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Preface to the Fifth Edition

I wrote the first edition of America’s Response to China on the eve of Henry Kissinger’s pathbreaking 1971 flight to Beijing—at a time when I was indifferent to the betrayal of the repressive Taiwan regime that I had lived under from 1964 to 1966. I wrote the second edition in 1979 after attending Deng Xiaoping’s performance at the National Art Gallery in Washington, amid the euphoria that accompanied the end of Mao’s brutal rein and the promise of Deng’s reforms. It was soon translated into Chinese by a member of the Fudan University faculty. In 1989 the Tiananmen massacre was perpetrated while I was in Moscow en route to Beijing. The shadow of that tragedy hung heavily over me as I prepared the third edition later that year. Quite rightly, the Chinese authorities ceased to perceive me as a friend of the People’s Republic. No one on the mainland dared translate that edition. When the Chinese translated other books of mine, they deleted all references to the events of June 1989—contrary to prior agreement.

In 1999, as Bill Clinton and Jiang Zemin exchanged visits and human rights issues were subordinated to trade (“It’s the economy, stupid”), I wrote the fourth edition. By then the release of a wealth of Chinese documents—carefully selected by the regime, of course—proved useful to me and to the authors of the many monographs upon which I relied.

It is now 2009, and the rise of Chinese power over the last decade has been phenomenal. However disastrous the foreign policies of the George W. Bush administration may have been overall, Bush and his aides are generally credited with sensible management of the relationship with China. He stumbled early but recovered quickly. In this fifth edition, the story of China’s rise and the American response to it is the principal focus of the new material. My new chapter 10 is based in part on recently published Chinese documents and conversations with several of the American participants in the policy process. Living in the Washington area, I have been privileged to know many of these men and women—and those whom I don’t know are acquainted with my wife, Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, who tries, with occasional success, to rein in my fantasies.


Preface to the Fourth Edition

In the closing months of the twentieth century, Chinese-American relations are dangerously close to degenerating into a new cold war. Images of the Tiananmen massacres of 1989 sear the memories of older Americans and their leaders are troubled by evidence of Chinese spying and illegal campaign contributions in the United States. Across the Pacific, young Chinese, their nationalism inflamed by the accidental bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade by American-led NATO forces, attack the American Embassy in Beijing and set fire to the home of the American consul-general in Chengdu. A decade that began with the United States breaking off high-level contacts to punish China for the brutal suppression of pro-democracy demonstrations ends with the Chinese canceling military and political dialogues to punish the United States for killing Chinese in Belgrade. I can only pray that the next edition of America’s Response to China does not tell a sad tale of how two nations with no vital interests in conflict stumbled into war.

In this edition I have replaced the epilogue I wrote in the summer of 1989 after having been devastated by the events of June 3 and 4, after I saw the hopes and dreams of my Chinese friends crushed when the People’s Liberation Army turned its weapons on the Chinese people. A new chapter 9 carries the story from 1989 to 1999, covering the twists and turns of the Bush and Clinton administrations as they groped for an adequate response to China after the collapse of the Soviet empire. None of the Americans responsible for policy toward China in those years left a record to which we can turn with pride, but it’s a record that must not be forgotten. I have also revised parts of chapter 8 to reflect new information available about events in the 1970s and 1980s.

I am grateful to my friends, the Los Angeles Times columnist Jim Mann and Ambassador Jim Lilley for reading and commenting on chapter 9—much of which was influenced by Mann’s own book, About Face. I am especially grateful to my wife, Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, for all she has taught me about Chinese-American relations, particularly as affected by the Taiwan issue. She also read and commented on chapter 9. Harry Harding never got around to reading the new material, but he, too, has taught me a great deal in recent years through his writings, his public lectures, and his critiques of my public lectures. If my judgments strike the reader as misguided, these are the people to hold responsible.


Preface to the Third Edition

Nearly ten years have passed since I prepared the second edition of America’s Response to China. In that period I have traveled to the mainland nine times and to Taiwan once more. I have worked with Chinese, as well as with British, Japanese, Soviet, and other American scholars in conferences in Beijing, Bellagio (Italy), Chicago, Honolulu, Taipei, and Washington. I have interviewed Chinese leaders whom I never dreamt of meeting and talked with Chinese scholars who had privileged access to documentation on the innermost workings of the Chinese policy process. On the American side, a wealth of new documentation has become available on the Eisenhower years, providing new insights into the thoughts and policies of the president and his secretary of state. I was fortunate to marry the leading student of post–World War II Chinese-American relations and to be granted access to her notes and unpublished papers. My continuing education is reflected in changes in the text.

Obviously more important than my experiences is the fact that the Chinese-American relationship, so painfully wrought by the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations, survived eight years of Ronald Reagan. There could be no greater testimony to the importance and durability of that relationship. Details of the twists and turns of the Reagan era will be found in chapter 8 (originally the epilogue).

In addition, I have revised portions of my discussions of earlier issues to reflect my own work on East Asian art and American culture, some superb work on missionary activity in China by Jessie Lutz and others, and the strong currents of social and cultural history which have swirled through the profession in recent years. I am grateful to Kate Wittenberg and the Columbia University Press for allowing me to make these costly changes.

Finally, I have resolved the romanization issue on an expedient rather than intellectually satisfying basis. The first and second editions of the book were prepared when the Wade-Giles system prevailed. Most of us now use pinyin. I have chosen to leave the first seven chapters in Wade-Giles and to introduce pinyin in chapter 8, where most of the characters, like Deng Xiaoping, are easily recognizable to Western readers.


Preface to the Second Edition

I was delighted, of course, by the generous praise the first edition of this book received from reviewers, senators, government officials, teachers, and students. Even my children eventually had kind words for it. Nonetheless, in the very summer that it appeared, in 1971, the need for revision was evident. Henry Kissinger went to Peking, and China and the United States were ready for a new, less hostile relationship. On the eve of Richard Nixon’s historic trip to China, I was invited to explain the past to members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee assembled by Senator J. William Fulbright. My publisher, however, was unimpressed: my book ended in 1970—the breakthrough had come in 1971. I promised to prepare a revised version as soon as diplomatic relations were established. Hoping for a year’s reprieve, I found that Watergate, the Gang of Four, and Ronald Reagan had won me seven years—in which I happily wrote two other books.

On January 30, 1979, as my wife and I arrived in Washington for a reception for Teng Hsiao-p’ing, we saw the flags of the People’s Republic of China and the United States flying side by side at the White House. I knew my time was up. Recognition was at hand. America’s new response to China required a new edition of America’s Response to China. Here it is.

I have rewritten the last part of chapter 6 in light of extensive new documentation available for the Truman era. The original epilogue has been rewritten and expanded as chapter 7. Much of this material derives from research for my book on Dean Rusk. Events since 1971 are covered in the new epilogue.

I am grateful to James Reardon-Anderson, James Fetzer, John L. Gaddis, Steven Goldstein, Waldo Heinrichs, Michael H. Hunt, Akira Iriye, Walter La Feber, Steven I. Levine, Ernest R. May, Robert Messer, Michel Oksenberg, Thomas G. Paterson, Martin J. Sherwin, Ronald Steel, Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, and Allen S. Whiting for the many insights they have provided through their work and the stimulating conferences and informal discussions in which we have participated over the last decade. The debt we all owe Dorothy Borg is well known. None of these friends has seen the revised edition—though I hold them collectively responsible for its contents.


Preface to the First Edition

Some years ago John K. Fairbank wrote a book entitled The United States and China, with which I do not presume to compete. That book remains the best one-volume introduction to China. I have focused my attention on the American response to China, particularly the response of American statesmen who sought to devise an East Asian policy consistent with the ideals and interests of their people. As I wrote, I became increasingly aware of the need to explain American policy toward China in a broad international setting. I have not accomplished this to my satisfaction, partly because of ignorance and partly because I wanted to minimize the overlap with other volumes in this series. However, I have made a continuous effort to remind the reader of the presence of other players and of the larger world arena in which the action I describe occurred.

I have discussed much of what I have written here in a number of articles published earlier. Where the present text conflicts with points I have argued elsewhere, this is my most recent judgment. Where the language seems familiar, this is because I have not attempted to say things differently when I could not be sure of saying them better.

Translations from Chinese sources are my own unless otherwise indicated. Citations have been limited to direct quotations. I would enjoy discussing sources for other statements with interested students.


Acknowledgments to the Fifth Edition

Before the first edition of this book was published, I imposed on several friends and asked them to read it. Tadashi Aruga, Michael Gasster, the late Dorothy Borg, Stull Holt, and James C. Thomson Jr. responded with countless suggestions—which I valued even when I did not follow them. Robert A. Divine read it in his capacity as series editor and Janice Prichard Cohen read it in an earlier incarnation as my wife. My readers saved me from considerable embarrassment and, if I were not so vain about my writing, they might have been able to help more.

Like every historian working in the field of American–East Asian relations, I was indebted to Dorothy Borg and John K. Fairbank for many of my ideas. In the years that followed, countless friends contributed further to my education and to the revisions and additions that appeared in subsequent editions. I am especially grateful to James Reardon-Anderson, Paul A. Cohen (who pretends to be my elder and wiser brother), Waldo Heinrichs, Michael H. Hunt, Akira Iriye, Walter LaFeber, Nancy Bernkopf Tucker (long before she was foolish enough to marry me), Allen S. Whiting, and the late Ernest R. May and Michel Oksenberg for the many insights they provided through their work and the stimulating conferences and informal discussions in which we have participated over the years. More recently, I have depended on Jim Mann and Harry Harding to supplement the teachings of Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, who has promised to help me with the next edition. I was also fortunate to have assistance from many Chinese scholars—Wang Xi, Zi Zhongyun, and the late Li Shenzhi and Luo Rongqu, who may be named safely—and others, whom I dare not put at risk. Similarly, I had valuable conversations with many Chinese officials, of whom I assume Huang Hua and Xue Mouhong are safe from retribution.


Romanization Table

The romanization of Chinese characters—long dominated by the Wade-Giles system—used in the first four editions of this book and still used on Taiwan has been displaced largely by pinyin, a system devised in the People’s Republic of China. To minimize confusion, I provide below a list of names mentioned in order of appearance in the text in both systems. Names followed by an asterisk are neither Wade-Giles nor pinyin but are common usage.



	WADE-GILES

	PINYIN




	Ch’i-ying

	Qiying




	Ch’ing

	Qing




	Tao-guang

	Daoguang




	Hsuan-tsüng

	Xuanzong




	Hsien-feng

	Xianfeng




	Wen-tsung

	Wenzong




	Hung Hsiu-ch’üan

	Hong Xiuquan




	Yeh Ming-ch’en

	Ye Mingchen




	Li Hung-chang

	Li Hongzhang




	Prince Kung

	Prince Gong




	Tseng Kuo-fan

	Zeng Guofan




	Tz’u-hsi

	Cixi




	Chang Chih-tung

	Zhang Zhidong




	K’ang Yu-wei

	Kang Youwei




	Wu T’ing-fang

	Wu Tingfang




	Yüan Shih-k’ai

	Yuan Shikai




	T’ang Shao-i

	Tang Shaoyi




	Hsi-liang

	Xiliang




	Prince Ch’un

	Prince Chun




	Sun Yat-sen* 

	Sun Zhongshan




	Sung Chiao-jen

	Song Jiaoren 




	Ma Soo

	Ma Su




	Chang Tso-lin

	Zhang Zuolin




	Wu P’ei-fu

	Wu Peifu




	Sun Ch’uan-fang

	Sun Chuanfang




	Hu Han-min

	Hu Hanmin




	Wang Ching-wei

	Wang Jingwei




	Chiang Kai-shek*

	Jiang Jieshi




	T. V. Soong*

	T. V. Song




	Mao Tse-tung

	Mao Zedong




	Chu Teh

	Zhu De




	H. H. K’ung

	H. H. Kong




	Chang Hsueh-liang

	Zhang Xueliang




	Tai Li

	Dai Li




	Chou En-lai

	Zhou Enlai




	Huang Hua

	Huang Hua




	Ch’en I

	Chen Yi




	Lin Piao

	Lin Biao




	Chiang Ch’ing

	Jiang Qing




	Teng Hsiao-p’ing

	Deng Xiaoping




	Chiang Ching-kuo

	Jiang Jingguo




	Hua Kuo-feng

	Hua Guofeng




	Chao Tse-yang

	Zhao Ziyang




	Hu Yao-bang

	Hu Yaobang




	Li P’eng

	Li Peng




	Fang Li-chih

	Fang Lizhi




	Chiang Tse-min

	Jiang Zemin




	Ch’ien Ch’i-ch’en

	Qian Qichen




	Wei Ching-sheng

	Wei Jingsheng




	Lee Teng-hui

	Li Denghui




	Wang Tan

	Wang Dan




	Chu Jung-chi

	Zhu Rongji




	Hu Chin-t’ao

	Hu Jintao




	Wen Chia-pao

	Wen Jiabao






Prologue

The Barbarians and the Tribute System

Boarding the hydrofoil at Hong Kong in 1965, I crossed the mouth of the Pearl River, which leads to Canton and, an hour and a quarter later, disembarked at Macao where the hills of mainland China (as stylized in reality as they appear in traditional Chinese landscapes) press toward you. Here, despite the imposing Basilica of Sao Paulo and an occasional Portuguese policeman, the awareness of China looming around me was inescapable. The fact that my presence on that dot of land was possible only at the pleasure of the People’s Republic intruded on my consciousness far more than it had in Hong Kong, even in the New Territories.

There in Macao, an important source of exchange for the government at Peking, there where red flags and pictures of Mao abounded, I took a leisurely ride to the eastern side of the peninsula, to the Temple of Kun Yam, the Cantonese name for the Buddhist goddess of mercy. A beggar demanding “cumshaw” raced along the carved gate. Within, there was nothing to distinguish the temple from myriads of others. Stepping out into the courtyard, I was afforded one of the least impressive views available in the colony: rows of nondescript, apparently middle-class housing stretching to the horizon. But before me, in the courtyard, stood a stone table, near a small pavilion, bereft of the customary orange peelings—and a nearby plaque declared that at this table, on July 3, 1844, Ch’i-ying, imperial commissioner, and Caleb Cushing, commissioner for the American president, signed the first treaty between China and the United States.

In 1844, in the wake of China’s defeat by Great Britain in the “Opium War,” the United States obtained a treaty of “peace, amity and commerce” from China. By the very act of negotiating, China conceded to the United States a degree of stature that would have been inconceivable to the Manchu court five years earlier. For the first time in sixty years of contact between Chinese and Americans, a representative of the government of China allowed a representative of the government of the United States to treat with him as an equal—without, of course, surrendering his conviction of absolute Chinese superiority over the American barbarians.

Before they had direct contact, before American independence, the inhabitants of Britain’s North American colonies had been well aware of China and its products. The desire for chinoiserie, a romanticized European imitation of Chinese art, eventually replicated by the Chinese, swept Europe in the mid-eighteenth century. The colonists, too, bought enormous quantities of “Chinese Chippendale” furniture, Chinese wallpapers, silks, and porcelains. There was even an occasional touch of Chinese influence on colonial architecture. Less expensive crafts, especially export chinaware, had spread among the less affluent sectors of American society. Shards from cups, dishes, and pots have been excavated from eighteenthcentury American homes, taverns, and forts, from Philadelphia to the Mackinac Straits of Michigan. And above all there was tea, the drink of choice for most colonists—when stronger stuff was not available. It was Chinese tea, from Amoy, that the patriots had dumped in Boston harbor that famous night in December 1773.

The Americans wasted little time in reaching China after winning their independence from Great Britain. Almost as soon as word of the peace settlement concluded at Paris reached the victors, the Empress of China was outfitted and dispatched to partake of the China trade. No longer blocked from participation in this trade by the British East Indian Company’s monopoly within the empire, commercial interests on the eastern seaboard anticipated great profits and conjured up a vast vision of fortunes to be made through trade with Cathay. Here indeed was a promise of compensation for the once profitable but now forbidden trade with the British West Indies. For the next fifty years, American interests in China were wholly commercial.

In these first years of American involvement in China, the government of the United States played a minimal role, consistent with the fundamental American policy of seeking to extend trade with as few political complications as possible. The merchants were very much on their own, although they were encouraged by favorable tariff policies and were allowed to appoint one of their number as consul—without pay. As private businessmen in quest of wealth, they made their own way to the Orient, took their risks, and operated within whatever latitude the Chinese authorities permitted them. Between the governments of China and of the United States there was no contact. There were no treaties, no diplomatic missions, no diplomatic relations.

The conditions imposed by the Chinese on the Western merchants were less than pleasant. Probably the most ethnocentric people in the world, the Chinese considered their realm the center of the universe, the Middle Kingdom, and regarded all cultural differences as signs of inferiority. All who were not Chinese were, obviously, barbarians. Europeans and Americans were distinguished from Inner Asian tribesmen only by the fact that they approached from the east and by sea rather than from the northern steppes. The fact that barbarians should come to China in quest of the benefits of civilization did not surprise the Chinese, who were prepared to be generous—provided that the outsiders behaved with appropriate submissiveness.

Since ancient times, relations with the barbarians had been regulated under the tribute system. Theoretically, all peoples in contact with China were tributaries. The procedures for this form of contact had become highly ritualized: entertainment of the tribute mission, audience with the emperor, performance of the kowtow by the visiting envoys, and the bestowal of gifts by the emperor. Most of all, the kowtow bothered Westerners. As performed in court, it involved a series of kneelings and prostrations, “head-bangings,” performed at commands, leaving little doubt as to who was paying homage to whom.

By the time the Americans arrived on the scene, the tribute system had long been a vehicle for trade and the Manchus had worked out a variation for dealing with the barbarians who came by sea. Satisfied with the Western merchants’ acceptance of the inferior role necessitated by tributary status, the Chinese government did not require the tribute mission to the capital. Whereas the court had traditionally sought the prestige derived from the ritual, by the eighteenth century both Peking and the local officials found sufficient advantage in the revenue derived from the trade. Nonetheless, the barbarians could certainly not be allowed free rein within the empire. They were contemptible not only as foreigners but also as businessmen—a class of low standing in the Confucian hierarchy, however well its members actually lived.

If the barbarian traders persisted in coming to peddle their wares, to purchase some of the products of the superior Chinese civilization, they had to be restricted to one small area in Canton. Here the possibility of contamination was limited, the disease quarantined, the Chinese people protected. Here Chinese officials would not be bothered by the barbarians but could leave the management of the foreign merchant in the hands of the Chinese merchant.

Hemmed in by restrictions, left without recourse to settle disputes, unprotected by his government, the American businessman, like his European colleagues, remained in China. Obviously, the profits were worth the bother. And at times the bother was considerable, as in the notorious Terranova case of 1821, in which a seaman on an American ship was seized and executed by Chinese authorities in retaliation for a death for which he may have had no responsibility whatever. When Chinese officials demanded that Terranova be turned over to them in connection with the death of a woman allegedly struck by debris discarded from the American vessel, the merchants at first refused. Advised that refusal would mean exclusion of Americans from trade with China, the American business community decided to allow Terranova to be seized after a show of protest. Terranova was tried secretly, with no American present, and sentenced to death by strangulation. After the sentence was carried out, the American government did not protest and the Americans in Canton were commended by the local viceroy for their properly submissive behavior. Such was the state of Sino-American relations under the tribute system, during the years when the Chinese dictated the terms of contact.

The Canton variation of the tribute system had been established at the peak of the Manchu (or Ch’ing) dynasty’s strength and prior to the modernization of Europe. The United States entered into the system within a year after the Americans had won their independence, at a time when the United States could hardly have been weaker. In other words, the Canton system had developed at a time when Chinese power relative to the maritime nations of the West was great enough for the Chinese to control the nature of Sino-Western relations. So long as the Chinese retained this position of relative strength, they treated Westerners arbitrarily and with contempt. That the West responded in kind when the power balance shifted was regrettable, but not difficult to understand.

The initial American attempt to place relations with China on a treaty basis came in the 1830s, during the administration of Andrew Jackson. The Jacksonians, like the Washingtonians and Jeffersonians before them, sought the expansion of American trade, and the president sent Edmund Roberts on a mission to find new commercial opportunities in the Orient. He sailed for Canton, not for the specific purpose of alleviating the abuses of the tribute system but rather as part of his general effort to accumulate treaties. Roberts reached Canton in November 1832 but failed to establish communications with the local Chinese authorities, except to receive an order to set sail immediately. His departure apparently relieved the anxieties that his arrival had stimulated within the American community. Some American merchants feared that the attempt to obtain a commercial treaty would antagonize the Chinese, seem less than properly submissive, ultimately hurting existing trade rather than expanding it.

In the 1830s, Canton was also visited by the first American missionaries—courageous men who braved a Chinese promise of death by strangulation to anyone caught propagating Christianity. The missionary effort was at first small, but nonetheless it gave a new and increasingly important dimension to the interests of the United States in China. To the existing commercial involvement was added a religious involvement, a basically humanitarian desire to find a place for the Chinese in the Kingdom of God.

But while the missionaries posed as merchants to avoid the distasteful end that the Chinese offered them, the genuine American businessman faced the problem of finding some article to sell. Furs, sandalwood, and even ginseng (which aging Chinese gentlemen sought in their neverending search for a means to restore fading potency) had but limited markets, and all together failed to match the value of the items that the West in general sought to purchase. Like the Englishman, the American merchant was increasingly forced to fall back on the sale of opium—though some Americans, to be sure, would neither touch nor condone the drug traffic.

As the decade of the 1830s neared its end, the opium trade became a critical problem for the Chinese government. Obviously, some Chinese officials were deeply concerned about the moral and physical effects of drug addiction. In addition, the very reason for the opium traffic—the fact that the drug provided the West with a marketable commodity the sales of which exceeded the value of Western imports from China—created a financial problem for the Chinese government. In short, commerce with the West, which had traditionally left China with a favorable balance of payments, was now draining China of its hard currency.

The Chinese had no alternative but to put an end to the importation of opium. The English merchants who were largely responsible for the opium trade seemed convinced that there was no alternative to the continuation of this profitable enterprise, and the lines of conflict were drawn. Lacking diplomatic relations with the Chinese government and unable to persuade Chinese officials to receive a diplomatic mission, the traders had no channel through which to arrange a peaceful settlement of the dispute. With the Chinese determined to use force if necessary to put an end to a trade proscribed since 1800, the English merchants petitioned successfully for military support from their government. Thus the two countries, China and Great Britain, were drawn into conflict, into the Opium War.

Given the perspective time grants to the historian, it is readily apparent that conflict between China and the West was inevitable. It is equally apparent that opium provided the occasion rather than the cause of that conflict. So long as the Chinese remained too arrogant to study these barbarians carefully, too arrogant to realize that England in particular had become powerful enough to make good the demand for diplomatic equality—for that long the point of Sino-Western contact could be but a powder keg awaiting a spark. Industrialization and the growth of nationalism had made the West more powerful and more assertive at a time when the Chinese had passed the peak of their power. The phenomenon of dynastic decline, so much a part of China’s historical record, had not bypassed the Manchus.

The locus of power had shifted, but China’s mandarins had not perceived this. The “foreign devils,” the “big noses”—those who the Chinese thought of as savages and treated hardly better—were no longer willing to respond to the arbitrary exercise of authority obediently or submissively. Had the Chinese been able to conceive of diplomatic equality among nations, they might have been spared the Opium War and the century of humiliation that followed.

By the time the war broke out in 1839, the Chinese “barbarian experts,” specialists on the West, had at least solved the problem of telling Westerners apart. Though they all looked alike, the Chinese had learned that Americans were not Englishmen and that in fact there existed a heritage of ill will between the United States and Great Britain. Having learned a little about the American Revolution and the War of 1812, Chinese officials concluded that their traditional policy of playing barbarians off against each other (i-i-chih-i) might well work here—and called upon loyal and obedient Americans to bring in English heads. Unhappily for the Chinese, the American community in Canton remained out of the action, preferring to take over the local trade, including opium, while the British were otherwise occupied.

The Treaty of Nanking, which restored peace after the British victory, signaled a new phase in the history of China: the end of the tribute system and the beginning of the treaty system. Unfortunately, the new system, though based in theory on the Western concept of diplomatic equality, proved as unequal as the old. For the next hundred years, the barbarian dictated the terms of Sino-Western contact. China’s pretensions to universal hegemony vanished in an age in which the Chinese were widely scorned—a once-proud empire reduced to semicolonial status.





	1

	The Development of the Treaty System






In the tribute system, Chinese disdain for “foreign devils” was readily apparent. Unquestionably, the Chinese in their xenophobia, in their contemptuous treatment of strangers who came to their land, were reprehensible. In this category of evils, there is perhaps only one worse: it occurs when the stranger comes and drives the native up against the wall. Ultimately, this was the tendency of the new order that the West imposed on the Chinese in the years that followed the Opium War. The Americans did not initiate this system, though they offered no alternatives and were quick to demand the privileged status that became possible within the “treaty ports.” The special contribution of the Americans came toward the close of the nineteenth century when the lumpenproletariat in the United States singled out the Chinese for special favor.

But in the beginning, the British sought to be treated as equals and to place relations between China and Great Britain on a rational, ordered basis—such as was understood in the Western world. In the Treaty of Nanking, the victor’s exactions were onerous, but none too severe. Chinese policy had forced the case to be tried on the battlefield and China, having lost the case, paid the costs. Having won, the British indulged themselves in a few desiderata, extending trade to five other ports, as well as regularizing procedures at Canton. The necessity of using force, buttressed by imperial experience in India, led the British to demand the cession of Hong Kong—a base for military as well as entrepreneurial activities in East Asia. For the future, British power would be present to remind the mandarins that Great Britain lacked neither the will nor the ability to insist on equal treatment.

In 1843, the British and Chinese negotiated a supplementary treaty that altered the Canton system and assured the British of most-favored-nation treatment in the future. Whereas duties had heretofore been imposed on Western exports in an arbitrary and capricious fashion, the Chinese tariff was now embodied in a treaty, to be modified only by the mutual consent of the contracting parties. Also with an eye to justice for foreigners, the concept of extraterritoriality was introduced, allowing Westerners accused of crimes to be tried by their own consular officials, according to the legal concepts of the Judaeo-Christian, Graeco-Roman heritage. None of this troubled the Chinese—other than the obvious indignity of having to deal with presumptuous barbarians on a level of equality. China was primarily a cultural rather than a national entity. As such, Chinese officials concerned themselves more with very real problems of ceremony and ritual, leaving abstract conceptions of sovereignty to the West. The fact that consular jurisdiction infringed on Chinese sovereignty and was not a practice incorporated in relations among equals in the West did not bother the mandarins in mid-century. On the contrary, extraterritoriality served them well; it fitted with the traditional attempt to segregate alien elements. That England, with all its rhetoric about the need for equality, was demanding of China a privilege it would never grant to China—or to any other power—would not have pained the Chinese, who never intended to send diplomatic missions abroad and cared little for the fate of migrant Chinese who had forsaken the land of their ancestors.

Similarly, the treaty tariff, harmless enough on the surface, had striking deficiencies of which the Chinese were unaware. First, unlike other commercial agreements in which a nation bound its tariffs, in this treaty, the other party offered no comparable concessions. But, of course, the Chinese assumed that the West needed China’s tea and rhubarb and could not conceive of needing any privileges that the English might grant. Having come late to the study of the West, they were blind to the industrialization that served as fount to the power they had been forced to respect—and were ignorant of the protective tariffs that had cradled fragile industries.

Additionally, there was the problem of the most-favored-nation clause that the English and all other treaty seekers demanded. On all other counts the English might have been guilty of exceeding their demands for equal treatment, but this clause was not uncommon in treaties of commerce between equals. Without such provision, commercial treaties might soon become worthless. But in this instance, the catch was found again in the fact that England was offering no concessions to China. The flow of concessions initially—and so long as China remained weak—was one way. Each nation entered into treaty relations with China, received concessions peculiar to its needs, and through the most-favored-nation clause also received whatever concessions any other nation might exact from the Chinese. Because China was weaker relative to each of the nations with whom she dealt, the flow of concessions could not be reversed. Similarly, the fact that each of the powers had the most-favored-nation clause gave each a vested interest in the success of the demands that every other might make. For the United States in particular, the most-favored-nation clause became a means of fulfilling American desires while allowing the British to bear most of the responsibility and onus for having created the treaty system.

As early as May 1839, American merchants in Canton had opted to play by petitioning Congress for a commissioner to negotiate a commercial treaty—and for warships to keep the natives friendly. After receiving advice from others familiar with conditions in China, Congress took no action, but Commodore Lawrence Kearny and the East India Squadron were ordered to the vicinity of Canton. Finding the American merchants in no danger, Kearny refrained from interfering in the Anglo-Chinese war. He fully appreciated, however, the benefits the British would derive from the peace treaty and subsequent commercial arrangements. Dutifully, he pressed the local Chinese officials to extend comparable privileges to his countrymen—and was assured that they would not be “left with a dry stick” (that is, they would not be left empty-handed).

All during the war, Chinese officials, trying to find some way in which the United States could be used to their advantage, sought a policy that would separate Americans from the “obstinate English barbarians.” One thoughtful expert noted how well behaved the Americans were in contrast to Englishmen and suggested abolishing duties on American goods and giving the trade of the English to the Americans. “Then,” he postulated, “the American barbarians are sure to be grateful for this Heavenly Favor and will energetically oppose the English barbarians.”1 The proposal was never carried out, though the idea of using the United States to fight China’s battles never disappeared entirely. Kearny’s request, however, suited this general approach to the management of barbarian affairs. I-li-pu and Ch’i-ying, the principal Manchu military and diplomatic figures on the scene, both recommended most-favored-nation treatment for the Americans. Otherwise there would be constant complaints and complications, possible embarrassments to the throne. Then, too, there was always the possibility that the English would welcome the Americans and others from the West into the new trade. Not only would it then be difficult for China to prevent such practices, but the nations sharing the privileges would be grateful to England and resentful of China. Surely it would be better for the privilege to appear to come gratuitously from the emperor. To the emperor this approach made perfect sense: men from afar had traditionally been viewed with equal compassion. If these Western countries were so serious about trade, then obviously “the art of controlling and curbing them” required absolute fairness. And so, in November 1843, the Tao-guang emperor, Hsüan-tsung, declared: “Now that the English barbarians have been allowed to trade, whatever other countries there are, the United States and others, should naturally be permitted to trade without discrimination, in order to show Our tranquilizing purpose.”2 Here, of course, was the origin of the Open Door, or equal opportunity for all traders: a Chinese policy designed to elicit gratitude from the United States “and others,” in the hope of banking good will that might later be turned to China’s advantage.

And so the Americans, without firing a shot and without issuing a threat, were able to expand their commercial operations along the coast of China. The American flag followed the British to the treaty ports, and, as junior partners, the Americans followed the British for the rest of the century. There was, however, one problem in 1843: the English had their privileges solemnized in treaties and the Americans took theirs by grace of the emperor. If the merchants were willing to settle, there were those in Washington who were not. Having fought at least once for independence from Great Britain, the bumptious American republic had to have a treaty of its own.

Conflicting advice from merchants concerned with the China trade left the administration of President John Tyler without a clear mandate; and, as is usual, with pressures countervailing on a peripheral issue, inaction continued. Dr. Peter Parker, a medical missionary to China, related by marriage to Secretary of State Daniel Webster, had been in Washington urging a diplomatic mission. Shortly thereafter, Webster found himself under pressure from fellow Whigs to resign from the cabinet of President Tyler. Allegedly desirous of removing himself to the Court of St. James, he decided to create a grandiose mission to China with which he may have hoped to tempt his old friend, Edward Everett, to leave England, providing the necessary vacancy. When Everett failed to rise to the bait, the well-financed mission was entrusted to Caleb Cushing, a former Whig Congressman whose political career had ended prematurely. Thus the able Cushing became Commissioner to China and set off to negotiate with the Chinese—who had so recently received a lesson on Western power and on the seriousness with which the West regarded its concept of relations between states.

Ch’i-ying, the imperial commissioner to whom the emperor had entrusted diplomatic negotiations, learned of Cushing’s impending arrival from the American consul at Canton and suggested that Cushing would be wasting his time: if the United States wanted the trade privileges won by England, China was perfectly willing to bestow these on Americans. There was no need for an American envoy to make the long trip across the Pacific. Then Ch’i-ying reflected upon the American mission and the British request for most-favored-nation treatment in the supplementary treaty and deduced that the British expected the Americans to demand the right to go to Peking. In his correspondence with the emperor, it was clear that neither of them was particularly concerned over Cushing’s mission, but they were determined not to allow him to go to Peking. The emperor felt that since the American barbarians had never paid tribute, a request to go to Peking could not even be received. As for a treaty between China and the United States, this was a less significant matter, but again the Chinese preferred that treaty relations be avoided in order to preclude complications such as American demands that went beyond those of the British.

When Cushing arrived at Macao, Ch’i-ying was not in residence. The American commissioner promptly allowed it to be known that soon after his ship was provisioned, he intended to proceed north to the mouth of the Pei-ho. In fact, Cushing’s instructions directed him to use the threat of going on to Peking as a means of pressuring the Chinese into granting to the Americans the same opportunities for trade as the English had obtained in the Treaty of Nanking. This much the Chinese had already granted to the Americans, making Cushing’s threats and indeed his mission superfluous. But despite the misgivings of the American merchants in Canton, Cushing persisted, and after four months of sparring, Ch’i-ying returned to Macao.

Once Ch’i-ying arrived for the negotiations, Cushing could have had his treaty immediately. The Chinese had concluded that the matter was one of prestige among the Western countries and had decided to give “face” to the Americans. They had decided that Cushing’s purpose was “after all, a desire to outshine the English barbarians and, like them, to set up a treaty in order to show preferential treatment by the Heavenly Court.”3 Despite the defeat China had suffered at England’s hands, it was possible for a Chinese official to inform the emperor that England, France, and the United States “look particularly to the character of their treatment by the Heavenly Court as a measure of national status.”4 But Cushing continued to bluff about his trip north, delaying the conclusion of the agreement for about a month. As soon as he agreed to deliver his credentials and sign at Macao, Ch’i-ying gave him his treaty.

Peter Parker’s role in the negotiation was especially important. Not only did he and two other American missionaries serve as Cushing’s interpreters, but he enjoyed and exploited a valuable personal relationship with Ch’i-ying. He had treated Ch’i-ying’s parents in his clinic, winning the gratitude of the Chinese commissioner. He had befriended two of Ch’i-ying’s aides. At critical moments in the talks, he was able to bridge the cultural and political gaps and facilitate a successful outcome—although he had been wrong to urge Cushing to persist in the threat to travel to Peking. Parker’s performance foreshadowed the enormous importance of American missionaries as transmitters and interpreters of Chinese culture to Americans and American culture to Chinese. For better or worse, they were a major influence, probably the major influence, on American attitudes and policy toward China for more than a hundred years.

The Treaty of Wang-hsia, named after the suburban village in which it was signed (now part of the city of Macao), was basically a summary, with significant refinements, of the two treaties that the Chinese had signed with the British. Again, to the Chinese of the mid-nineteenth century, these concessions were not of particular importance. Lacking a sense of nation, they also lacked cause for concern over theoretical abridgments of national rights.

Cushing’s treaty, like those signed by the English, did not lessen the Chinese conviction of their own superiority—nor their determination to avoid treating the Westerners as equals. Ch’i-ying’s comments on the West in general and the United States in particular are not merely amusing; they also indicate how he and the emperor conceived of China’s relations. To Cushing he gushed enthusiastically over the beauty of Tyler’s letter to the emperor, but his actual estimate of the level of American culture and understanding can be found in his advice to the emperor on how to reply to Tyler. He warned that of all countries, the United States was the most remote and the least civilized, “an isolated place outside the pale, solitary and ignorant.” Obviously such a people would not be trained in the appropriate forms of laws and edicts. Moreover, if the emperor allowed his meaning to “be rather deep,” the Americans “would probably not even be able to comprehend.” In writing to Tyler, the emperor should, therefore, use a “simple and direct” style and make his meaning “clear and obvious.”5

 

These were the days of the clipper ships and if the Americans appeared to the Chinese as a little short on culture, they were without peers in their ability to build those fleet and beautiful sailing craft. The British and their subjects continued to dominate trade, but the Americans offered increasing competition, particularly in the carrying trade. In China, during the early 1850s, with only about 25 of the approximately 200 Western business firms, Americans carried about one third of China’s trade with the West. And of the burgeoning trade of Shanghai, rapidly becoming the major treaty port, American ships carried fully half. With the European powers increasingly occupied with the issues that led to the Crimean War, expectations for the market in China gained substance.

Having acquired a treaty of its own, the government of the United States did little to implement it. After July 1844, Americans had access to five Chinese ports and in accordance with the treaty’s provisions for extraterritoriality, the American consuls in these ports had sole jurisdiction over Americans accused of crimes in China. But neither of the administrations that followed Tyler’s troubled to set up a consular service in China. Not until the entire American consular service was reorganized in the mid-1850s did the American government appoint paid consular officials, responsible to the Department of State. In the interim, American merchants in the treaty ports carried on business as usual, providing consuls out of their own ranks, occasionally from the very firms involved in the opium trade. British consular officials, backed by the power of their government, were willing and able to restrain some of the baser instincts of their countrymen, giving some semblance of justice to the practice of consular jurisdiction. The American consul, if not involved in illegal activities himself, was rarely disposed to call American miscreants to account. In the absence of jails maintained by his government, he would have been virtually powerless if he had desired to dispense justice. As a result, the behavior of American sailors, particularly in Shanghai, became notorious and set a standard for sailors of all nations in all of the treaty ports. Years later, the first American minister wrote that he considered the “exaction” of extraterritoriality, “so long as the United States refuse or neglect to provide the punishment, an opprobrium of the worst kind … as bad as the coolie or opium trade.”6 The American flag became a cover for “every vagabond Englishman, Irishman, or Scotchman.” Indeed, the female of the species required little other cover—and consular reports suggested that every blue-eyed whore in the Orient claimed to be an American.

The indifference of the government to events in China is further evidenced by the fact that the American commissioners received no specific instructions from Washington in the decade following the signing of the treaty. The commissioners themselves were a most forgettable lot, with one exception making no impression on the Chinese, who found them all “inscrutable.” The one exception, Dr. Peter Parker, held several interim appointments before being named commissioner in 1856. By that time, Chinese officials had, with cause, taken an intense dislike to him, classing him with the more arrogant and intractable British officials of their experience. His years in China had convinced the former medical missionary that the British had developed the proper technique for dealing with the Chinese: firmness was essential and force had to be used where necessary. Parker also developed a plan for an American role in China larger than that contemplated by the majority of his colleagues in Washington. He suggested that the United States establish a foothold in the area, equivalent to the British possession of Hong Kong, and he urged that Formosa be occupied for that purpose. He also suggested that the United States build coaling stations in the area and expand naval operations off the China coast. Parker saw no future in the United States playing the role of petty imperialist when the grander British example lay before it. If his government would follow his recommendations and join with the Europeans in a united front, then the Chinese would show the proper respect for Americans, and American interests in China would be firmly established and protected. Earlier, Commodore Matthew Perry had outlined similar plans and had even begun to implement them, but both Parker and Perry were denied by the politicians back home. Repudiating their pretensions to empire, the government of the United States remained uninterested in territorial acquisitions in the Far East and until the American Civil War preferred to adhere to its traditional policy of unilateral action rather than cooperating formally with any of the other powers.
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Treaty ports on the China coast, c. 1850

Parker’s frustrations were due in large part to the fact that Ch’i-ying’s successors in the management of barbarian affairs, the men who held what the West called the position of viceroy at Canton, reversed the policy of appeasing the West. Ch’i-ying had never allowed his contempt for the “stupid ignorance” of the West to blind him to the realities of Western power. He had, therefore, counseled a policy of conciliation and adjustment, and his lifelong friendship with the emperor had carried his advice against the militancy possible from the safety of the capitol. But in 1850, the Tao-guang emperor died, and before the year was over Ch’i-ying and Mu-chang-a, the powerful grand councillor who had supported his policies, were both degraded. The Hsien-feng emperor, Wen-tsung, determined on a course that could only lead to new confrontations with the West, refusing to acknowledge diplomatic equality, refusing to honor some of the provisions of China’s treaties with the Western powers, and refusing to cooperate in the solution of problems that arose between China and the West. The era of appeasement had ended.

Given the relative power of the West, there is no reason to believe that a provocative policy would have been successful under the best of circumstances. Unfortunately for China, 1850 proved to be an inauspicious time for bravado on the international scene. In that year one of the greatest and most destructive wars in all history, the Taiping Rebellion, began in South China. Here was internal strife on a scale that dwarfed the American Civil War. The Taiping Rebellion lasted fifteen years, ranged over almost all of China, and resulted in the loss of at least 20, and possibly 40 million lives, and in the bankruptcy of the central government. The fact that the emperor persisted in antagonizing the West, in the midst of this great catastrophe, is perhaps the best evidence that the Chinese interpreted their defeat at England’s hands as an accident of no lasting significance. Barbarians had inflicted defeats on China on a number of occasions in the previous thousand years or so and China had always prevailed. Contemptuous of Western pretensions to civilization, neither the emperor nor his court would consider the possibility that Western strength might come from a superior technology.

By 1853, the strength of the Taiping movement was readily apparent to the West, as the Taipings occupied the ancient capital of Nanking and their influence spread through the lower Yangtze valley. Of particular interest to Westerners was the fact that the rebels appeared to be an indigenous Christian sect. In fact, the rebel leader, Hung Hsiu-ch’üan, had studied briefly with an American missionary and had concluded that he was the younger brother of Jesus. Perhaps unfortunately, Catholic missionaries decided that the movement smacked of Protestantism, and none of the Protestant sects could identify with Hung’s sexual practices or accept his divine pretensions. Even Issachar Roberts, Hung’s former teacher, ultimately felt constrained to repudiate him.

Difficulties with the Peking government allowed most Westerners to harbor hopes for the success of the rebellion. But gradually, responsible American, British, and French officials came to believe that the interests of their respective countries would not be served by the victory of Hung’s forces. The more they learned of the ideology and governmental practices of the Taiping movement, the less attractive it seemed. Most of the information available to the American government came from missionary sources, and American policy reflected the rise and fall of missionary hopes for the Taipings. In addition, the rebellion was hurting trade, the principal purpose of the Western presence in China. Some of the merchants transcended this problem by going into the munitions business and kept the rebels well supplied, but the representatives of their governments were ill disposed toward this trade. Humphrey Marshall, the American Commissioner from 1852 to 1854, gradually came to believe that the British were working for the collapse of the Chinese government in order to further their imperial designs. He concluded that the Taipings had to be defeated and that the American government had to act in support of the emperor or risk the division of China between England and Russia, followed by the exclusion of the interests of the United States. Although the Pierce administration, which had inherited Marshall, was not disposed to take action of any sort, the remoteness of events in China from the focus of the Department of State’s attention allowed American representatives to do almost anything—provided they did not require support from the United States.

Marshall really need not have worried, for the British government had no interest in adding China to its empire. On the contrary, the Foreign Office had decided that British commercial interests would never warrant an extensive military or political commitment in China. Indeed, as the Taiping Rebellion progressed and chaos swept the Yangtze valley, the British government feared a collapse of authority in China, which might require a costly British effort to establish order. It was, therefore, the policy of Great Britain to support the Manchu regime in Peking as the least costly means of serving the limited interests of Englishmen in the area. Very likely Marshall’s suspicions prevented more active Anglo-American cooperation toward the end he sought.

Two circumstances combined to drive the Americans and the British together in 1853–1854. First, having decided against supporting the rebels as a means of overcoming the refusal of the Chinese government to comply with the treaties of 1842–1844, the United States and Great Britain sought to have these treaties revised in a manner that would preclude further Chinese deceit. To justify revision in 1854 required the two nations to cooperate to meet Chinese obstinacy with some complex Anglo-American chicanery. The American treaty had contained a provision for review at the end of twelve years, but that treaty had been signed in 1844, suggesting to the unsophisticated that the Chinese would not be expected to review the provisions before 1856. The British, however, in their treaty of 1843, had obtained a most-favored-nation provision, by means of which they claimed that they, too, were entitled to have their treaty reviewed after twelve years—the Treaty of Nanking, signed twelve years before. And the Americans, of course, insisted that if the British could have the provisions of their treaties revised in 1854, then the most-favored-nation treatment, to which they were also entitled, gave them the right to have their treaties revised in 1854. Naturally, the Chinese suspected a swindle and were outraged. But the new American commissioner, Robert McLane, under instructions to cooperate with the other Western powers, took advantage of China’s distress and accompanied the British to the mouth of the Pei-ho, near Tientsin, to demand revision of the treaties. Despite the internal crisis, the Chinese held firm, not only refusing to negotiate but also treating the two diplomats discourteously. Until the powers were ready to use force, treaty revision would have to wait.

The second condition that drove the United States and Great Britain together was the anxiety in the foreign concessions in Shanghai as rebel forces approached the city. When imperial authority in Shanghai evaporated, the American commissioner and British consul took over responsibility for customs collection. After McLane replaced Marshall, cooperation with British authorities proved relatively easy and the representatives of the two governments gradually worked out a system for a foreign inspectorate of customs. Ultimately this evolved into the Imperial Maritime the most reliable source of revenue the Chinese government enjoyed in theCustoms Service, which became last third of the nineteenth century—and perhaps in the first half of the twentieth century as well.

By the mid-1850s, the powers were as one in their determination to have the treaties revised. To English and American merchants, the fact that China was rent by civil war, that the imperial government was struggling desperately to survive, seemed irrelevant. Trade was being hampered by the existence of the rebellion and by the willful obstruction of Chinese authorities. In Canton, Yeh Ming-ch’en became a great favorite of the court for his skill at deflecting Western demands and circumventing China’s obligations under her treaties with the powers. When the Canton populace rose against the foreigners, it was not the Taipings, but Yeh who planned the movement. To all Westerners who tried to deal with Yeh, there came the conviction that the Chinese would respond only to cannon and shot.

Under these circumstances, the American diplomats in China might have been powerless, given the utter refusal of the government of the United States to take warlike measures against China. Some Americans, merchants and officials both, deprived of recourse to arms, learned to compromise and conciliate—useful techniques for minor powers. But in these years before the United States had the might necessary to neglect diplomacy, it had the option of achieving its objectives in the wake of British power. The lion roared and made the kill; the jackal smiled and picked the bones.

Together, the British and American representatives wandered along the coast of China, seeking to open negotiations for the revision of the treaties. Always their requests were denied, sometimes more rudely than others. The lesser power could tolerate these indignities, but the prestige of the British empire was in jeopardy. In 1856, the Chinese, engaged in the suppression of piracy in the vicinity of Canton, stopped a vessel flying the British flag and removed a number of Chinese alleged to be pirates. A generation removed from the days when they practiced impressment off the coast of the United States, the British were outraged by the offense to their flag. There ensued a contest characterized by the hauteur of Yeh Ming-ch’en and the imperious manner of the British consul. With the Crimean War behind them, the British did not hesitate to use force to resolve the issue. In October, after the British bombarded Chinese forts and the walls of the city of Canton, Yeh declared the existence of a state of war. The British took the city, but then withdrew, followed by the people of Canton, who burned all the foreign property in the area. Great Britain was not quite ready for a showdown.

Toward the end of 1857, the treasury having recovered from the Crimean War, and turbulence in India being stilled for the moment, the British determined to resolve the problem permanently. This time, France also proved willing to fight, in retaliation for the execution of a French priest caught proselytizing in the interior in violation of the law. The Anglo-French forces stormed Canton, took the city, and in January 1858 captured the abrasive Yeh—whom they sent off to India where he remained until his death. But the lesson was lost on the emperor who, unaware of the seriousness of the situation, merely assumed that Yeh had blundered, and remained contemptuous of the West. He was convinced that as soon as the rebellion could be suppressed, China would have the strength to put an end to the Western nuisance.

There are many ways to characterize the American role in China in the 1850s, in the quest for treaty revision. The Chinese differed among themselves, but those most experienced with barbarian affairs saw little to choose from among the various foreign powers. The official in charge of the port of Shanghai, in a discussion of policy toward England and France, suggested that there was no need to work out a special policy for the United States: “they do no more than follow in England’s wake and utilize her strength.”7 Another official advised against serious consideration of American offers of cooperation against the Taiping rebels on the grounds that no faith could be placed in American promises. In 1855, the governor of Kiangsu informed the emperor that the Americans were openly giving help to the rebels. Yeh Ming-ch’en had been consistently suspicious of Anglo-American collusion and believed Peter Parker to be one of the craftiest troublemakers ever to come to China. The emperor, however, clung to the idea of isolating the British and using the Americans toward this end. So enamored was he of this idea that when, in November 1856, American ships under Commodore James Armstrong leveled five Chinese forts on the Pearl River near Canton, the emperor did not believe the reports and assumed they came from British propagandists.

Whatever the preferred view of the American role in China, Armstrong’s action made it difficult for the Chinese to regard the American presence as more beneficent than that of the other Westerners who were followed by gunboats. To be sure, Armstrong’s little war was not unprovoked. The forts had, without apparent reason, fired on an American vessel that passed under them en route to Canton. The proud response of the United States Navy was the systematic bombardment of the forts for four days until they were silenced, captured, and the 167 cannon they contained dismantled. Parker was delighted by the action and could point to Yeh’s belated apology as evidence that the Chinese responded only to superior force. But the moral was rejected by President Pierce and Secretary of State Marcy, who regretted Armstrong’s harsh response. To the Chinese, who received the shot, but not the regrets, American behavior may not have been distinguishable from that of the British imperialists.

The Buchanan administration replaced Parker with William Reed, the first American representative in China with the title of minister. Secretary of State Lewis Cass advised him that the United States sought no territory in China, entertained no political ambitions, but nonetheless insisted on treaty revision. He was instructed to inform the Chinese government that the United States deemed the demands of Britain and France to be just, but he was not to take hostile action. The United States was willing to mediate between China and the Anglo-French allies, hoping to serve its interests most efficaciously in the role of a strong neutral rather than as a junior partner in the alliance against China.

In the spring of 1858, the British envoy sailed again to the Pei-ho. This time he was accompanied by French, Russian, and American diplomats—and British and French fleets. All four countries went to insist on revision of their treaties. Although only the British and French came with guns, the Russians and Americans were no less demanding. As Yeh had charged in his last memorial, their greed was insatiable and they aided each other like a pack of wolves. But the emperor continued to dream of American gratitude, fidelity, and submissiveness. Now he wrote of separating the Russians and the Americans from the English and French in the hope of isolating the latter two. The Chinese officials who met the Western diplomats suffered from none of his illusions. They realized immediately that all four powers were in collusion and insisted that the Americans and Russians were simply trying to get something for nothing: to get their treaties revised by playing the broker’s role or claiming most-favorednation treatment if the Chinese yielded to the Anglo-French threat. After a month in which the Chinese conceded nothing, the British and French fleets attacked and battered the Chinese defenses, while the American and Russian envoys stood aside. Once the way was cleared, the four ministers regrouped and proceeded to Tientsin for negotiations in which the neutrals claimed no less than the victors.

For the Sino-Western discussions that followed the destruction of the Taku forts, the aging Ch’i-ying was brought out of limbo, but his day had passed. When the allies captured Canton, they had found the files containing all of China’s correspondence on barbarian affairs, including the many memorials in which Ch’i-ying had commented derogatorily on Westerners and their practices and in which he described the methods he had employed to control them. With these documents they confronted and ridiculed the old man, driving him from Tientsin in shame, to a death sentence from his merciless and ungrateful emperor.

In the days that followed, the Chinese, in desperation, sought American mediation, but the allies were no longer in any mood for diplomacy. The Treaties of Tientsin were dictated, not negotiated. The Chinese were forced to open eleven new treaty ports and to allow the West to navigate up the Yangtze, into the heart of China. Foreigners were granted the right to travel in the interior; missionaries and their converts had to be tolerated anywhere and everywhere. The Chinese tariff was fixed at a meager 5 percent and the opium trade was legalized by placing the drug on the tariff schedule. And finally, the Chinese were forced to permit foreign diplomats to reside in Peking.

The Treaties of Tientsin stripped the Chinese of all protection against foreign exploitation. In particular, the Chinese government was left without control of its economy. The opening of the Yangtze and of treaty ports in the interior meant that foreign goods could be distributed widely subject only to a nominal tariff. Indeed, the tariff was almost always lower than the internal transit charges to which domestic products were subject. Nor did China have any further protection against Western ideas. Foreigners could go wherever they wanted, do as they pleased, independent of Chinese law, with foreign troops and gunboats never far behind. The subjugation of China under the treaty system was almost complete. The guns under which the Chinese signed were British and French, but the Russian and American ministers accepted no fewer rights for their countrymen to exploit.

The emperor, however, had not yet surrendered. Although he was apparently prepared to accept these humiliating treaties, he was determined to see that Peking would not be threatened again. As soon as the Western fleet departed, he ordered the repair and strengthening of the Taku forts and the defenses of Tientsin. When the Western ministers returned in June 1859, to exchange ratifications of the treaties, the Chinese authorities asked them to move a few miles north of the mouth of the Pei-ho, where a delegation awaited them. The British and French, convinced that the Chinese were perpetrating some new deceit and not at all reluctant to teach the Chinese another lesson, responded by firing on the forts. The Chinese defenders returned the fire, with considerably more success than they had enjoyed previously. In fact, the British admiral was wounded in the ensuing battle.

As the fight progressed, Commodore Josiah Tatnall, U.S.N., escorting the American minister, was disturbed by its course. With the approval of the minister, he entered the fray, using a chartered steamship to tow British sailing craft into the line of battle. Solicitous of the British admiral’s well-being, he then boarded the British flagship and, as he visited, ordered his crew to assist the English gunners in their chores. “Blood,” he allegedly declared, “is thicker than water,” and thus was American neutrality compromised and Washington’s injunction against hostile action ignored.

To the delight of the emperor and the court, the British and French were repulsed. So heady proved this taste of victory that the emperor assumed that the allies would never return—and a few of his advisers dared to dream of abolishing the Treaties of Tientsin. But the American minister had accepted the alternative place suggested for the exchange of ratifications. The Anglo-French forces left the area, but John Ward, appointed by Buchanan to exchange ratifications, chose to remain behind and make a further effort. After weeks of negotiations, he finally agreed to ride in a tribute cart, and was allowed to travel on to Peking. At the capital, the effort to convert Ward’s mission into the traditional tribute mission failed. No acceptable compromise for the kowtow could be reached and Ward, who would bend his knee but slightly, took the bumpy road back to the coast. There he exchanged ratifications with the Chinese and for a year the Americans alone had a revised treaty with the Chinese—although even the bloodied French and English were able to claim their “rights” as most-favored-nations.

But for the Emperor Wen-tsung and for two generations of Chinese yet unborn, it was not the victory of 1859, but the defeat of 1860 that proved decisive. In 1860, British and French forces returned, smashed the Chinese coastal and river defenses, and marched overland to Peking. The emperor surrendered his hopes of using American barbarians to curb English barbarians and he, too, concluded that the United States was in collusion with the more obvious of China’s enemies. Into Peking marched the armies of Great Britain and France, on into the emperor’s magnificent Summer Palace, which they looted and put to flame, destroying in the process priceless treasures of centuries of Chinese civilization. And the emperor fled to Jehol, where within a year he succeeded in destroying his body—from which the West had driven the spirit.

As a result of the battles of 1859 and 1860, the British and French heaped further humiliations on China. Tientsin was added to the treaty ports. The British took Kowloon on the mainland across the bay from Hong Kong, and the French inserted a clause giving missionaries the right to lease or buy land and to build houses anywhere in China. But once the treaties were ratified, Western support of the Peking government against the Taiping rebels intensified. With these new concessions, the West, more than ever, had a vested interest in the regime from which these privileges had been exacted. This did not prevent British and American merchants from continuing their involvement in arms trade with the Taipings, but at least as significant was the fact that the small mercenary army that had been raised earlier for the defense of Shanghai was incorporated into the Imperial forces under Li Hung-chang. This “Ever Victorious Army,” whose first two commanders were Americans, one of whom later defected to the Taipings, and whose last commander was the British Officer known as “Chinese” Gordon, helped rid the Yangtze valley of the rebels.

The real hero of the Taiping Rebellion was a Chinese official, Tseng Kuo-fan. It was he who raised the most important of the regional armies that stood against the Taipings when the Manchu banners and all manner of Peking-directed resistance failed. In 1861, as he surveyed the wreckage and reflected on China’s humiliation, he discussed the role played by the various barbarians. Despite the American record in China, in which he was not well versed, he singled out the United States as a country whose people were “pure-minded” and of “honest disposition” and who had long been respectful and compliant. He argued that the Americans had always been loyal to China and had never been in alliance with the English and French. With Tseng one of the most influential figures in China for much of the next decade, the prospects for improved SinoAmerican relations were excellent, but Prince Kung, who took charge of China’s foreign relations for most of that ten years, explained what good relations meant to the Chinese. To the emperor he reported Tseng’s views and Tseng’s feeling that an effort should be made to prevent the Russians from winning over the Americans. In his own comments, he accepted Tseng’s brief of American good behavior, adding that “the problem is how to control them and make them exploitable by us.”8 For more than a century after, Chinese officials returned to that conceptualization of the problem of relations with the United States.

As the West intensified its exploitation of China and the Chinese sought ways to exploit the Americans, the missionaries took heart in the new clauses that opened the whole empire to the work of the Christian God. Years later, W. A. P. Martin, an American missionary who had assisted Reed in the negotiations of 1858, looked back on the turbulence of the years 1857 to 1860, looked back at the humiliation of China, and finding it all most gratifying, remarked: “. . . a spectator must be sadly deficient in spiritual insight if he does not perceive the hand of God overruling the strife of nations and the blundering of statesmen.”9 Perhaps Americans of another age may find themselves as deficient as were the Chinese.

 

In 1861 China acquired the equivalent of a foreign Office and its diplomatic practices came gradually to approximate those of the West. In the same year, the United States acquired a secretary of state who sought to work out a program for American action in the Pacific. Surely, here was the beginning of a new era—and here the appropriate place for evaluating American policy in the old.

Although there is no evidence to indicate that the men who formulated American foreign policy had ever consciously developed a policy for the Far East in general or China in particular, by supporting certain actions of Americans in the Orient and rejecting others, the American government had followed a definable pattern that was tantamount to a policy position. In other words, while a long-range policy had not been formulated, the ad hoc reactions of the American government to events in China and to the requests of American merchants, missionaries, diplomats, and military men were consistent. American interests were restricted to trade and missionary work. American leaders never seriously entertained territorial ambitions. Prior to 1861, the government of the United States never endorsed the use of force, preferring to extend the rights and privileges of its nationals through diplomacy and the astute use of the most-favored-nation clause. The two occasions on which American warships took hostile action against China were clearly unauthorized and the officer responsible for the more flagrant of the two incidents was advised of his government’s displeasure.

When compared with the alternatives offered by Parker or Perry of emulating Great Britain’s more aggressive policy, the course chosen was eminently sensible. This was preindustrial America, a nation with vast unoccupied territories, a domestic market yet to be fully exploited, ample investment opportunities for anyone with capital. This was an age in which the locus of power rested in Europe, in which the Orient mattered little in the world balance of power, and in which the state of technology had yet to put forth challenges to the security Americans could enjoy on their side of the great oceans. The United States was a weak and underdeveloped power, which, even had it had the will to exercise political or military authority in East Asia, had not the means. Given its status among the powers, given its limited interests in China or elsewhere in the area, the American practice of trailing British power and utilizing the most-favorednation clause to further these interests could not easily have been improved on. Although this tactic, which several historians have labeled “jackal diplomacy,” permitted no claim of moral superiority over the procedures employed by the Europeans, it was nonetheless a most realistic and satisfactory policy for the United States. The aim of foreign policy is, obviously, the achievement of maximum benefits for the nation in its relations with other countries at minimum cost. And so long as the more powerful predators were willing to tolerate the American presence, jackal diplomacy would work.

But however well suited American practices were to the interests of the United States and its nationals, it cannot be assumed that these practices served the best interests of China or that the Chinese could take a sanguine view of American actions. The treaty system was, after all, imposed on the Chinese by force and if they had little alternative but to tolerate the system, they were not likely to celebrate it. The relatively peaceful manner in which the Americans had acquired the special privileges provided by the “unequal treaties” did not disguise the fact that they enjoyed privileges that the Chinese had not willingly conceded. The United States had been a junior partner, but it was nonetheless a participant in the events that reduced China to a state in which the Chinese had to respond to the demands of not one but all of the powers, while none of them assumed responsibility for the needs of China—a condition with all the disadvantages of colonial status, but without any of the advantages. Although some Chinese officials might perceive the subtle distinction between Americans and other Westerners, it could hardly be expected that the Chinese populace would see a difference in the way in which the various foreigners conducted their affairs in China.

At the time of the Opium War, Chinese officials had hoped that they could count on American support, if not out of American loyalty to China, then because of traditional American hostility toward England. They were disappointed, and in subsequent years correspondence between various Chinese authorities and the emperor indicated a feeling that Americans were a people from whom China could always expect words of sympathy, but never any material support. Increasingly, the mandarins who dealt with foreign affairs came to suspect the complicity of the United States in England’s schemes. Although these “barbarian experts” were aware that the Americans were not employing gunboat diplomacy, were not using warships to force concessions, they nonetheless warned the emperor that the Americans always “followed in England’s wake”—allowed British gunboats to humble the Chinese and moved in to share whatever new privileges had been exacted.

Clearly, these men were under no illusions as to the role of the United States in China. And yet, the United States could not but benefit from being the least aggressive of the Western powers with which the Chinese had significant contact. If there was little to hope for in dealings with the United States, perhaps there was also less to fear. Chinese hostility toward the West tended to be generalized and the Americans, sharing as they did in the treaty system, could not escape from this hostility. On the other hand, when it served China’s purpose to make distinctions among the oppressing powers, when China needed help, the Americans looked relatively friendly and exploitable.
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