The Qing Dynasty was strong in many respects, but weak militarily. How and why?

The Qing dynasty 清 (1644-1722) was the last imperial dynasty of China. It was founded by a non-Chinese tribe under the command of Manchus who lived in a northeast region, later called Manchuria. It was a dynasty acclaimed for being the second time in Chinese history that China was not ruled by the Han Chinese.
From (1654-1722), Kangxi ruled for 61 years, the longest reign for any Chinese Emperor.
The country became more conservative under his rule which reflected on the arts. There was a turn against literature and stage plays because they seemed ‘disruptive’. Books became banned and theatres were shut down, yet some creative work thrived such as the poetry of Yuan Mei and Cao Xueqin’s novel Dream of the Red Chamber, and painting also thrived.
During the 19th century, there were several military confrontations between China and the West. The Opium War of 1840 beng the first. The conflicts lasted two years between China and Great Britain. They cultivated and exported the opium to China which created an addiction crisis.
Political and militarial threats from within the country’s government created even more instability for the Qing Dynasty. The White Lotus sect was abolished after a rebellion called the Taiping rebellion after eight years. It lasted from 1796 to 1804. During this conflict, 20 million Chinese people died.
The Boxer rebellion began in 1899, by the ‘Harmonious Fist secret society’, The group took over properties of the Christian missionaries. The society attracted Chinese militant followers which moved into the cities attacking and killing foreigners.
A revolution in 1894 had triggered the fall of the Qing dynasty. The Nationalist party of China held an uprising in Wuchang in 1911. fifteen provinces declared their independence from the empire. In a period of weeks, the Qing courts agreed to create a republic and appoint general Yuan Shikai as the president.











In the northeast of China in Manchuria, Huang Taiji 1636 A.D. renames his region ‘Qing’. In Chinese this means pure. In 1644 Li Zicheng attacks the capital of the Ming dynasty. Emperor Ssi Tsung kills himself. When the rebels barricaded an outpost at the Great Wall, Prince Dorgon of the Manchus helps to defeat these rebels and then makes his nephew, named Shunzhi, Emperor. The Qing dynasty was created.
In 1736 Emperor Qianlong ruled the Qing, because of him, the empire is at its highest, increasing wealth through foreign trade (which becomes a negative component in the fall of the Qin later in the dynasty). Also rice production increases during his rule. Then his reign starts becoming weaker in his later years because he becomes influenced by the flattery of a corrupt official.
There were two opium wars (also known as the Anglo-Chinese wars), 1839 to 1842 and the second lasted 1856 to 1860 between the industrial powers of China and the British Empire. From 1793 – 1838 A.D. trade problems became apparent. China wanted foreign countries to pay in silver and not in foreign goods in exchange for China’s silks, tea, and ceramics. This doesn’t last long as France and England get concerned about their supplies of silver. They scheme through trade to get the Chinese people addicted to opium. In China there was a high demand for the drug heroin, which is a powerful drug produced using opium. This high demand led to opium to be smuggled into the country by British traders. These traders understood that this was illegal, however it was very profitable. The trade of these drugs had led to a spike in drug addiction and other criminal activities in China. China and its citizens suffered from this trade leading it being dubbed a ‘human tragedy’. In exchange for selling opium in 1839 A.D. the British were finally getting all the Chinese tea, silk and porcelain they craved.  The British attacked Canton (now Guangzhou) which forced China to cede Hong Kong therefore it became under British rule. Also, they were forced to open five ports to European trade. The imperial government had to step in as many people were dying in drug dens. The government made its stand in 1836 by declaring the trade of opium illegal and started to aggressively fight such businesses. The Chinese decided to burn 20,000 chests of opium, this consequently began the notorious opium wars (1839-1842) In 1839 the Chinese authorities confiscated and burned opium that was being traded in Canton. The drug smugglers complained due to being unable to trade the drug, the British responded by taking positions in Canton. The first war broke out in November when Chinese ‘junks’ sent back English merchant vessels. British warships were sent to protect their trade in the region in June 1940. The Chinese weaponry was not advanced enough to match the far more advanced British warships. The British had bested the Chinese with their advanced weaponry, the Chinese sued for peace in 1842. Carl von Clausewitz wrote, “War is diplomacy by other means.” Meaning substance abuse is another alternative to diplomacy, and, in fact can the more effective than war.  There were more of these wars to come during the 19th century, attacked by the British and support from Russians, French, and the Americans. Because of this, it influenced the Chinese people to see Westerners as ‘foreign devils’ for the next hundred years. 






These wars are largely ignored in the West today. But in China, the conflicts still remain as an embarrassing symbol of ‘Western imperial domination’. The Opium Wars were fought over a century and a half ago, but the issues that were involved seem extremely contemporary. It was also a dramatic narrative of “Power and corruption, of human frailty, greed, and stupidity”. This international drug trade was the source of the war, but it’s also a narrative of cultural confrontation, “The clash of two worlds, each convinced of its own superiority”. The war included fundamental “Moral, ethical, political, and social questions”.
By 1860 the West had gained huge acknowledgement, they could settle in many areas in China. They were immune from Chinese law, and the Chinese were forced in paying large sums of money in war indemnities. At the end of the nineteenth century, the Throne of Heaven was occupied by Emperor Kuang Hsu who was four years old at the time, but he did not have power, his aunt, the Dowager Empress, Tzu Hsi was the real power behind the throne. Instead of bringing China into the industrial age, she governed its total disintegration. 
The Qing then surrenders in 1842 because the Qing cannot win against British battleships and their newer guns. 
After the opium war, worse was to come. The Dowager Empress brought misery to the peasantry by raising taxes. Also, war, floods, famine and drought plagued the last years of the dying century, and the Westerners profited at China’s expense. The peasants’ anger erupted the uprising of the Boxer Rebellion.
For many decades, the Western powers, recently joined by imperial Japan and czarist Russia, dividing it into what they called “Spheres of influence”. During the past sixty years China had suffered from a series of “Defeats and humiliations”, each war and rebellion seemingly worse than the previous one, each one bewildering the Chinese at the inability of their civilisation who can not fend off the “outside barbarians”. The society of “Righteous and Harmonious fists”, (In Chinese they were called Yihequan). The Boxers were an anti-foreign society. The society was born in the province of Shandong and was nurtured by a weak Qing government. After uniting with the government, they were renamed “Righteous and Harmonious Militia”. They were popular with the peasantry, so they saw this as an opportunity to chase the foreigners out of China. In early June 1900, an international relief force of 2,100 was dispatched to Beijing. The Boxers “massacred foreign missionaries” through destroying churches and railway lines. Christian missionarry activities helped provoke the Boxers, Christian converts mocked traditional Chinese ceremonies and family relations. Missionaries pressured local officials to side with Christian converts in local lawsuits and property disputes. In Beijing the Boxers burned churches and foreign residences and killed suspected Chinese Christians on sight. On the 18th of June, Empress Dowager ordered that all foreigners shall be killed. An international force of 19,000 troops was assembled, most of the soldiers came from Japan and Russia, but many also from Britain, America, France, Austria-Hungary and Italy. The Empress Dowager and her court fled westward to Xi’an in Shaanxi province, leaving behind a few imperial princes to conduct the negotiations. Foreign troops rapidly attacked back which meant that the Boxers lost this battle. But, all over China, secret societies were emerging, which aimed at the collapse of the dynasty and getting rid of the foreigners. Western forces of regimental size had time and again, defeated the Manchu imperial armies easily. Most people who were killed were civilians, including thousands of Chinese Christians and approximately 200 to 250 foreign nationals.
Sun Yat-sen, is refered to in China today as ‘The father of modern China. In 1905 he became a leader of one of these ‘Revolutionary groups’ the Guomindang (National People’s party), and events moved quickly. In 1908 the Dowager Empress dies, as did Kuang Hsu. Later the two-year-old Pu Yi took over the throne. His reign was very brief. In 1911 revolution broke out once more and the Qing government acknowledged defeat in 1912. Then Sun Yat-sen proclaimed the Republic of China.
In conclusion, during the early Qing in 1736, the dynasty was at its strongest because of the Emperor Qianlong who ruled and bought the dynasty to wealth through foreign trade. This doesn’t last long as the next few decades show. Because of foreign trade, the Chinese government decided they wanted silver in return for their silk, tea and ceramics, instead of foreign goods. The British were worried because of the amount of silver they had was scarse. But the British Empire didn’t want to stop trading with such a large and powerful dynasty, therefore they sent opium to make heroin which was in high demand. Because of British greed for these Chinese goods and probably craving power over regions of China. Because of this, millions of Chinese people suffered and died. This consequently became a heavy struggle on the government, so the authorities banned the substance. But the damage was already done. Because of the British Empires greed and stupidity, it led the Chinese to “human frailty”. The Boxer Rebellion was societies which united with the government to destroy the foreigners. The Qing was weak militarily, therefore there might have been a total of up to 100,000 deaths in the conflict. Because of these constant battles with the West, the Qing became weaker to the point of changing from being an Empire, to becoming a Nation State.
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