big Swords, took control of the native city, and the Taiping advanced up the Yangzi. Imperial troops were a rabble who would have little chance against the rebels. So the city’s elite inhabitants asked Zeng Guofan for an army. A ‘surprise force’ was sent in under the command of a Zeng protege, Li Hongzhang, who despatched 6,500 men from his army in Anhui on chartered British steamboats escorted by Royal Navy ships. He also backed a 3,000-strong Chinese force raised by an American mercenary, Frederic Ward, a long-haired wanderer who rode on the battlefield in a frock coat smoking a cheroot and with only a riding crop as a weapon.

The battle for Shanghai was decided by a highly unusual event - snow fell for fifty-eight hours in January 1862. The Taiping froze; ice blocked their ships. Li’s troops and Ward’s army, which was equipped with mortars and artillery, triumphed, though rebels remained in outlying areas. The American took Chinese nationality, married the daughter of a local banker, and was awarded the imperial order of the peacock feather, third class. In the name of the infant emperor, his force was given the title of the Ever Victorious Army. In September 1862, he led it into a fresh battle south of Shanghai. Suddenly Ward put his hand to his abdomen, saying, ‘I have been hit.’ Dying at the age of thirty, he was given full Chinese funeral honours.

His American successor, Henry Burgevine, displeased Li Hongzhang, and switched sides three times before being caught by imperial troops and ‘drowning’ while being taken across a river. In his place, command of the Ever Victorious Army went to Charles Gordon, the British soldier who had lamented the lack of care taken in pillaging the Summer Palace two years earlier.

Gordon, who would become a Victorian imperial icon after his subsequent death at the siege of Khartoum, was a lonely martinet, a devout Christian typical of his age who fought to overcome his sexual desires. After the expedition against Beijing, he had decided to stay on in China. His first impression of the Ever Victorious Army was: ‘you never did see such a rabble as it was,’ but he gave it thorough training, banning the use of opium. In fighting along the waterways round Shanghai, he used artillery and pontoons to overwhelm the enemy. He went into battle carrying a rattan cane, though he kept a revolver under his tunic.

With Shanghai safe, gentry forces under Zeng launched a fourteen-pronged drive to eradicate the rebellion for good. It was an enormous undertaking, striking up the Yangzi at the heart of Taiping power. With the tide of war shifting, Zeng had huge resources at his disposal - funds, food, weapons and ammunition from half a dozen provinces plus the riches of Shanghai and help from French and British gunboats. Known as ‘surrounding chess’, his long-term strategy was to cut off the rebels in the countryside while tightening the noose round their capital. His brother led a force of 20,000 men westwards towards Nanjing, but was met by a far superior Taiping army, and did well to avoid annihilation. A lengthy stalemate ensued, during which the rebels launched counter-attacks. But gentry units prevented food getting to their Heavenly City.28

Li Hongzhang moved against the silk city of Suzhou, held by 40,000 Taiping. The attack failed. But rebel leaders quarrelled, and surrendered, expecting to be spared. Li, however, had them all executed, and half the defenders massacred, as the city was looted. Gordon was not allowed to send in his troops, to prevent his seeing what was going on; when one of Li’s staff visited him, he pulled the head of a rebel, which he had somehow procured, from beneath his bed, and held it in the air in reproach. At the start of 1864, after Li Hongzhang decided to disband the Ever Victorious Army, the Englishman went home.

The reverse at Shanghai, the loss of Suzhou and the tightening of Zeng’s noose marked the beginning of the end for the Taiping. Their Heavenly State was already in trouble, poorly administered and abandoning the promised egalitarianism for lavish ceremonies and high living by the leaders. In some places, a reign of terror was instituted. Hong proved to be an ineffective chief as he dallied with sixty-eight wives and listened to the music of an organ taken to his palace from a Christian church.

The ‘kings’ around him fell into bloody power battles. The best commander, Shi Dakai, the ‘King of the West’, whose wife and mother had been killed by rival rebel chiefs, left Nanjing and wandered across China before being surrounded by superior imperial forces in the wilds of Sichuan. This gallant knight of the rebellion surrendered on a promise that the lives of his men would be spared. The imperial commander let 4,000 go, but massacred 2,000 while they slept in a temple. The King of the West was sliced to death.29

By the end of November 1863, Zeng’s forces surrounded Nanjing. They encircled the rebel capital with a wide moat and got the foreigners in Shanghai to ensure that merchants there halted river traffic. Inside, the rebels were starving. Hong proclaimed that they would be sustained by manna from Heaven. But he himself died on 1 June 1864, probably from eating poisonous weeds. A month later, the troops under Zeng’s brother blasted their way through the towering city wall, and subjected Nanjing to another of the bloodbaths that marked the mid-century rebellions. A Taiping army escaped to the south, but was destroyed after being caught in a mountain pass. A remnant group continued to operate in the Guangxi-Guizhou region until 1871, but, thirteen years after it had begun, China’s greatest rebellion of the century was over.

Despite their internal contradictions and blood fissures, the Taiping had put forward a root-and-branch response to the challenges facing China. They had also pushed anti-Manchu sentiment to the extreme, not in pursuing a nostalgic evocation of a Ming restoration but in wanting to replace the dynasty with something completely new. This was too strange and foreign to put down roots, however, particularly in the countryside, where the wholesale rejection of familiar ways by the rebels set up a wall between them and the local inhabitants, facilitating the mobilization of grassroots militias by the gentry. The reasons for their success and failure would guide another importer of a rebellious foreign doctrine in the following century, Mao Zedong.30

Though Zeng became governor-general at Nanjing and was raised to the rank of a Senior Guardian of the Throne and First Rank Marquis, with the double-eyed peacock feather, the court showed nervousness about the power of the men who had saved it. Zeng was ordered to disband his army. Other gentry generals were dismissed or pressed to resign. But the court had need of them once more when two Nien armies ranged across central and western China in 1866. One column of mounted rebels, said to stretch for fifty miles, scored a string of victories, broke through defences along the Grand Canal and swept into Shandong. Another army of 50,000 men got as far as Xi’an, which they besieged.

The court was forced to call in Zeng. His first response was that he could not help because the disbanding of his anti-Taiping army meant that he had only 3,000 troops, who were needed to garrison Nanjing. Having made his point, he changed his mind, on condition that he was allowed to raise an adequate force. He and Li Hongzhang went back to war. There was an initial success when the main Nien chief was betrayed by a subordinate, captured and executed. But Zeng made little headway in the rebel heartland of Shandong and Anhui. So he handed over to the younger, extremely energetic Li, who extended the ‘surrounding chess’ strategy of his mentor with an approach known as ‘strengthening the walls and cleaning up the countryside’. Superior forces, with Western guns, encircled rebel units, depriving them of food, weapons or support. Starvation spread; in one rebel county, people ate the crushed bones of the dead and resorted to cannibalism.31

By 1868, Li, in alliance with the local anti-bandit Old Crow Society, had defeated the Nien in the east, but the other rebel unit still represented a big threat. Abandoning the siege of Xi’an, it headed towards Beijing, joined by a force of 3,000 mounted salt smugglers, and got to within eighty miles of the capital before a combination of an army sent by Li and a force under another gentry general, Zuo Zongtang, saved the day for the Qing. On 16 August 1868, the last Nien leader dashed on his mount into a river and drowned. The rebel heartland in the Shandong- Henan-Anhui triangle would remain volatile, but the main rising originating there had been crushed after seventeen years, and ritual sacrifices were offered in celebration in Beijing.

The other revolts crumbled one by one in the following years. At the end of 1872, surrounded by enemy forces, the leader of the Hui Muslims in Yunnan donned ceremonial robes, got into a yellow sedan chair and was carried to the south gate of his capital of Dali, where he swallowed a fatal dose of opium and ordered that he should be taken to the imperial camp. Though he was dead on arrival, the imperial commander had the body decapitated and then launched a ferocious attack on Dali; an official recalled that the roads were ankle-deep in blood and that no Muslim man, woman or child was spared. Hundreds drowned as they tried to escape across the lake below the city. The ears of the dead were cut off and more than 20,000 were put in baskets to be sent to Beijing. Women and children from the region were sold as concubines and slaves. Land, homes and other property were confiscated. A sign over Dali’s main gate forbade ‘traitorous’ Hui to enter. Many Muslims moved into Burma and Thailand.32

Having helped to protect Beijing from the Nien, Zuo Zongtang, another native of Hunan, led the reconquest of territory in the north-west stretching over 220,000 square miles. A serious, practical man, with a round face, Zuo was a methodical expert at encircling and siege techniques, and utterly merciless. He took his time to ensure success. Though appointed governor of Shaanxi and Gansu in 1866, it was not until 1871 that he defeated his first main opponent, Ma Hualong, after besieging his fortress for sixteenth months. The defenders resorted to cannibalism before giving up - Ma was sliced to death, and thousands of his followers were ethnically cleansed from their home region on the border with Mongolia to other parts of China. Zuo then urged the court to adopt a ‘Go West’ policy to reassert Qing dominion in the great expanses of Xinjiang by defeating the rebels there under Yakub Beg. If China did not do so, he warned, Russia would spread its influence - it had already moved up on the frontier region on the Ili River. This dimension in China’s foreign and security policy would flow through subsequent eras - the British, French and Germans were a constant irritant, but the Tsarist empire and its Communist successor represented a much greater territorial threat to China.

In April 1875, Zuo won the day and was appointed to head a campaign into Xinjiang, for which he raised loans from the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank, with customs revenue from Canton, Shanghai, Hankou and Fuzhou as surety. His opponent sent emissaries to London to try to get Britain to act as mediator. But, in 1876, a 60,000-man Chinese army surged towards his capital in Kashgar. Yakub Beg committed suicide at the end of May 1877, and his sons, who tried to continue the fight, fell out with one another. Russia agreed to withdraw from the Ili border area in return for a large indemnity. Xinjiang was declared a province of the empire.

For the Qing, the reconquest of the west meant the recovery of the fourth pillar of their empire - to go alongside Manchuria, Mongolia and China proper. Xinjiang was not left alone to pursue its traditional ways. In areas where ethnic and religious differences had contributed to the western revolt, campaigns were launched to sinicize the local people, a process that contrasted with the earlier, looser Qing rule. Han Chinese moved in to solidify the imperial presence, taking official posts, opening Confucian schools, establishing walled garrisons, and putting up Chinese names on the gates of their sections of racially segregated towns. To keep them apart from the locals they were prohibited from spending the night in the yurt homes of nomads, while Manchu troops were banned from visiting Muslim prostitutes. This pattern of colonial immigration and the tensions it aroused played out over the following decades, and continue to affect regional politics today, with Beijing, backedby Washington’s ‘war onterror’, stamping down on any attempts by Muslims to claim real autonomy.33

The wars left an enormous legacy of death and devastation. In regions swept by the fighting, surviving peasant families huddled together in makeshift shelters, dressed in rags and starving. ‘Smiling fields were turned into desolate wildernesses,’ wrote an observer of the one-time Taiping heartland. Plains in central China, he added, ‘were strewn with human skeletons; their rivers polluted with floating carcasses; wild beasts descending from their fastnesses in the mountains roamed at large over the land and made their dens in the ruins of deserted towns; the cry of the pheasants usurped the place of the hum of busy populations; no hands were left to till the soil, and noxious weeds covered the ground once tilled with patient industry.’34

The conflicts caught imperial finances in the double lock of increased military expenditure and falling revenue as warfare hampered tax collection. The currency was steadily devalued. Counterfeiting was widespread. Paper notes traded for only 3-4 percent of their face value. Ina bid to gain popular support, the dynasty stuck to a pledge not to raise land taxation, despite the crying need for funds. Greater austerity was preached at court. In areas where rebels had held sway, the gentry elite reclaimed its place in the social order, undertook welfare work, restored estates, and rebuilt ruined academies, libraries and literati clubs. Encouraging the rebirth of agriculture, as Zeng Guofan pointed out, reduced the danger that farmers would turn to banditry and create fresh widespread disorder.35

The recovery from the mid-century disasters was striking. Mass immigration boosted the population of the worst-hit regions. Land was sold cheaply, or given away. Easy loans were offered to purchasers of farms, equipment and seeds. Tenant producers were allowed to keep up to 70 per cent of their crops. Roads and bridges were repaired. Irrigation projects were undertaken. The silk industry expanded. Urban populations grew.

There was also an opening to the world with a mission sent to the West in 1866 under the command of a Manchu, who wrote that he was:


Off to foreign countries, folk songs to collect 
Drawings to make, and history to learn.36



Foreign diplomats were received by the emperor, though all he did was express his good wishes to their countries. Language schools were established in Beijing and Shanghai. An appeal was sent to Queen Victoria offering ‘anything that might be desired in the ways of concessions to British trade’ in return for a halt to the export of opium to China - the British minister in Beijing said no reply should be expected. Under the 1878 Convention of Chefoo (now Yantai), Westerners were permitted to travel to the Upper Yangzi region. China’s first permanent foreign envoy was despatched to London, where he was shocked by the immorality, but recognized the importance of the interplay of politics and economics, contrasting the ‘real learning’ of the West with the ‘empty writing’ practised at home. His report was not made public.

There were, naturally, blemishes in what became known as the Tongzhi Restoration, after the name of the young emperor. Carpetbaggers moved in to distressed areas; big landlords extended their holdings; there were disputes when farmers who hadfled thefighting returned home to find themselves dispossessed. Yet, given the scale and length of the revolts, China was swift in getting back on its tracks.

However, a fundamental political shift was taking place. The gentry had always been a vital element in the system, but it now became more assertive, its leaders emerging as national figures. This boosted the position of the Han Chinese, who came to outnumber Manchus in senior provincial posts. The trend was towards greater provincialism, with significant implications for the central power. Gentry leaders punched a hole in the imperial tax system by levying duties on agriculture and controlling the likin tax on the movement of goods. Armies like those raised by Zeng and Li, which had been formed on a local basis, owed their prime loyalties to their commanders, not to Beijing, while the long civil wars and the perpetuation of sizeable militias installed violence and militarization as a characteristic of national life, closely linked to the provincial establishment. The pattern for much of the following decades was thus set in the dynasty’s rescue from its greatest peril. Though there appears to have been little or no awareness at court, this would, in time, prove to be it’s final challenge.


3 Strength and Weakness

Li Hongzhang, the victor of Shanghai who had presided over the massacre and looting at Suzhou, was a striking figure, over six feet tall and with piercing eyes, a wispy beard and an impressive bearing. Born into a cultivated scholar family in Anhui province on the Lower Yangzi in 1823, he passed third out of 4,000 candidates in the top grade of imperial examination, his skill as a calligrapher being particularly noted. Travelling to Beijing to sit the test in front of the emperor, he had written a poem which began:


A hero takes in hand a mighty sword. 
Ambition soaring o’er the Hundred Foot Tower 
In ten thousand years gone by
 Who else has shaped history?1



His subsequent career would mark him out as a key figure in China during the second half of the nineteenth century, particularly after the death of his mentor, Zeng Guofan, in 1872. Men like Li were modernizers in their fashion, but within the imperial context. They aimed to strengthen the dynasty, not to change its foundations.2

Li reached his major civilian power base when appointed governor of the key province of Zhili (‘Direct Rule’) round Beijing in 1870, a post he held for a quarter of a century. His influence was extended when he was also made commissioner for northern ports, giving him responsibility for negotiating trading agreements with foreigners, a role in which he became more important for them than the Foreign Ministry in Beijing.

Using his official position to advance his business interests, Li developed a big coal mining complex using modern equipment at Kaiping, south-east of the capital, founded the first cotton cloth mill in Shanghai, and pioneered the establishment of a joint stock company,with both state and private investment. He built a railway line to move the output of his mine to the port city of Tianjin, followed by other tracks that made Zhili the hub of China’s belated railway system. His steamship line carried rice from Shanghai to Tianjin and Beijing, supplanting the much slower transport on the Grand Canal. He backed the creation of an experimental network of post offices, and the issue of the first Large Dragon stamps. Pointing out that foreigners with whom he negotiated in Tianjin could contact their capitals faster than he could get in touch with the palace in Beijing, he forced through the establishment of an Imperial Telegraph Administration.3

Li was notable for adopting a more realistic and subtle attitude to the foreigners than had been prevalent since the Qianlong emperor rebuffed the British Macartney mission in 1793. In a memorial to the throne, he wrote that the most important thing was not to arouse their contempt, which ‘will thwart us at every turn… if they feel respect for China, all matters can be mutually arranged; and even difficult questions can be settled by compromise or agreement.’4

Quoting a Confucian analect, he noted that ‘the requisites of Government are sufficiency of food, sufficiency of military equipment, and the confidence of the people in their ruler.’ While the foreigners possessed these, China lacked them and so was weak. What was needed was to build up the country’s material well-being. This should be done with ‘extreme and continued caution’ before confronting the Westerners. There should be no war, but, if it made the right preparations and was willing to wait, China would be victorious in the end. This strategy, akin to the policy Deng Xiaoping would adopt in pursuing material modernization a little over a century later, became known as Self-Strengthening - a term adapted from a classical text reputedly written by an early emperor: ‘Heaven moves on strongly; the gentlemen, therefore, incessantly strengthen themselves.’5

Li’s involvement in foreign affairs began when he settled a crisis with Paris after the killing of French nuns, priests and diplomats by a mob in Tianjin in 1870. Four years later, he negotiated a payment to Japan to get it to withdraw from Taiwan, which its forces had invaded. He then reached an agreement with London after a British diplomat was murdered in south-west China. In all this, Beijing exercised a useful ambiguity. Li was not a member of the Foreign Ministry which Prince Gong had set up, so his negotiations did not formally commit the empire.If he succeeded, so much the better. If not, China retained its freedom of action. For Li, this provided room in which to manoeuvre and establish himself as the man with whom the Westerners could do business.6

Describing him as ‘China’s Bismarck’, one contemporary British resident in China saw the likeness between the two men in Li’s ‘enjoyment of life, his brusque geniality, his impressive personality, his absolute freedom from scruples, and his astute wariness as to carrying his own ends’. He built up a secretariat of associates whom he placed in state-funded enterprises. He exemplified the ‘statecraft’ school of officials who believed in adopting a realistic approach to the challenges China faced rather than taking refuge in old formulae proclaiming the superiority of the imperial system.

Typical of his attitude, he told a British colonel that he could not understand the worship of Christ - ‘Why, that man’s life was a failure, and he was actually crucified at the end of it. Now, crucifixion is a very painful death, besides being a degrading form of punishment. How can you call yourselves followers of such a man?’

A British woman, Mrs Archibald Little, who wrote an early biography of Li, found him ‘the most entertaining man I have ever talked with’. But an American former secretary of state, John W. Foster, who worked with him at the end of the century, described him as ‘willing to be double-faced or even ten-faced’, uniting ‘the traits of cordial philanthropy and heartless cruelty, of truthfulness and mendacity’.7

With their recent experience of war, court figures saw the value of modern military equipment, and backed schemes by men like Li to build arsenals and shipyards. The empire bought iron-clad naval ships from Europe. A New Army was formed. Young officers were sent abroad to study. Foreign works were translated. The faith in the ability of foreigners to turn out weapons was such that some arsenals were entrusted to Westerners who were completely unqualified, including an English doctor.8

One of Li’s secretariat, Xue Fucheng, drew up a wide blueprint for change, involving government backing for the modernization of transport and communication, the adoption of Western science, and the expansion of commerce and industry. Another practical scholar, Ma Jianzhong, who studied in Europe, saw government backing for the expansion of commerce as a means of improving the people’s livelihood and expanding state revenues, emphasizing the importance of good laws,fair taxation, free expression of opinion through parliament and an end to corruption.

Other veterans of the wars against the mid-century rebels joined in the Self-Strengthening. The conqueror of Xinjiang, Zuo Zongtang, a man famed for his austerity, set up a shipyard, an arsenal and a woollen mill. Liu Kunyi, who had fought the rebels in central China, developed the city of Nanjing, where he became governor. Zhang Zhidong, who coined the saying ‘Chinese learning for the fundamental principles; Western learning for practical application’, took a more conservative approach, though this did not put a brake on his ceaseless activity; he was said never to go to bed because, if he lay down, he was haunted by the ghost of a wife he was alleged to have murdered. With one of the finest literary styles in the country, Zhang was as small as Li was large, and had an annoying habit of summoning people on the spur of the moment for supposedly urgent meetings, and then keeping them hanging around for weeks before he saw them; an American adviser suggested building a hotel where they could stay while they waited.9

Despairing of the military victories of the foreigners, Zhang wrote of how:


the barbarians swarmed in everywhere like moths or ants, and crept out here and there like so many frogs and insects. They suddenly forced their way past our stations and invaded our sacred demesnes; they burnt our pleasure gardens and spied out our cities and country places… Unless something is done at once, our country’s vital strength will become more and more exhausted every day, while their power of mischief will increase in the same ratio.10



To achieve national revival by grafting Western technology on to Chinese roots, he began by setting up an academy and a printing works in Canton while he was governor there. Moved to run Hubei and Hunan provinces on the Middle Yangzi, he launched military and civilian schools, established a textile mill and a felt works, and promoted a scheme for a railway from Beijing to his new domain, as well as forming a local army corps. With Belgian help, he founded China’s first ironworks in the city of Hanyang, which would become the home of some of the county’s early trade unionists, who, in the next century, taught the Communists about labour organization. In case the Westerners tried to send troops to attack Beijing again, Zhang conjured up the idea of blocking their ships by sinking tiers of junks in the Gulf of Bohai leading to Tianjin and the capital, and then digging huge ‘locust pits’ on the shore to trap any soldiers who got through.11

Impressive as the action of Li, Zhang and their peers and proteges appeared, their enterprises were only a drop in the ocean for a country as large as China with so much ground to make up. Then, as now, there was a huge gap between the developing cities on the coast or in the Middle Yangzi, and the vast interior - a Western visitor to Guizhou in the 1880s reported that he did not see a single cart during his journey through the province; when his party finally came across one after reaching Yunnan, his bearers gazed in stupefaction at the broken-down contraption pulled by a buffalo. Though they might seem revolutionary - and, to reactionaries, deeply dangerous - the Self-Strengtheners were too few to enable China to catch up with other countries. Indeed, the pace of innovation in the West and Japan was far greater, so the gap actually widened.12

A listing of major new enterprises in 1885–95 by the historian Immanuel Hsu shows seven textile plants, three ironworks, two match factories, two mints, one paper mill and three mines, one each for gold, coal and iron. The Self-Strengtheners operated on the basis of loyalty to a system which was not designed to accommodate, let alone encourage, change. The necessary legal and administrative underpinnings were missing. Traditional remittance banks could not offer sufficient long-term capital, and attempts to set up a modern financial institution came to nothing. Though some young men were being sent abroad to study, especially to Japan, China had few experienced managers, and lacked the entrepreneurial spirit that powered the Industrial Revolution in the West. Companies such as those set up by Li had lax controls, particularly when the founders were diverted into another of their myriad activities. Li’s steamship firm was looted by insiders and lost out in competition to British lines, while his coal mine got heavily into debt to foreigners.13

Apart from their membership of the Confucian elite, there was a strong practical reason why the Self-Strengtheners did not want to rock the political boat, and so never played the political role of Western Industrial Revolution entrepreneurs. Their business activities were intimately linked to their position as officials. They drew finance from the imperial treasury - three quarters of the initial backing for Li’s shipping company came from official sources. By asserting their own management control, they were pioneering a form of back-door privatization, but they needed court favour, just as entrepreneurs today need at least tacit Communist Party approval.

What has been called ‘defensive modernization’ thus contained flaws at its very core. So long as they were seen to be pushing foreign innovations over traditional ways, the Self-Strengtheners would be suspect; to be fully accepted, the new technology would have had to have been viewed as Chinese. The reliance of the officially placed Self-Strengtheners on the provincial domains vested in them by Beijing meant that their enterprises operated on a local scale, rather than laying the foundations for national undertakings. Court favour could always be withdrawn, particularly when attacks from critical censors of the ‘purist’ school rose. Zhang and Li managed to maintain Cixi’s support for most of their careers, enjoying regular preferment. Hongzhang and the Dowager regularly exchanged presents; he sent her valuable and foreign novelties while she reciprocated with scrolls, manuscript tablets, satin, sable and silk garments, and characters in the calligraphy she studied in pursuit of self-improvement. Still, both men fell from grace for a time. Official funding of Zhang’s ironworks in the Middle Yangzi was halted, and he was ordered to sell it to private investors, which he did on disadvantageous terms. In the 1890s, Cixi’s backing was not enough to protect Li when the court faction round the emperor turned against him. ‘If the Dowager Empress has her way, he will be rehabilitated,’ Robert Hart noted. ‘If the emperor had his, the poor man’s head would be off his shoulders before sunset.’ Rather than anything so drastic, Li found himself stripped of the high ranks that had been bestowed on him, and retreated to await the moment to stage a return.14

Subsequently, Communist historians painted Li as the epitome of a ‘surrenderist’ scheming with the enemies of the people and giving away Chinese assets, while stashing his ill-gotten gains in foreign banks. As national economic policy shifted, this verdict was softened, but the towering Self-Strengthener is still a difficult figure ideologically for believers in ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ to approve of, even if he should have felt quite at home in the political economy of early twenty-first-century China.

In their own time, Li and his peers faced constant opposition from conservatives. Though he saw the need for modern arms and armies, their mentor, Zeng Guofan, feared that the telegraph and the railway would undermine China’s values, and disliked the Western presence in Shanghai. At an audience with Cixi during which she noticed that he had gone blind in his right eye, the two of them agreed that Christian missionaries were creating trouble, especially by promoting the interests of their converts. Putting the conservative case, a thinker, Yen Fu, argued that the difference between Chinese and Western knowledge was as great as that between the complexions of the two races. ‘We cannot force the two cultures to be the same or similar,’ he wrote after translating foreign works. ‘Chinese knowledge has its foundation and function; Western knowledge has also its foundation and function. If the two are separated, each can be independent; if the two were combined, both would perish.’15

Railways were seen as a particular threat to the natural order, disrupting feng shui and disturbing the spirits of the ancestors. The first line, built by Westerners in Shanghai, was bought in 1877 by local authorities, which had the rails ripped up and the main station turned into a temple. Imperial censors warned that foreign countries were pulling up their rails because trains were so dangerous, and wanted to reduce their losses by selling the track to China, thereby menacing the employment of coolies and cart drivers. A governor of Shaanxi province at the end of the century explained to an American visitor why he had disapproved of railways: ‘They bring in foreigners whom I do not like, and they throw men out of work.’16

There was also a financial-nationalist issue. The empire did not have the money with which to fund railways. So capital had to come from foreign syndicates, which saw the prospect of big profits in supplying China with infrastructure. The way the court and its officials looked abroad for funding, and committed tax revenue as collateral, underlined the country’s weakness in the face of the modern world. Anti-Manchu nationalists could thus paint the rulers as being ready to work with Westerners to the detriment of the Chinese people. Urban gentry and merchants who wanted a slice of the pie bemoaned the failure of the Qing to stand up for China.

Zhang Zhidong accurately blamed the strictly limited success of modernization on a long list of failings - selfishness, lack of funds, the absence of a clear policy from the court, shortage of competent staff, interference, ignorance and the demand for quick results. ‘When a mine had not yet been opened, a profit was expected,’ he wrote. Enterprises were taken up by the state as urgent, and then allowed to go to waste.

‘One digs a grave, the other fills it in,’ he lamented. ‘How could we expect any success?’17

Li Hongzhang answered the critics with the slogan ‘Let us use the foreigner, but do not let him use us’. In a memorial to the emperor, he argued that ‘if we can really and thoroughly understand their [the foreigners’] methods - the more we learn, the more we improve - and promote them further and further, can we not expect that after a century or so we can reject the barbarians and stand on our own feet?’18

It was a belief he stuck by all his life, but the results were, he admitted, disappointing. ‘Affairs in my country have been so confined by tradition that I could not accomplish what I desired,’ he replied when asked by a Japanese politician in 1884 why so little had changed in China, while Japan had modernized so rapidly. ‘I am ashamed of having excessive wishes and lacking the power to fulfil them.’ Li could see wider repercussions, too. ‘In about ten years,’ he predicted, ‘the wealth and strength of Japan will be admirable - a future source of trouble for China’.19

As China rebuilt itself after the mid-century rebellions, Cixi steadily increased her power, with skilful divide-and-rule tactics, giving and withholding favours from behind the throne. The late emperor’s low-profile widow was no rival, playing little part in decision-making before she died in 1881. Their co-conspirator in the coup of 1861, Prince Gong, had a chequered subsequent career. ‘Extremely intelligent but lacks the steadfastness to be able to persevere in any view for any length of time,’ Zeng Guofan judged. Gong and the Dowager had an uneasy relationship. He had her favourite eunuch killed, and she used her dynastic authority to have him censured for an alleged protocol insult to the Son of Heaven. On another occasion, however, she intervened to protect Gong from her son. As an accomplished politician, she knew the benefits of never letting others know exactly where she stood.

In 1874, Cixi demonstrated her steel after the death of the bisexual Tongzhi emperor. Her son had briefly assumed power on reaching maturity, but his health was in sharp decline, weakened by heavy drinking and syphilis he caught on clandestine visits to brothels. When out riding he sat hunched up on the saddle, looking very tired, his face sallow. His death opened up a fresh succession struggle, complicated by the pregnancy of his widow, who came from a powerful Manchu clan.

One course would have been to have waited for the child to be born.But there was no certainty it would be a boy. In any case, Cixi wanted a fast succession that avoided the possibility of a new power centre at court forming round the widow. Elbowed aside, the pregnant woman killed herself. The scuttlebutt had it that Cixi had a hand in her death, and had even murdered her own sontoprevent him falling under the influence of his bride and her clan - just as she would be alleged to have poisoned the other Dowager Empress. Assooften when Cixi might beinvolved, the rumour mill worked at full speed, and nobody was the wiser.

With the unborn child out of the way, there were several possible candidates for the throne. One was the son of Prince Gong, but he was blamed for having abetted the late emperor in his debauchery. Instead, the Dowager decided on a four-year-old son of Gong’s brother, Prince Chun. A remark which a senior official noted in his diary, and which was generally attributed to Cixi, had it that the new ruler should be ‘amenable to proper training’. This was taken as proof that she wanted a puppet on the throne; it may, alternatively, have simply been a sensible observation that the dynasty should avoid a repetition of her son’s bad behaviour.

Still, traditionalists were outraged at the choice of the new emperor, who was given the reign name of Guangxu. It broke the fundamental precept that each ruler must be from the next generation to his predecessor. Since this was not the case, the new Son of Heaven would not be able to pay filial obeisance to Tongzhi, as required by the code of rites. One censor was so scandalized that he committed public suicide during the enthronement. Reactionary Manchu princes instigated riots, and brought in wild Muslim horsemen to ride through the streets of Beijing to overawe the population. The New York Times reported talk of an impending civil war.20

To win out in her second succession crisis, Cixi could count on Gong, who approved what she was doing, on her own broadly based faction, on the court scholar, Weng Tonghe, who was the new ruler’s tutor, and on powerful provincial figures. Li sent a 4,000-strong army on a forced march to the capital to back her. She also had the military protection of her one-time suitor, Jung-lu, who had risen to be one of the main Manchu commanders and controller of the imperial household. That was enough for her to win the day. But relations soon soured with Jung-lu, who was discovered having an affair with a lady in the palace, which led to Cixi having him exiled from Beijing.

In 1880, the Dowager fell so seriously ill with a liver ailment that there were reports she was dying. Recovering by the following year, she continued to accrete authority. In 1884, Gong, who had become expendable, fell from power, and the young emperor’s father, Prince Chun, became the main male Manchu figure at court. He was married to Cixi’s sister, and had assisted the 1861 coup. Respected as a scholar, he was less arrogant and more popular than his brother, Gong. His anti-foreign views gave him a patriotic sheen. A sad-looking figure with a drooping moustache and small goatee beard, he took pains not to be seen as a threat to the authority of the Dowager, who remained regent for two years after Guangxu came of age in 1887.

Outside the closed circle of the court, the country continued to be jarred by recurrent risings, on a smaller scale than the mid-century revolts, spurred by disasters, poverty, underground sects, bandits and anti-Manchu sentiment. When the dynasty acted resolutely, with the support of the gentry and merchants, these could be mastered. But they contributed to a drip-feed reduction in the authority of the central state, and the transfer of power to provincial power holders.

Events in the three cities of Wuhan in the early 1880s provide an example of the latent volatility. Drought and an awful harvest at the beginning of the decade raised local grain prices by 25 per cent, while the cost of cooking oil nearly doubled. Starving refugees crowded into the cities, lining up at street gruel kitchens. Even prosperous merchants in Hankou, which had become a treaty port in 1861, felt the pressure.21

There then appeared a poor man from Shandong, who had wandered round the country for years and was hailed by believers as the Great Teacher for his preaching of a transcendental unified faith and his calls for the overthrow of the Qing as he claimed the throne as the heir of the Ming. After a while, the Great Teacher departed on further travels, leaving his son and a lieutenant to organize a revolt from a Hankou shop-house belonging to a one-time martial arts instructor called Chang the Deaf. They drew on heterodox Buddhist sects and secret societies to raise a 4,000-strong force, the Flying Virtue Army. Thousands more men were said to be ready to join. Plans were laid for risings along the Yangzi and Han rivers, and in Shandong and Jiangsu on the east coast. At the end of April 1883, a group of wild-looking tea-chest makers who were part of the plot arrived in Hankou, spreading stories of impending violence to cause panic. Merchants closed their premises, and moved to the countryside or formed militia units. The authorities ordered the city gates to be shut.

Imperial troops were called in, and obtained information from a plotter who was arrested in a brothel, drunk. The gentry militias swung into action. Martial law was declared. Opium dens and brothels were closed. Nuns from Buddhist convents suspected of complicity with the rebels were sent home or sold as concubines. Arrests wenton for months. Rebels were betrayed by members of their lineage clans and handed over to the authorities for a reward. Hundreds were executed, often after torture. The Great Teacher escaped; some reports said he was later captured and executed; others that he holed up on a holy mountain; and still others that he lived and died quietly in a village near Tianjin.

On 24 February 1889, a rainy, windy day in Beijing, a spectacular procession left the Forbidden City for the home of one of Cixi’s nieces. At its head were nine white ponies followed by fine carriages, sedan chairs and a huge crowd of Manchu Bannermen troops∗ in red robes, holding aloft lanterns adorned with the character for fidelity. Sixteen bearers carried the young woman to the palace to be married to the Guangxu emperor, who was about to celebrate his seventeenth birthday. With her were two concubines, aged thirteen and fifteen. The bride’s trousseau, carried by 4,000 men, consisted of 600 items, including golden chests, jewels, jade, furniture and mirrors ten feet high, all protected from the rain by oilcloth coloured in imperial yellow.22

It was no love match. The bride, slim, plain and three years older than her husband, disliked him and he her. Cixi had arranged the marriage to consolidate the power of her clan. She may also have hoped that an heir would avoid another succession crisis, but the marriage was childless. Indeed, it may never have been consummated - a report by a French doctor who examined Guangxu ten years later suggested that he was unable to sustain an erection.23

Cixi had also picked the two teenage concubines who accompanied the bride. They were sisters from Canton. One, known as the Lustrous Concubine, was dumpy and placid. The other, the Pearl Concubine, was beautiful and lively. The emperor much preferred her company to that of his bride. But she soon abused her position to interfere with appointments and ensure that a cousin got particularly high grades in his imperial examinations. When the scandal exploded in 1894, Cixi ordered that the two young women should be degraded, and, it was rumoured, flogged, though they were later restored to their earlier status. Their cousin was temporarily banished from Beijing.24

A week after the wedding, as the emperor passed his seventeenth birthday, an edict announced that Cixi would retire. She should have done this two years earlier, but had stayed on, ostensibly to coach the young man. Now, at the age of fifty-four, it was time for her to move to take up residence in the great estate of the Summer Palace, outside Beijing, which had been rebuilt in luxurious fashion after the depredations of the Anglo-French expedition of 1860. With its lakes, covered walkways, trees, plants and classical arched bridges, it was a favourite spot for the ‘Old Buddha’, as she was becoming known. She resided in the Hall of Happiness in Longevity surrounding two courtyards planted with magnolias. A hundred dishes were cooked for each of the two main daily meals.25

Though she ordered the dismissal of a censor who suggested that imperial memorials should still be submitted to her, the true extent of Cixi’s withdrawal may be questioned. Her nephew was emperor of China, but she was still chief of the extended Manchu clans, seen by many of the princes and senior officials as the de facto ruler, whoever sat on the throne. She maintained contact with the Forbidden City through nobles, officials and a fifty-year-old eunuch, Li Lianying, who had inspired her nickname when he reacted to the way rain fell after she offered prayers by exclaiming, ‘it is almost as if she was Buddha herself.’26

Like Deng Xiaoping when he retreated from day-to-day administration a century later, Cixi was not the kind of person to fade out of the picture. Like him, she could only consider her own experience and sagacity as essential to keep the regime from hitting the rocks, particularly given the doubts among her long-time associates about the younger men who had assumed at least nominal power. In each case, this would lead to the use of force to suppress political reform and consign the proteges to house or palace arrest as the old stagers imposed orthodoxy at the centre and blocked political progress which could have changed China.

Guangxu was fragile both physically and mentally, subject to mood swings and temper fits. He had lung trouble and a speech impediment, and fell into depressions. His tutor, Weng Tonghe, recorded how the emperor would burst into tears or fall into silent sulks if he did not wish to continue his studies. His mother had mistreated him, and his father had been absorbed with state affairs. As a boy, he had been ill-treated by court eunuchs. When he granted an audience to foreign diplomats, he struck the American minister, Charles Denby, as ‘a delicate youth… small and thin and gives no promise of possessing physical strength’. His eyes were large and black, his face smooth and hairless. His voice was ‘light and thin like a mosquito’.

In keeping with custom, the new ruler began with a show of benevolence. Taxes were remitted for the year. Prison sentences were reduced; men about to be beheaded or strangled would be allowed to live. Bannermen troops received an extra month’s ration. All Manchu women over seventy got presents. It was promised that the imperial examinations would produce ‘a large number of successful candidates’. Guangxu disliked high spending, and told provincial officials they faced the ‘direst penalties’ if they imposed levies to help pay for his wedding - though Canton was also instructed to come up with pearls as big as acacia nuts.27

The emperor ordered a one-third cut in the budget submitted to him for the imperial household; this alienated members of the court, who hadno desire totighten their belts, and embarrassed officials on the Board of Revenue, who suffered the humiliation of seeing their proposals reduced. Guangxu also gave vent to his particular hatred of eunuchs derived from his bad boyhood experiences at their hands. He had a near-fatal clubbing inflicted on one for a minor offence and sentenced another to be given eighty strokes with a stick for showing a lack of respect.28

The attempt to reduce spending and clamp down on corruption raised an unmentionable issue - the Dowager. She enjoyed luxury, and did not stint on spending at the Summer Palace. If there were to be cuts in the Forbidden City, it was only logical that there should be on her estate as well. But that was a step much too far for the young man. He also reacted explosively to a censor who mentioned reports that she was interfering in state matters - the errant official was banished to the Far West.

The new ruler read books which alerted him to China’s plight and the way things were done elsewhere. Taking lessons in English and French, he ordered extracts from foreign newspapers, and looked at pictures in British and American illustrated weeklies. One story had it that, as a child, he had been enraptured by mechanical toys from a store in Beijing kept by a Swiss man. He became fascinated by the telephone, installing one in the Forbidden City, and had a miniature railway track built beside the lakes of the Summer Palace on which he and his aunt would ride on a little open carriage pulled by a small engine. He set his heart on making a proper train journey from Beijing to Canton as soon as the projected line was completed, and issued what was described as a ‘red hot edict’ condemning the director of railways for ‘doing nothing too vigorously’, as the North China Herald put it.29

The key imperial official was the ruler’s former tutor, Weng Tonghe, who had come first in the top level of imperial examination in 1856, and, after holding a series of posts, was appointed to school the young emperor and instruct the Dowager. In the late 1870s, he became director of the Censorate and president of the Board of Punishment. Named to the regime’s top government body, the Grand Council, he was made president of the Board of Revenue. Though a perfect establishment man, he showed an interest in new ideas as a patron of ‘celebrity-scholars’ who provided intellectual ferment in Beijing.

Weng has sometimes been seen as the leading figure in an ‘emperor’s faction’ after the Dowager left the Forbidden City, but his loyalty was to the throne, rather than to the person of its occupant. In addition, his strong attachment to filial devotion meant that he would find it hard to side with Guangxu against his aunt, to whom he owed a special debt of piety since she had helped his father.

Reports from censors showed growing concern about weaknesses in the system. An imperial reply admitted that official circles were ‘overcrowded by men of mediocre ability and often of low standing to the detriment of the public services’. The Board of Revenue should stop selling senior positions, it added. Lower ranks should be thinned out by ‘frequent denunciations of incompetent and avaricious prefects, sub-prefects, department and district magistrates’. There was not much evidence of action being taken. The Treasury needed the money from the sale of degrees, and local officials were well used to defending their interests through connections, bribery and simple refusal to follow instructions from the centre.30

Another censor noted how bureaux set up to levy taxes on the transport of goods to fund gentry armies were ‘dotted like stars’ across the country, outside Beijing’s control. The throne’s central problem was that, as now, the officials who were meant to take remedial action had a direct or indirect interest in perpetuating the existing state of affairs.

As for the intrusive foreigners, many in the gentry saw the imported ways as threatening their position in their home provinces. There was strong resistance to Westerners in Hunan, where one who penetrated the provincial capital of Changsha in 1886 was put into a closed sedan chair and carried from the city. European travellers in Yunnan and Guangxi were banned from contact with locals. A merchant in Guangxi who bought salt from Europeans was beaten to death. A medical missionary who settled in the old capital of Xi’an in the mid-1880s fled after a mob burned down his dispensary. A Manchu prince was reported to hold that the strangers all came from a single island which was now almost depopulated because so many of its inhabitants had gone to China; they pretended to be of different nationalities on different days of the week merely in order to mislead the Chinese. But, however annoying the Westerners were, they were not the main threat China faced under Guangxu’s rule. That came from across the sea to the east.

In 1894, one of the great international conflict lines of modern times opened up between China and Japan. Their struggle for mastery in East Asia, detonated by Tokyo’s ambitions as it adopted Western methods at the end of the nineteenth century under the modernizing oligarchs of the Meiji Restoration, would cost tens of millions of lives and fuel deep antagonisms, sharpened by the weight of history. The first outbreak of Japan’s expansionist drive came in Korea, where Tokyo and Beijing jockeyed for influence.

China’s weakness was an open invitation to the Meiji empire, which had undertaken root-and-branch reform after Commander Perry’s expedition of 1852 brought it into contact with the outside world. Territorial expansion was viewed as the sacred imperial way to free the island nation from economic vulnerability, provide a living space on the Asian mainland and spread the message of Japanese superiority.

With rare exceptions, such as Li Hongzhang, the Chinese had no conception of what was going on. For them, Japan was an inferior country, its inhabitants known derogatively as wojen – ‘dwarves’ – who owed their culture to China. The hollowness of that view should have been apparent in the 1870s, when Japan invaded Taiwan and Beijing had to pay to get it to withdraw. The kingdom of Korea was the logical next step. The peninsula had long been under China’s suzerainty, but Tokyo began to try to move across the Korean Strait in the early 1880s, backing a rebel faction at the court in Seoul. China and Japan sent in troops. Li Hongzhang negotiated an agreement in 1884 for both to withdraw their forces, and undertake not to return them without consultations. In 1894, a new crisis erupted as the Korean monarch faced a peasant rebellion and asked for Beijing’s military help. When the imperial court agreed to this, Japan reacted by sending in a far larger detachment, which took Seoul, stormed the palace, disarmed garrisons in the city and captured the ruler. A prince they appointed in his place denounced Korea’s treaties with Beijing. China’s plenipotentiary fled. Deploying a line of propaganda it would use over the next fifty years, Tokyo claimed a duty to ‘lead the little Kingdom along the path of civilization’ and to make sure this was not impeded by another power - that is to say, China.31

Officials and scholar-advisers in Beijing advocated a tough response. Cixi was indignant. There were bad omens in China - plague, cholera and floods, followed by scorching weather. A strange double halo formed round the sun. Failure to meet the challenge from Tokyo would be a further sign of dynastic decline which the Qing could not risk.32

A declaration of war from the court said China had always ‘followed the paths of philanthropy and perfect justice’ in helping ‘our small tributary’ in its troubles; now, it was difficult to reason with the Japanese, who were referred to repeatedly in the text as wojen. They had shown themselves to be bellicose bullies, indulging in unforeseeable treacherous conduct, it went on. Li Hongzhang, who had just been awarded the highest imperial decoration, the three-eyed peacock feather, was told to gather all China’s armies ‘to root the wojen out of their lairs’.33

Li hoped that foreign powers would save China the trouble of fighting by checking the invaders. But the Qing enjoyed little sympathy from governments abroad, and the young emperor was anxious to stand up to Japan. ‘999 out of every 1000 Chinese are sure big China can thrash little Japan,’ wrote Robert Hart.34

On paper, China had just over a million men at arms to throw into the war - 325,000 of them Banner troops, about the same number of ‘Green Standard’ Han soldiers, plus 400,000 other men said to have undergone training. The real numbers fell some way below these totals, however, and some elite Manchu forces still prided themselves in their expertise with bows and arrows rather than guns. Japan’s 270,000 troops were well trained and had modern arms. Tokyo had also broken China’s military cable codes.35

Qing armies were split between regional and princely chiefs; Japan’s were unified. The Chinese command system managed to be both suffocatingly centralized and extremely chaotic, the generals milling around in a fog of uncertainty. On the other hand, Japanese commanders were given clear objectives and left to get on with the job in pincer attacks which flummoxed the Chinese.

The Qing forces set up a defensive position in early September 1894, behind walls and earthworks at the northern Korean city of Pyongyang. They thought they had plenty of time - the enemy was not expected to arrive for a week. So they indulged in an autumn festival feast, drinking and gambling late into the night of 14 September. But the Japanese marched through the surrounding mountains, and attacked before dawn the next day under cover of a heavy artillery barrage. After some delay, the Chinese came out to face them, but were promptly annihilated. ‘Our comrades fell like mown grass,’ a survivor recalled. The Chinese cavalry galloped off, only to be cut down by Japanese lining the road they took. The remaining defenders raised white flags on the walls, and then fled - again many were killed as they passed through an enemy gauntlet. Japanese records showed them suffering 189 dead and 516 wounded, while the Chinese death toll was 2,000, with 6,000 taken prisoner.36

The focus now switched to the sea, providing the first test for the navy of thirty warships which Li had built up with purchases from Europe, despite the depredations of members of his family, who had pocketed the money allocated for explosives and packed shell casings with sand. Two days after the Japanese took Pyongyang, they won a six-hour naval battle at the mouth of the Yalu river on the Korean border. China lost four ships. None of the Japanese vessels was sunk, though some were seriously damaged.37

The Chinese army now formed a defensive line on the Yalu, which was 200 feet wide and 11 feet deep. The Japanese built a bridge across it. Despite grand plans to assemble forces from across the empire, Chinese reinforcements were nowhere to be seen. The defenders fled. Japanese forces crossed into Manchuria, and drove on to the strategically placed, ice-free harbour city of Port Arthur,∗ which was taken after desultory fighting. Most of the Chinese soldiers ran away - according to an eyewitness, the chief civilian official changed into simple cotton clothes and escaped on a boat to Tianjin.38

When they entered Port Arthur on 21 November, the Japanese soldiers were outraged to see the heads of some captured comrades hanging from cords, noses and ears cut off. Two disembowelled bodies dangled from a tree, the eyes gouged out. In a pre-echo of future massacres, the victors killed indiscriminately. They drove a group of Chinese into a lake to drown. Civilians were tied together and shot en masse. Soldiers paraded in the streets with human heads held aloft on bayonets. In a bank, they stuck severed heads on the spikes running along the top of a partition.39

‘The defenseless and unarmed inhabitants were butchered in their houses and their bodies unspeakably mutilated,’an American correspondent, James Creelman, reported in the New York World. ‘There was an unrestrained reign of murder which continued for three days. The whole town was plundered with appalling atrocities.’40 Creelman’s dispatches, putting the civilian death toll at 2,000, drew a response from the foreign minister in Tokyo, who said that there had been ‘no intention to harm or molest non-combatants’, but that soldiers ‘transported with rage at the mutilation of their comrades by the enemy broke through all restraints… to inflict vengeance without discrimination’.

Despite all the reverses, Beijing proclaimed great victories. Drawings of the war sold in the streets of Chinese cities showed the enemy being overwhelmed, and Japanese prisoners tied upside down to staves as they were carried to execution. But, as reality seeped home, a scapegoat had to be found, and the target was Li Hongzhang. Dismissed from his posts, he was stripped of his three-eyed peacock feather decoration and imperial yellow jacket. He had already come under attack in the summer, in a detailed report by a censor which inveighed against ‘the immense wealth, the power and the influence of the scions of the Li clan’. Court memorialists denounced him as ‘incompetent, arrogant, unprincipled’,adding that ‘his name stinks in the nostrils of his countrymen’. Li warned his much-criticized, profiteering brother, Hanzhang, the governor in Canton, that ‘the mind of the emperor is inscrutable’. ‘Take care and act.’ The brother made an unsuccessful suicide bid that night.41

To show solidarity with the war effort, Cixi ordered 15,000 fur coats to be sent to soldiers fighting in freezing Manchuria, and donated 3 million tael for food for the troops. Court banquets for the winter solstice were cancelled. Orders were issued to cashier generals who failed in their duties. An imperial decree enjoined strict discipline, prohibiting looting or stealing from markets: still, observers noted that, when Chinese troops approached, villagers shut their doors and closed their stores.42

Prince Gong was recalled to take charge. ‘Although not entirely recovered from his bodily ailments of former years,’ an imperial edict declared, he ‘still has the appearance of being unimpaired in vigour of intellect’. A request by the emperor to provincial governors to suggest what China should do produced a majority in favour of paying an indemnity to Japan. But no territory should be ceded. There was talk of buying the Chilean fleet to make up for China’s weakness at sea, and of moving the capital to the west.43

On 12 February 1895, Japanese troops took the important port of Weihaiwei on the Gulf of Bohai, in Shandong, after a twenty-three-day battle in freezing temperatures amid raging winds and towering waves. This enabled them to destroy Chinese warships left at their moorings and seize 100,000 tons of coal on the docks. The imperial admiral committed suicide by drinking poison in his cabin. The invaders could now control maritime traffic to Tianjin and Beijing, as well as having their army poised north of the capital. If they so wished, they might move on the heart of the empire. A European from the Imperial Customs Service was sent to inquire about peace terms. The choice of a Westerner avoided the direct involvement of the court; his activities could be disowned as those of a man unfamiliar with Chinese protocol and procedure. The Japanese turned him away on the grounds that he did not carry proper credentials. Another mission was sent, under the American former secretary of state John Foster. It, too, was rejected. Japan had no interest in halting the fighting when it was on top.

In desperation, the court turned to the man it had disgraced, entrusting him with the peace mission. There was, as in the past, an ambiguity about this. If Li Hongzhang got a satisfactory agreement, that would be to the credit of those who had sent him. If he failed to do so, or returned with a shameful peace, blame could be heaped on his head. His critics did not let up. A memorial to the emperor said Li wanted the enemy to win since he had large investments in Japan. He was accused of having held up supplies to the Chinese army and diverted funds into his own pocket while ‘rejoicing at our defeats and deploring our successes’. His execution, a censor added, would inspire imperial troops to annihilate the enemy. But Cixi knew she and the empire had nobody else who could deal with the foreigners. The critical censor was banished to the Far West to ‘expiate his guilt and serve as a warning to others’.44

On 19 March 1895, as Japan took the Pescadores Islands off Taiwan, Li arrived by steamer in the southern Japanese port of Shimonoseki with a delegation of more than 100 people, including his son. Tokyo had turned down a Chinese request to hold negotiations in Tianjin or Port Arthur, which would have enabled the empire to pretend that the enemy was coming as a supplicant.

The negotiations with the former prime minister, Ito Hirobumi, were conducted in English. Ito spoke the language after travelling to America to study constitutional affairs. Li, who towered over the diminutive Japanese, used an interpreter. According to the Japanese record, the Chinese proposed that his country and Japan should unite against the white races; Ito did not take this up. Then Li proposed an immediate armistice.45

In keeping with the policy of ‘getting the barbarians to fight the barbarians’, he warned the Japanese that third powers might intervene if they felt their interests were threatened. Ito modified Japan’s initial terms, but still demanded large swathes of territory and a big indemnity. He also noted that Japanese troopships were on their way to China, and more were ready to sail, leaving Li with a straight choice, between accepting Tokyo’s terms or seeing the enemy advance resume.

The talks were suddenly thrown off balance when a Japanese youth fired a single revolver shot at Li as he was being driven back to his temporary residence. The bullet lodged under his nose. There was a huge reaction of shock from the Japanese - their emperor sent his personal physician; the empress rolled bandages and despatched two nurses. Li was reported to have received 10,000 letters of condolence. Given the victim’s advanced age, the doctors did not dare to put him under an anaesthetic, and the Chinese statesman decided not to be operated on, but to resume the negotiations as soon as possible.

The shame at what one Japanese newspaper called ‘the mad deed of a miscreant’ put the invaders on the back foot. ‘The scoundrel has undone the great achievement of the nation,’ a field marshal exclaimed. Tokyo felt obliged to offer a three-week armistice. Plans to march on Beijing were put on one side, though Taiwan was retaken.

Standing in for his father, Li’s son received Tokyo’s new peace terms on 1 April. Japan demanded the whole of the Liaodong Peninsula in Manchuria, as well as keeping Taiwan. Other territory to be acquired in the north-east included the Qing’s home region in Manchuria containing the tombs of the ancestors. The people of occupied areas were to be obliged to become Japanese citizens. China would keep out of Korea. An indemnity was demanded equal to the annual Chinese imperial budget. Japan would be admitted to the treaty port systemof the Western powers, and seven Chinese cities opened to its firms, which were allowed to build factories there. Japanese goods were to be exempt from the likin transport tax. ‘The battle of arms and men has reached its conclusion,’ a Tokyo newspaper observed. ‘Now the battle of commerce begins.’46

As Li travelled home with these terms, princes, ministers and provincial governors advised the emperor to reject them, but to increase the indemnity to buy off territorial concessions. Two hundred thousand troops were said to have been assembled to defend the capital. However, as Ito had remarked, Japan was sending in more than fifty troopships. The treaty was accepted.

Chinese military casualties in the war were estimated at 35,000. Though the official Japanese toll was 739, with 230 dying subsequently from wounds, the real figure was certainly considerably higher - some accounts put it at 17,000. Cholera spread on crowded troopships sailing back to Japan, where it claimed 40,000 lives. Still, the ease of the victories greatly boosted Japanese self-confidence - and military spending, while waking up the West to the new power in the East. ‘Before, we did not know ourselves, and the world did not yet know us,’ a leading journalist wrote. ‘But now that we have tested our strength, we know ourselves and are known by the world.’47

Some Chinese units had fought bravely, but their overall performance and the court’s handling of the crisis further reduced the empire’s international standing. ‘At no time in her history has China been so poor and so weak,’ lamented a report drawn up by a scholar, Yu Tsan. For Robert Hart, ‘China’s collapse has been terrible, and the comical and tragical have dovetailed… in the most heart-breaking, side-bursting fashion.’ The shell of the imperial egg had been cracked, in Humpty Dumpty fashion, he went on. ‘Everything that China should have yielded gracefully to others when asked for will now have to be yielded to Japan’s hectoring. Japan will then pose and say to all creation - “That’s the way to do it, and it’s I that did it.” ’ The voice of the Shanghai British establishment, the North China News, described China as ‘one vast jellyfish’.

However, in defeat, Li’s longstanding belief that China would be able to use the foreigners to cancel each other out finally came into play. When word of the proposed territorial arrangements leaked, European powers with interests in China were worried. ‘The Mikado might become the Chinese Emperor and Russia would need hundreds of thousands of troops to defend her possessions,’ the finance minister in St Petersburg, Count de Witte, remarked. So pressure was put on Tokyo to reduce its gains. Backing off, Japan renounced its claim to the Liaodong Peninsula in return for an additional indemnity, though hanging on to Taiwan. Russia and its European ally, France, could now present themselves as China’s true friends in comparison to the British, who were closer to the Japanese.

After his services arranging the peace treaty, Li was not punished again for the defeat, but it was felt best for him to spend some time out of the country. So he went on a lengthy tour of Europe and the United States, his first destination being St Petersburg for the coronation of a new tsar, during which he pursued his policy of enlisting Russia against Japan. In Britain, he met Gladstone, expressing astonishment that the daughter of a man as important as the Liberal leader had not been able to find a husband. Asked by the Duke of Devonshire if he had ever shot grouse, he replied, ‘No, but I have often shot rebels.’48
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