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Preface

Modernization and Revolution in China has been written primarily with the undergraduate college student and lay historian in mind. We found that most textbooks on Chinese history were either too lengthy and detailed in their coverage of the imperial period or, if devoted to the Communist era, incomplete in their treatment of the all-important nineteenth-century background. It is this gap in the literature that this history of modern China hopes to fill.

The authors of this book believe that an understanding of contemporary China requires an appreciation of the rich historical traditions that shaped its past. China is one of the world’s oldest, geographically contiguous civilizations, and for this reason alone, history probably looms larger in the Chinese consciousness than it does in the minds and thoughts of most other peoples. There are very few civilizations that have shown such reverence for the wisdom of the ancestral past. A deep sensitivity and respect for historical traditions also has meant that the Chinese have had to travel down a much longer road to accommodate their culture to the demands of modernization—that is, the panoply of forces that move a society away from old habits and customs in the direction of urbanization, industrialization, and the rationalization of thought and behavior.

The central themes around which we have woven our narrative are those of modernization and revolution. These processes of change can be seen in the crucial nineteenth century—hence the coverage given to that era in this text—and partly were the product of outside influences. Yet from the outset there was an ongoing struggle between external forces and internal difficulties and differences that shaped the outcome of China’s efforts to modernize. As such, they posed challenges that were in many ways possibly greater than those confronted by other states that came late to modernization, especially Russia and Japan, countries against which China’s attempts at modernization are frequently compared. The way the Chinese employed their past to overcome these challenges had a seminal influence on the ways in which the Communists structured their revolution and, we believe, continues to weigh heavily on the course of events in China today.

Modernization is a difficult concept to define. This is partly due to the complexity of changes associated with it as well as the wide variety of ways in which nations have gone through the experience. We define modernization here as the process by which societies move from a rural, agrarian base to urban, industrial structures of living via the application of science, technology, and rational modes of thought. Elements commonly associated with such restructuring of the social order include sustained economic growth, specialization of labor, increased public education, broader distribution of income, expanded life expectancy, an increasing reliance on bureaucracy, and mass political participation. Once set in motion, modernization affects all parts of a country’s social structure as well as the consciousness of its citizens. When such changes take place rapidly, they naturally have a revolutionary impact on the society undergoing the experience.

The onset of modernization certainly brought revolution to China. Revolutions, we believe, do not constitute mere alterations in the political framework of society. They are instead traumatic upheavals in the core fixtures of a culture. Revolutions bring about radical changes in the economic and political order of a country; they produce shifts in consciousness and social structures and are always marked by the emergence of a new ruling elite, whose values achieve legitimation through acceptance by the larger society. It has been said that revolutions are ruptures of conscience. Mao Zedong would have agreed, for one of the purposes of his Cultural Revolution was to compel a break with China’s past by touching the very souls of every Chinese.1

The changes wrought by modernization first began in Western Europe, then spread to North America and, with much turmoil and pain, to the rest of the globe. The model for such change in the West employed by the first-comers (mainly Britain, France, and the United States) was democratic capitalism. This paradigm had little success in other parts of the world, most notably in Russia and China, both of which were latecomers to modernization.2 The principles of free market economics and liberal, participatory forms of governance fell on arid soil in much of the non-Western world. Instead, local cultural traditions combined with imperialist pressures made command economics and authoritarian political ideas of the right and left more appealing. In the case of Russia and China, it was the preeminent paradigm of the left, Marxian socialism, which provided the blueprint for modernization for much of the twentieth century.

It should be noted that we use the term modernization rather than Westernization to describe these processes of social change. The latter term suggests that the first-comer experience is somehow the regnant paradigm and that modernity itself reproduces Western ways. In fact, social change outside the first-comer core has been so dramatically unique and variable as to nullify the term Westernization as applied to the global experience. Moreover, the most modernized nations in the twenty-first century may well be China and Japan, whose experiences in this direction have certainly not been the result of merely replicating Western cultural forms.

Studying China can benefit from the analytical approach offered by the German sociologist Max Weber called wertfrei (value free). By this, Weber meant the necessity of evaluating social facts without the distortion of one’s own cultural bias. As the historian Paul Cohen has noted, histories of China often have relied too heavily on the vocabulary, concepts, and analytical constructs borrowed from the West. The result in some cases has been a distortion of Chinese history by either placing too much importance on the role of the West or by misconstruing its influence on China. The challenge, says Cohen, echoing Weber’s dictum, is to reduce the distorting pull of the outsider perspective and to view Chinese history on its own terms.3 At the center of current Chinese history is an ongoing struggle between the forces of modernity and the pull of tradition. Some elements of Chinese civilization were prepared for change, others resisted it, and still other indigenous aspects of Chinese culture interacted with outside stimuli to produce new elements not found anywhere else in the world. The dynamic of these tensions has given birth to a social, cultural, and political order that is unique, vital, and yet still in transition. Whatever history might suggest about China’s future, it is the case that past cultural and political experiences will continue to shape its rise to global prominence. The challenge is to appreciate China’s past struggle for modernization so as to avoid the painful clashes that scarred that earlier forced move into the modern world.

Yet now there is a new dynamic that complicates the challenge: this time the power differentials have been reversed, and it is far more likely that the rest of the world will not just have to accommodate itself to new political and economic realities but prepare as well to be influenced and even transformed by the encounter. In short, the current People’s Republic of China has broken the bonds of tradition and now has the power to reconfigure the world in ways that satisfy its own nationalistic aspirations.

June Grasso
Jay P. Corrin
Michael G. Kort
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A Note on the Pronunciation of Chinese Names

English-speaking students often have difficulty pronouncing Chinese names because certain consonants and vowels used in the pinyin system of romanization for standard Chinese have sounds unlike their English counterparts. Some approximate equivalents are as follows:




	pinyin
	English




	zh
	j



	q
	ch



	x
	sh



	c
	ts



	a
	a (as in father)



	ui
	ay




In Chinese names, the surname is written first.
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The Chinese have never doubted their place in the world. In ancient times they called their land Zhongguo—the Central Territory or, as it is more commonly translated, the Middle Kingdom. They also proudly called their emperor the Son of Heaven. Chinese tradition and mythology affirmed that their emperors ruled over all under heaven in a universe composed of concentric circles of which China was the core and which became progressively less civilized the farther one strayed from the glorious center. Traditional beliefs further affirmed that it was China’s earliest emperors who gave humanity fire, hunting, agriculture, writing, silk, musical instruments, and most of the other prerequisites of civilized life.

Whatever the problems of geographic or historical accuracy these names and claims pose, there is still much that has made China extraordinary and even unique among the nations of the world. Although the Chinese were not the first to develop civilized life, their civilization of about 4,000 years, starting with the Xia dynasty, has been the world’s most enduring. It also has been one of the most creative and productive. Its basis was a highly efficient agricultural system utilizing sophisticated and extensive water control and irrigation techniques that enabled the Chinese to grow enough food to support what already in ancient times was the highest concentration of human beings in the world. Ancient China also developed an original writing system, one that spread to and influenced much of eastern Asia, and one that is still in use today. China has a rich philosophical tradition. Its core is Confucianism, an ideological and ethical system dating from the sixth century b.c.e. whose primary concern is maintaining a stable and humane social order. The venerable and varied Chinese literary tradition encompasses lyrical poetry, drama, prose, and an encyclopedic wealth of scholarship, particularly history. In fact, fully one-half of all the world’s books printed before 1750 were printed in Chinese. China’s artistic heritage includes superb technique in calligraphy and stunning achievements in landscape painting. And considerable skill was evident in Chinese sculpture, especially at its peak during the middle of the first century c.e.

The Chinese also were adept at combining art and function, as can be seen in their delicately balanced gardens and an architecture that sought harmony with nature. The bronzes of the ancient Shang dynasty (sixteenth century to eleventh century b.c.e.) have never been surpassed. Porcelain, perhaps China’s best-known synthesis of art and function, was the standard of the world for so long that it is simply known as china. Chinese craftsmen also made many other products desired throughout the world. In particular demand was silk, which was woven into clothing, tapestries, and embroideries of rich variety and decoration. Chinese cottons and woolens also reflected extraordinary craftsmanship and artistic sense.

Chinese civilization was technologically adept. The Chinese were outstanding metallurgists. Aside from the great bronzes of the Shang era, they developed techniques for casting iron and making steel centuries before they were known in Europe. Chinese technical innovation gave the world not only the deservedly lionized four inventions of printing, paper, the magnetic compass, and gunpowder, but also, among other things, the modern horse collar (vital to transportation and agriculture), the watertight ship compartment, canal locks, suspension and segmented bridges, the crossbow, and the humble but ever so useful wheelbarrow. Chinese engineering accomplishments—from flood control and irrigation systems along the Yellow River in the second millennium b.c.e. to the building of the 5,500-mile-long Great Wall beginning in the third century b.c.e. and the construction of the 1,200-mile Grand Canal in the sixth century c.e.—matched any in the ancient world. Chinese medicine was comparable or superior to medical practice anywhere in the world until the nineteenth century. Anesthetics in surgery and acupuncture have been practiced in China for two millennia. China’s first medical college was established 1,000 years ago, and over the centuries the empire’s medical practitioners developed many useful drugs for various maladies.

In the pure sciences, China’s international standing is less formidable, in part because the scientific method that since the seventeenth century has transformed the world was the product of European thinking. Still, Chinese mathematicians probably invented coordinate geometry, and they certainly computed the ancient world’s most accurate value for pi, used negative numbers 1,000 years before the Europeans, and discovered the algebraic triangular pattern for coefficients (called Pascal’s triangle, in honor of its European discoverer) about 500 years before it was known in Europe. The Middle Kingdom’s astronomical tradition stretches back to 1300 b.c.e. and includes the world’s first study of sun spots, the observation of the Crab Nebula supernova in 1054 c.e., and centuries of cataloging and mapping the stars. China’s efforts in botany included extensive studies of flowers and fruits, and its blend of alchemy and primitive chemistry produced the world’s first gunpowder. Whatever the later shortcomings of Chinese science, it is likely that China was the world’s leading technological society for some 700 years, from the seventh to the fourteenth centuries c.e.

Perhaps the most remarkable achievement of Chinese civilization was in the realm of government. Most great empires have been relatively short-lived, lasting for a few generations or at best several centuries. It was Rome’s great accomplishment to maintain political unity in the Mediterranean basin for about 500 years. But China’s achievement dwarfed Rome’s. The Chinese were the first, more than two millennia ago, to develop a relatively efficient bureaucratic system of government, one that they improved on in succeeding generations. This not only enabled the Chinese emperors to govern more effectively but also helped to maintain central authority as individual emperors came and went. Once political unity was established in 221 b.c.e., despite invasion, conquest, civil war, and disorder that intervened for centuries at a time, it became a phoenix that continued to rise and reassert itself for more than 2,000 years.

Even before they achieved political unity, the Chinese became and remained the world’s most numerous people. Although much of China south of the Yangzi River was once populated by ethnic groups such as Thais, Tibeto-Burmans, Miao, and Khmers, these people either have been assimilated or reduced to the status of small minorities in their ancient homelands, while the Chinese have spread and multiplied. Thus, when Rome was at its height, more people lived under the Chinese Son of Heaven than under the Roman Caesar. When four million in North America established the ambitiously titled United States of America, and Russia, the most populous country in Europe, had about 35 million people, there were 200 million Chinese. Today, more than 1.4 billion people—one human being in five—live in China, twice the population of the United States and the former Soviet Union combined.

The physical immensity of China likewise places it in an exclusive category among the nations of the world. Today only Russia, Canada, and the United States have territories that exceed China’s 3.7 million square miles. Within that huge territory there are several major divisions and great diversity. The most basic division is ethnic rather than geographic: the division between China proper, where ethnic—or Han—Chinese have predominated for several millennia, and the outlying territories populated by a variety of ethnic and religious minorities. China proper, an area of approximately 1.5 million square miles, is itself divided into four regions: the North China Plain drained by the Yellow River; the upper course of the Yangzi River, in particular rich and fertile Sichuan Province; the lower course of the Yangzi; and the southern coastal region drained by the West River and its tributaries.

China proper’s most fundamental geographic division, however, is between north and south. North China, the ancestral home of the Han Chinese and the area where Chinese civilization first took shape about 4,000 years ago, is a large plain through which flows one of the great streams of the world, the Yellow River. It is a region both blessed and cursed by nature. The soil of the North China Plain, called loess, extends in places to a depth of 150 feet, and it is fertile and easily worked. Therefore, even though the rainfall of north China is marginal for successful agriculture—averaging about 20–25 inches per year—the Yellow River valley was a natural spot, much like the river valleys of Egypt and Mesopotamia, for Neolithic man to make the transition from a hunting and pastoral existence to a sedentary agricultural life.

While it was the Yellow River with its life-giving waters that made this transition possible in the face of inadequate and unreliable rainfall, the river also has presented a major problem for the people who have farmed and lived near or on its banks. The loess soil is easily eroded, and that soil, floating in the Yellow River as sediment, gave the river its color and its name. It also gave the river a second name: China’s Sorrow. Meandering along its gentle and sometimes barely sloping course to the sea, the Yellow River deposits the sediment in its bed, inexorably rising as the endless process continues and therefore constantly threatening to overflow its banks. When this has occurred, despite the best efforts of generations of Chinese to maintain the dikes built along those banks, the river, at points flowing 20 feet above the valley floor on its ever-rising bed of sediment, has brought famine and death instead of sustenance and life to China. On several dreadful occasions, the sedimentation process actually caused the Yellow River to change its course. As the river irresistibly cut its new route home to the sea, it destroyed countless human lives in the process.

South China has its own great river, the Yangzi, but a different set of problems. The Yangzi, like the Yellow River, rises in western China, flows through its majestic and daunting gorges in Sichuan Province midway between its source and mouth, draws water from many tributaries and lakes, and after a course of 3,200 miles empties into the East China Sea. Although the Chinese did not settle the Yangzi basin until well after their civilization was established in the north, the region eventually became, and has remained, the agricultural heart of China. South China, warmed by Pacific sea breezes and bathed by annual monsoon rains, has a climate suitable for the cultivation of rice, a crop that permits more intensive husbandry than does the wheat or millet grown in the north. The relatively infertile soil—leached of its nutrients for millennia by heavy rains and eroded by floods that occurred when forests were cut down to make room for rice paddies—has not prevented double cropping of rice, which has sustained not only the population of south China but much of the population of the north as well. This has never been easy. Generations of mountain-moving human labor have drained swamps, irrigated dry land, and terraced hills to make them suitable for planting. Still, 450,000 square miles, less than a third of China proper, is arable.

Most of China proper lies in regions drained by three major rivers and their tributaries: the Yellow and Yangzi, described earlier, and the West, which drains the southernmost parts of the country before reaching the South China Sea. But China also includes vast areas inhabited by ethnic minorities. To the west is Xizang (Tibet), the 500,000-square-mile roof of the world. Much of that huge plateau, the world’s highest, is more than 12,000 feet above sea level; it contains the Himalayas, the world’s tallest mountain range, crowned by Mt. Everest, the world’s loftiest peak. Today the Tibetan people, once warlike and formidable in their ability to resist Chinese authority, are being submerged by a sea of Chinese immigration into their homeland. To the northwest is Xinjiang, a stark region of desert and mountains speckled with numerous, but shrinking, oases. It is home to about 12 million Turkic-speaking Muslim people and a growing Han minority. Directly to the north is Mongolia, the windswept cradle of Genghis Khan’s great empire, where grasslands give way to semi-aridity and then to the great Gobi Desert. And to the northeast is Manchuria, homeland of the Tungus people. In 1644, the Manchus, a Tungus group, conquered China and ruled it as the Qing dynasty until 1911, when the dynastic system that had existed for more than 2,000 years collapsed. Despite a severe continental climate of hot summers and cold winters, Manchuria is a rich region, unlike Xizang or Xinjiang. Manchuria’s flatlands are fertile and well-watered, its mountains cloaked by forests, and its subsoil laced with valuable minerals, including coal. It has long tempted China’s neighbors, notably Russia and Japan. Today Manchuria is an area of considerable economic importance, particularly for China’s future industrial development.

The number of people living in the outlying areas—the Tibetans, Mongols, Uyghurs, and Tungus, among other groups—has always been small relative to the number of Han Chinese. But their impact on China has been enormous. Because large parts of these regions are poorly suited to agriculture, many of their inhabitants, in contrast with the settled agriculturists of China proper, developed a nomadic lifestyle. These wanderers of the inner Asian heartland moved with their flocks of sheep, cattle, or yaks from pasture to pasture, their movements dependent on the vagaries of nature. They relied on the horse and so became superb horsemen and therefore capable, in a world before firearms, of militarily threatening the more numerous Han Chinese, particularly when the latter suffered from internal disorder. The impact of the marauding nomadic horsemen often could be serious, such as when they made the ancient Silk Road leading westward through the Tarim Basin in Central Asia impassable, or when nomad hordes ravaged large parts of China itself. At other times the impact was calamitous, when certain nomad groups were able to unify their disparate bands and actually conquer part or all of China and establish ruling dynasties. This occurred in the fourth and fifth centuries when various Tibetan, Mongol, Tungus, and Turkic dynasties divided up north China, in the tenth century when the Khitans conquered most of north China, and in the thirteenth century when the Mongols established their Yuan dynasty to rule over all of China. Finally, in the seventeenth century, the Manchus conquered China and founded one of its greatest dynasties, the Qing, which endured for almost 300 years.

A measure of the seriousness with which the Chinese regarded the nomad threat and the resources they devoted to containing it is the 5,500-mile-long Great Wall, which spans northern China from inner Asia to the sea. Built in many sections and rebuilt over many generations, wide enough in some places to hold a two-lane highway, the Great Wall is the most massive structure ever built.

As it turned out, what ultimately posed the greatest threat to the Chinese and their civilization did not come from horsemen beyond the Great Wall but from sailors across the sea. For it was the inhabitants of a remote corner of the Eurasian continent known as Western Europe, riding the crest of their scientific and industrial revolutions, that gave them technological and military capabilities far beyond those of the Chinese, who, after 1750, became a challenge that threatened not only the political integrity of China but the very Confucian roots of Chinese life.

Several key questions immediately arise from any examination of China’s legacy and accomplishments. Why were the Chinese able to bring cultural and political unity to such vast and varied domains? Why did China ultimately sink into such a deep malaise during the nineteenth century? Finally, why did China, a nation so dedicated to order and stability, have to endure one of history’s most violent and thoroughgoing revolutions before it could begin to restore its former greatness? In order to answer these questions, we must turn to a brief overview of how the Chinese ordered their lives before the crises of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that so shook and almost shattered the land they called the Middle Kingdom.
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Nature and geography provided some conditions that helped promote unity over the broad expanse destined to become China. The cradle area of Chinese civilization in the Yellow River Basin was laced with rivers linking the various civilized centers in the region. This permitted a variety of interchanges that promoted cultural and ethnic homogeneity over a much larger area than was the case in other ancient, civilized areas such as Egypt and Mesopotamia. At the same time, China was relatively more protected—although not cut off—from other powerful and potentially threatening civilized centers by its surrounding mountains, deserts, and seas. But these natural and geographic advantages only created a certain potential; in the end Chinese unity was a human effort, the product of cultural, technological, social, economic, and political institutions built over the course of the country’s long history.

Maintaining unity and continuity was a constant challenge. There has been an ebb and flow to Chinese civilization, periods of progress and periods of regression, of unity and power, of fragmentation and weakness, of confidence and assertiveness, and of hopelessness and despair. In a way, Chinese civilization, as it endured its ebbs and flows and bridged the crises and triumphs, became a testament to the validity of the ancient concept of yin and yang, which postulates that while the world is made up of opposing forces, those forces are nonetheless complementary and vital to each other.


The Four Orders

Whatever the variables of the Chinese experience, there were a number of fundamental constants that underlay its 4,000-year history. The most basic of these is that Chinese civilization has always rested on an agrarian, peasant base. Since earliest times, between 80 and 90 percent of China’s population has consisted of peasant farmers. Foreigners observing China have reserved their admiration for the work of the nonpeasant classes, particularly the philosophical and literary works of China’s educated elites or the paintings, silk, and ceramics of its artisans. But ultimately it was the backbreaking labor of China’s peasant masses that created the highly productive agricultural foundation on which China’s other classes built the marvelous edifice that was Chinese civilization.

Chinese thinkers themselves accorded the peasantry’s contributions partial recognition. In their view of society—described as the four orders or four occupations—the peasantry was assigned second place in terms of status, inferior only to the scholar-officials who governed the state. Social reality, as opposed to official status, was another matter. Chinese peasants generally lived and died in their own encapsulated world; in fact, one of the most important divisions in traditional Chinese society was that between the masses who lived in their villages and spent their days working the soil and the various groups who lived in the towns.

Urban China housed the other three orders: the highest, the governing officials and the class of large landowners from whom most governing officials sprang; the two remaining lower orders, the artisans and the merchants; and a mixed bag of people whose occupations excluded them from membership in the four orders at any level. The last group included soldiers, actors, prostitutes, and others whose work was considered menial or disreputable.

The difficult conditions in which the Chinese peasants lived and worked shaped their institutions and values. Since ancient times China’s population has been high; that is, there has been a large number of people relative to the resources, especially land, needed to sustain them. Along with unrelenting overcrowding, China’s agriculture has long depended on controlling water, both in the north, where inadequate and unreliable rainfall had to be supplemented by irrigation, and in the south, where rice cultivation required alternate flooding and draining of the fields. This meant that survival, to say nothing of prosperity, depended on close cooperation at the ordinary, everyday level of life and the mobilization of the labor power of masses of people for large water control projects. The end result was a value system radically different from that of the West, where, since the Renaissance, the individual has been exalted and personal freedom has been a key standard for judging the merits of a society. In China the group always was paramount and the individual consistently and often mercilessly subordinated to it. Each individual had to contribute to the general welfare and do nothing to disrupt the order and stability deemed so vital to the functioning of the system on which community life depended.

The individual first was subordinated to the family, the basic economic, political, and moral institution of Chinese society. It was the family, not the individual, that owned property, paid taxes, and frequently took responsibility for the legal or moral transgressions of one of its members. The family therefore was crucial to maintaining social discipline and keeping people in their place. This was done through an autocratic and hierarchical structure headed by the grandfather or father. The family patriarch had almost absolute authority over the other family members, from his wife, whom he could divorce almost at will, to his children, over whom he frequently held the power of life and death. Children owed their father what was known as filial piety. This concept actually went beyond absolute deference to one’s father to include subservience to any superior and, by extension, submission to the state. Chinese children were told the heroic saga of Wu Meng, whose filial piety led him to endure being eaten by mosquitoes to divert them from attacking his parents. More compelling was the tragic tale of a youth named Deng. Having stabbed his father by accident while trying to ward off several men who were attacking his esteemed parent, poor Deng was executed nonetheless because filial piety forbids striking one’s father under any circumstances.

Aside from their duty to the father, the young in a family were subordinated to the old. So carefully ordered was the family, for example, that there is no single word in Chinese for brother; rather there are terms only for elder brother and younger brother and one’s relationship to them. Even the way one addressed a brother, or anybody else, depended on one’s position in the family hierarchy.

While every member of a Chinese family endured tyranny, the women suffered special deprivations. Chinese philosophy, which assigned to women the darkness and cold (or yin) qualities of the yin/yang duality (yang, the male symbol, signified brightness and warmth), and language itself, in which the written character used to designate wife was derived from pictographs signifying a female and a broom, left little doubt about a woman’s value and her place. Chinese women had few property rights. They could be cast out by their husbands or compelled to share him with concubines. Bound to an arranged marriage, and compelled to move into her husband’s household, a Chinese woman had to endure not only her husband’s tyranny but that of her mother-in-law as well. Generally speaking, the only way out of an unbearable marriage was suicide. Adding physical injury to the social insult of Chinese women was the practice of footbinding. Dating from the Northern Song dynasty (960–1126), this was the painful and crippling custom of binding the feet of little girls so that their toes were forced back under their arches rather than allowed to grow out normally. It created the tiny and presumably beautiful lily feet associated with the popular image of Chinese women. For several centuries footbinding was limited to women of the upper class, but it then began to spread so that by the nineteenth century more than half of all Han Chinese women bound their feet. As they limped through life on their twisted toes and broken arches, they were expected to smile and look graceful and beautiful.

While the peasants fed China, a class called the gentry did the governing. Although in China the gentry for the most part were the large landowners, formal membership in the gentry was based on something else. Gentry members had to be highly educated and able to pass an extremely difficult qualifying examination based on the classic Confucian texts (although sometimes good connections or money could do the job as well). Upon passing this exam and earning what was known as a scholarly degree, these scholar-gentry were eligible for the second, even more difficult, level of exams. These three-day examinations qualified the approximately 1 percent who passed them to be government officials. These select few then were eligible for the third-level exams, which very few candidates passed (only 24,874 during the entire 267-year Ming dynasty); those who did pass could look forward to occupying higher offices in the government bureaucracy. The final rung on the examination ladder, which determined China’s highest officials, was in the imperial palace with the emperor presiding.

Two characteristics made the Chinese scholar-gentry unique among traditional societies. First, those who passed the first level of examinations shouldered much of the responsibility for local government. Their responsibilities included maintaining law and order, overseeing public works (especially the critical irrigation and flood control infrastructure), collecting taxes, and organizing public ceremonies. This service traditionally was done voluntarily and therefore drastically reduced the expense of governing the vast expanse of China. This in turn made a major contribution to China’s long-term unity, for one of the things that helped break down vast empires in the era before modern communications was the great expense and hence the great tax burden of controlling a large geographic area. Also, China’s local government was in the hands of educated men whose years of study gave them a set of values and capabilities that made them at once more loyal to their sovereign and more capable of carrying out the state’s dictates than the paid officials of other states and empires. Of course, gentry service was hardly altruistic. Holding official gentry status and serving in local government brought one many honors and opportunities to enrich oneself and one’s family.

A second special characteristic of the Chinese scholar-gentry was that formal gentry status was not inherited. True, both considerable wealth and leisure time were required to prepare for even the lowest-level exams (which most candidates failed in any case) and therefore most gentry members did in fact come from the wealthy landowning class. One can therefore speak in a general sense of the Chinese gentry as the large landowning class that provided most of the successful candidates for the state examinations and consequently the scholar-gentry who governed China. In a given generation any particular landowning family might not have a son who was capable of passing the exams and achieving formal gentry status. By virtue of its wealth, however, the family remained part of the gentry in the broader, informal sense, likely to produce a successful examination candidate farther down the generational line. Still, formal gentry status and the honor and privileges that went with it required passing the first level of exams and qualifying as a scholar, something that each individual had to do by himself, regardless of his family background or wealth.

The right to take those examinations was open to most Chinese males. This small opening permitted a tiny but steady and unending stream of highly talented peasant men to rise from their class of origin and enter the gentry. A typical formula for success was for a village to finance the education of a particularly talented son, whose success would bring great honor and benefits to the village itself. This meant that over the centuries the Chinese ruling class consistently received infusions of new talent from below. China’s unique method of keeping government service open to talent helped make the Chinese gentry far more vibrant and durable than the strictly hereditary upper classes of other societies. This in turn contributed to the overall durability of Chinese civilization itself.

The examination system developed over time, with a formal system of exams initially being instituted in the first century c.e., during the Han dynasty. After a period of decline, the examinations and service system dependent on them were revived and greatly improved during the Tang dynasty (618–906). Thereafter the gentry dominated Chinese society and government for more than 1,000 years.

Living alongside the gentry families in the towns were the merchants. Confucianism did not consider commerce a productive endeavor since merchants themselves merely bought and sold what others made, rather than creating new wealth. Yet commerce was widespread and enduring in traditional China, stimulated by the Middle Kingdom’s wide variety of products and its excellent transportation network. But China’s merchants never were able to establish the independence of action merchants in Europe enjoyed. This was largely because early on Chinese merchants faced a unified state that had developed the strength to control many human activities, including commercial life. In Western Europe, on the other hand, the merchant class was able to maneuver and grow in the urban cracks and crevices of Western Europe’s decentralized medieval society. A typical problem for the Chinese merchants was that whenever a great demand for a product developed, the government would move in and set up a monopoly to generate revenues for itself. Moreover, China’s merchants tended to invest in land and in the education of their sons and so aspire to gentry status. Ultimately this meant that China’s merchants, whatever their wealth, did not develop into a self-conscious entrepreneurial class like the bourgeoisie of Western Europe, a class that one day was to be the driving force behind the development of commercial capitalism and, subsequently, the Industrial Revolution.

Whatever disadvantages this ultimately posed for China, for several millennia the Chinese social structure, with most people welded firmly in their place, proved remarkably stable and enduring. Governed by strict rules of conduct, it was to a large degree self-regulating. To the extent that it was not, as we shall see later, the Chinese devised governing institutions that did a superb job of filling in the gaps.



The Dynastic Cycle

China’s long history prior to the twentieth century is generally divided according to the various dynasties that ruled the country and the periods of disunity interspersed between them. The dynasties themselves rose and fell according to a pattern that has come to be called the dynastic cycle. Each dynasty was established by force. Those that survived for a lengthy period (some lasted only a generation or two) in turn followed a common pattern of growth and decay. They typically began with several generations of effective emperors and efficient government. The state bureaucracy functioned relatively well and maintained public works, social services, and public order. Social stability existed because the peasantry had enough land to support itself and pay the taxes necessary to maintain the government. Eventually, however, the quality of the emperors would decline. They, their ministers, and the entire bureaucracy became increasingly corrupt. Landlords tended to accumulate larger holdings, driving the peasantry to tenancy or landlessness and to poverty. Peasants were unable to pay their taxes; landlords, who could pay, managed to evade them. All this inevitably undermined the state’s ability to govern. Social discontent grew, often exacerbated by natural disasters whose impact was magnified by the government’s inability to respond to the crisis. Rebellion (and/or invasion) followed. The old, decrepit dynasty fell, followed after an inter-regnum of varying length by a new, vigorous dynasty, and the start of a new cycle.

Chinese tradition provided an explanation for the dynastic cycle. The failure of the old dynasty was proof that it had lost the support of the gods, what was called the Mandate of Heaven. The loss of this mandate gave the people what was called the right to rebel. The new dynasty’s ability to establish itself was proof that it had inherited the prized and vital Mandate.

The earliest periods of Chinese history, the years before the sixteenth century b.c.e., have left a wealth of archaeological artifacts but an historical record shrouded in myth and legend. A documentable history begins with the Shang dynasty of the sixteenth to twelfth centuries b.c.e. Controlling several provinces of northern China, the Shang were skilled workers of bronze, carvers of jade, and weavers of silk, as well as adept warriors. Most significantly, their inscriptions carved on oracle bones are the first examples of a script identifiable as the origins of Chinese writing. The Shang were overthrown by their neighbors, the Zhou. This dynasty officially lasted from the twelfth century b.c.e. until the end of the third century b.c.e., but its actual existence as a functioning state lasted at most until the eighth century b.c.e.

The period that followed, between about 770 b.c.e. and 221 b.c.e., was rent by disunity, nomad invasions, and chronic internecine war. Yet it also was one of the most creative and important periods in China’s history. There were major technological innovations in agriculture that promoted more efficient farming and the expansion of arable land; this supported the first major spurt in China’s population. Other advances included the development of iron tools and improved methods of harnessing animals. Together these and other developments promoted economic development and growth that encompassed both domestic and foreign trade. Political developments were equally significant. Although China lacked a unified centralized state, centralized power was developing within the various Chinese states. Monarchs began to use paid employees—in effect creating a primordial civil service bureaucracy—to administer their territories directly and limit the power of the landed nobility. Another factor promoting centralized state power was technological changes in warfare. The invention of the crossbow was one of several developments favoring mass armies of infantry and cavalry at the expense of chariots manned by the nobility.

Most important were the seminal intellectual developments of this era. Here the Chinese were not alone. During the 500 years in the middle of the first millennium b.c.e. the Eurasian land mass became a huge intellectual tidal pool, where the lightning of new insights seemed to strike again and again to create powerful new systems of thought whose moral and ethical standards would not only dominate large parts of the ancient world but also remain pervasive influences to this day. Along the western fringe of what was then the civilized world, the Greek city-state of Athens reached its glorious height as the genius of teachers, philosophers, and scientists like Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle were laying the intellectual foundation of Western civilization. On the Mediterranean’s eastern shore, in the tiny principalities of Judea and Israel, the Hebrew prophets were developing a religious code that provided Western civilization with much of its ethical foundation. Just to the east, Zoroaster founded the religion that was to predominate in the Persian empire for more than 1,000 years until the Muslim conquests of the seventh century c.e. On the eastern side of the Hindu Kush, Gautama was laying the basis for Buddhism, another of Asia’s great religions.

Meanwhile, where Eurasia meets the Pacific, the Chinese were developing and expanding their intellectual tradition. Between 551 and 479 b.c.e., Confucius, China’s most important thinker, outlined his ideas about how to secure social harmony and good government. Confucius’s thinking reflected deeply rooted Chinese concepts, and many of the classic Confucian texts and writings attributed to the great master antedate him by centuries. Additional insights came from later Confucian scholars, the most important of whom was probably Mencius (373–288 b.c.e.).

Confucianism faced rival systems of thought. Daoism, a doctrine with deep, ancient roots stressing harmony with nature, emerged as a major religion in China about the same time as Confucius was expounding his ideas. Legalism, a body of thought dedicated to maintaining social order, evolved during the fourth century b.c.e. and gained many important adherents. While these three doctrines had many points of disagreement and competed with each other for followers, they eventually came to coexist, although Confucianism, rendered more flexible by Daoist influences and tempered by Legalist doctrines, ultimately emerged as the prevailing thought system in China. Another important influence was Buddhism, which, beginning in the fourth century c.e., became the only foreign doctrine to gain a wide following in traditional China. What finally emerged from all of this has come to be known as the Confucian outlook, a way of thinking and acting that retained a central core of continuity and dominated China for 2,000 years.



The Confucian Outlook

The prime directive of Confucianism was to maintain social order and good government. Confucianism assumed that the harmony and order required by society could not be imposed solely from above. This meant that all individuals had to understand and accept their place in society. Government in turn had to be based on rules and codes of behavior that commanded respect and were enforceable. A key assumption was that people could be educated to internalize values and thus accept their place and perform the duties associated with it. Confucianism therefore was a strictly hierarchical outlook assigning places to most people from birth. And while it assumed that government was based on a moral code, Confucianism always stacked the deck against the individual and in favor of authority, from the peasants at the base of the power structure to the emperor at its pinnacle.

A concept that perhaps best illustrates the essence of the Confucian outlook is the concept of li—proper conduct according to status. In the contemporary West, people are accustomed to rules of conduct and codes of law that are applied equally to all individuals. According to li, however, nothing could be more dangerous. Instead (at least when dealing with the upper classes; the lower classes were to be controlled more by strict laws and punishments), each position in the social hierarchy was governed by specific rules. Therefore, the classic texts relate that Confucius himself when conversing with higher great officials … spoke respectfully. However, when dealing with someone of lesser status than himself, Confucius spoke out boldly. The law clearly reflected li. Since a husband was superior to a wife, it was quite proper for him to strike her, while a wife could strike a husband only on pain of receiving 100 blows from the state. Whatever the wife’s complaints on this score, they were worse for a son, who could be beaten by his father and subject to execution if he struck back. So strong were the sanctions of li that if a gentleman of the upper classes committed certain transgressions, it was presumed that no criminal proceedings would be necessary; rather, he was expected to recognize the gravity of his offense and take the opportunity to commit suicide, thereby at least honoring li with his final act.

Lest anyone from any level of society have any doubt of how to behave, Confucian scholars provided four other virtues to complement li: benevolence, righteousness, wisdom, and good faith. The scholars also gave the people the three bonds. These bonds required the loyalty of the subject to the ruler, subordination of the son to the father, and faithfulness of the wife to her husband (who himself could enjoy the pleasure of other wives and concubines without hindrance from li or anything else). Two additional relationships—between younger and older brother and between friends—rounded out the picture. Only one of all these relationships, that between friends, was one of equals; the others were between people who were superior or inferior to each other on the social ladder.

Harmonious society also required good government. The key to this according to Confucius, as it was to Plato living a century later and half a world away, was that governing be done by carefully selected and properly trained people. Confucius was convinced that his knowledge and teaching held the secret to good government, and he seems to have spent a good deal of his time wandering from state to state in what was then a divided China looking for a ruler willing to sample his intellectual and political wares. Confucius’s claims hardly fit the modest image he usually projected. If someone would employ me, he is said to have promised, in a month I would have my system working. In three years, everything would be running smoothly.

Confucius postulated that good government began with a ruler knowing how to behave. Naturally, the foremost experts in proper behavior were none other than those with a mastery of Confucius’s teaching and a broad education and knowledge of Chinese culture. Therefore, Confucian scholars were the perfect and only choice to serve as the ruler’s advisers, administrators, and officials. Over time, once Confucianism was accepted and became the official ideology of the Chinese state, a complex and sophisticated system based on a rigorous system of examinations was developed for training and selecting these men.

Another important dimension of Confucianism that helps to explain its success over such a long period of time is its tolerance and flexibility. Although Confucianism venerated the past and the old—whether customs, traditions, learned texts, ancestors, or society’s elders—and therefore resisted change, it was sufficiently flexible to tolerate or even absorb elements from other systems, both secular and religious. It therefore was perfectly acceptable for a Confucian official to observe Daoist rituals in his home, even if they were at variance with the strict Confucian etiquette he observed in public life. Nor would that official have any problem with the ancient religions and pantheon of gods of the Chinese masses.

Confucianism meanwhile absorbed important elements from several competing intellectual systems. Legalism fortified the Chinese administration of justice. Buddhism, a religion from India that for a time challenged Confucianism and was consequently subject to a period of severe persecution, added some of its insights to the Confucian tradition. Confucian scholars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were able to tolerate Catholic visitors from Europe. Confucianism, then, was flexible enough to accommodate, swallow, and adapt so long as its core principles remained uncompromised, a quality that helped it ride out many storms. It is, after all, a Chinese insight that it is the tree that bends a little, not the one that stands absolutely rigid, that survives in a strong wind.



Imperial China

In the end it was force, not philosophy, that produced unity in China. The Middle Kingdom’s political fragmentation finally came to an end in 221 b.c.e. when much of China proper was unified under the Qin dynasty (221 b.c.e.–206 b.c.e.). Qin Shihuangdi, the dynasty’s first emperor, became known as much for his ruthlessness and cruelty as for his achievements as a unifier. His merciless pursuit of power claimed countless Chinese lives. In order to break local traditions and loyalties, he ordered the infamous burning of the books, the destruction of all local records and philosophical works that predated his reign. He also broke the power of the local landlords, codified China’s laws, standardized the writing system and weights and measures, and largely completed the Great Wall. While his policies amounted to a human tragedy, and a crime in cultural terms, Qin Shihuangdi’s relentless attacks on local traditions and autonomy are credited with contributing significantly to forging the unity of China’s vast length and breadth.

Stigmatized by its founder’s harshness, the Qin dynasty outlived Qin Shihuangdi himself by only four years. But his work was continued, albeit with greater moderation, during the Han dynasty (206 b.c.e.–220 c.e.), founded after several years of civil war. Under the Han, Confucianism became official state doctrine, and the system of examinations for selecting officials was introduced for the first time. Though considered by some historians to be two dynasties (the Western, or Former, Han [206 b.c.e.–9 c.e.] and the Eastern, or Later, Han [25–220 c.e.]), the long-lived Han dynasty was marked by another development of fundamental importance: the transfer of the center of Chinese life from its Yellow River cradle to the Yangzi valley in the south. The final collapse of the Han empire in 220 c.e. led to 400 years of disunity. Despite the many problems of the immediate post-Han period, this era also witnessed developments that strengthened China in the long run, particularly the agricultural growth of the Yangzi valley and its transformation into China’s breadbasket.

As it turned out, the Qin and Han had done their work well, for even without external political bonds, internal cultural and ethnic sinews helped prevent the kind of permanent fragmentation that occurred in Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire. In 590 c.e., China was politically reunited under the Sui dynasty. Destined, like the Qin, to collapse under the weight of its harsh exactions in barely a generation, the Sui dynasty still managed to contribute to China’s long-term unity by completing one of the engineering and construction marvels of the ancient world: the 1,200-mile-long Grand Canal linking north China with its new breadbasket in the Yangzi valley to the south. Over the next 500 years—under the Tang (618–906) and Northern Song (960–1126) dynasties—Chinese civilization achieved new heights in what has been called its medieval flowering. A dazzling array of technological breakthroughs transformed agriculture. Advanced water management techniques (including improved dams and the invention of the sluicegate), improved and faster ripening seeds (which permitted double-cropping), and new and better fertilizers produced vastly expanded crop yields. This once again allowed the population to grow. Woodblock printing spread the knowledge of these developments and techniques, while the growth of commerce, itself the product of better land and water transportation, allowed different regions to specialize in crops best suited to local conditions. Progress was across the board: from medicine and public health (drainage systems in the cities, improved knowledge of anatomy, even the invention of the toothbrush), to textile manufacturing (including a machine for reeling silk), to metallurgy (using coal to produce iron), to the technology of warfare (to which the Chinese added gunpowder, firearms, and even bombs). China became the world’s most technologically advanced and urbanized society; quite likely it also was the best governed under the reorganized civil service bureaucracy developed by the Tang.



The Chinese Bureaucracy and Governmental System

The roots of the Chinese bureaucracy reach back prior to the Qin unification. During Confucius’s time, China’s competing states worked to improve their administrative systems by using hired employees rather than hereditary nobles to oversee their domains. In the second century c.e., the Han dynasty set up the first formalized bureaucracy selected by an examination system. However, the system set up under the Tang was a substantial improvement on what had gone before, so much so that despite subsequent improvements, the Chinese bureaucracy probably was at its best under the Tang (618–906) and its immediate successor, the Northern Song (960–1126). The Tang established six major administrative divisions, or boards, each with a specific area of responsibility: public administration, revenue, military, rites, public works, and justice. These six boards, centralized in the capital of Xi’an, were the fulcrum of the Chinese bureaucracy until the twentieth century. The Tang also divided the empire into smaller, more manageable administrative units, from provinces (which often were bigger than entire European countries) down to local counties. The most significant post-Tang addition to this basic structure was the Censorate, an agency for supervising and checking the work of the rest of the bureaucracy. What made the Censorate so effective and important was that it bypassed normal bureaucratic channels and reported directly to the emperor.

The key to the Chinese bureaucratic system was the preparation, selection, and self-discipline of the men who staffed it: a governing group that came to be known as the Mandarinate, after the language—Mandarin—used in all official government communications and business. The preparation consisted of years of study. Selection for office was based on the examination system.

During his years of study, a prospective candidate was immersed in the deep, broad sea of China’s culture and values. He studied history, literature, fine arts, calligraphy, and more, receiving traditional China’s version of what Westerners consider a liberal education, the assumption being that those who best understood China’s traditions would know best how to conduct themselves and therefore how to run the country. He memorized and learned to accept the ancient Confucian system of values and behavioral rules; he did not learn, as is the tradition in the West, to think critically and question what he was told. Rather than being trained in specific governing techniques, he was drilled in proper Confucian behavior and the management of people in general.

The examination system during China’s later dynasties was a grueling rite of passage. The Chinese claimed that to pass the examinations that qualified one to be a government official—a three-day ordeal spent entirely in a tiny cubicle—required the spiritual strength of a dragon horse, the physique of a donkey, the insensitivity of a woodlouse, and the endurance of a camel.1 Candidates hoping to rise further in the bureaucracy then had to be one of the three to five percent able to pass the next examination, after which they received a grading in an examination at the imperial palace. From this crème de la crème came the top officials. What all this did, aside from putting many of the empire’s best minds through hell and breaking many of them, was to create a class of men committed to governance, deeply schooled in a common set of values and traditions, and indoctrinated to be loyal to the system they served. Armed with this value system and body of knowledge, it was assumed that the Mandarinate, composed of what were called gentlemen or superior men, would govern in large part by virtue of the example they set.

Confucian ideology and the Chinese themselves were too realistic and practical to assume that example alone would be enough to control the population or, for that matter, that every official would exhibit model behavior. The Chinese over time therefore developed administrative institutions and techniques to limit the impact of human imperfections or inadequacies. One of these was the Censorate. Another, the law of avoidance, precluded officials from serving in their home regions. This reduced the possibility of someone using his power for personal gain or to build up his own fiefdom. The principle of circulation reinforced this by requiring officials to shift from place to place every three to six years. To further keep them honest, officials had to observe the rule of mourning. This required a period of sabbatical and study on the death of one’s father, during which an official was re-immersed in the Confucian classics and the values, rules, and ethics contained therein. The use of Mandarin—one of many Chinese dialects—as the official language of government helped build cohesiveness by giving the Mandarinate a common tongue in an empire where many dialects were spoken and, in effect, setting it off from much of the general population. A later technique introduced by the alien Manchus during the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) was to appoint two officials—one Chinese and one Manchu—to certain governmental posts. Each would then act as a check on the other. In this case, efficiency was sacrificed for control, a technique that served the Manchus well for at least the first half of their dynasty.

The position of the Mandarinate was reinforced by Chinese law. The legal system in China did not function as it does in the modern West, where a well-developed civil code regulates relations between individuals and law is viewed as protecting the individual against not only criminal acts committed by other citizens but against abuses by the state. In China, law was subordinated strictly to the interest of maintaining order. The punishment for a particular act depended on one’s social status, hence the fate of the unfortunate Deng, executed for striking his father while trying to protect him from harm. The law served the state, not its subjects. There were more than 600 capital offenses in traditional China, and execution was often a long and cruel process. Torture was used to extract confessions. Furthermore, guilt was collective; entire families could be punished and even executed for the transgressions of one of their members. No wonder that the people were expected and sincerely tried to settle most disputes among themselves.

Finally, the Chinese bureaucracy rested on the gentry. Local government, from public works to religious celebrations to legal matters, which easily could have swamped a state governing an area as large as China in the era before modern communications, was the gentry’s responsibility. And it did the job so well that at any given time the vast Chinese empire, from Han times well into the nineteenth century, could be governed by at most 30,000 to 40,000 officials.

All of this is not meant to give the impression that the Chinese had the perfect governmental system. The emperor who stood at its head had absolute power, and the quality of the government often rose and fell with the quality of the emperor. Emperors could destroy the careers and lives of even the highest and most competent officials on a mere whim. A top adviser or administrator could find himself one day suddenly being publicly whipped or otherwise tortured, and executed the next. Officials were poorly paid and, in fact, expected to supplement their income by accepting favors (called the squeeze) or through other forms of corruption. Sometimes this was kept within tolerable limits, but when the central government was weak, corruption could rage out of control.

Several factors tended to mitigate the harshness of the system. While the emperor was considered all-powerful, he was nonetheless bound by Confucian precepts, which limited his behavior in the temporal realm. The Confucian principles according to which the state justified its existence were rooted in a dualistic vision of the world, one which recognized that the secular sphere of politics had to be subordinated to a higher set of moral standards. One of the Censorate’s functions was to make sure that harmony prevailed between heaven and the emperor’s earthly domains. In principle, the scholar-gentry was obliged to serve the court only so long as the ruler’s behavior conformed to loftier laws that existed beyond the claims of the state. In effect, the emperor was expected to provide good government. If he did not and things went wrong, it was assumed that the requisite bonds of harmony had been broken, the emperor had lost the Mandate of Heaven, and the people as a whole had the right to rebel. In this way the administration of justice, however severe, was held in check by Confucian morality and ethics. Administrative techniques such as the circulation of officials and supervision by the Censorate helped limit abuses of power by both the executive and his bureaucracy.

For centuries the Chinese bureaucracy managed to exercise extraordinary control over the lives of the people. The Mandarinate dominated Chinese life and enjoyed the privileges that life provided. In its official capacity it controlled public works, supervised commerce, and controlled education and public ceremonies. It could interfere in many areas of what Westerners consider to be private life. Overall, this elite’s power and pervasiveness in Chinese life make it reasonable to call traditional China a bureaucratic society, ordered and restrained by the administrative system to which in ancient times it had given birth.



China’s Last Dynasties

The golden age of the Chinese bureaucracy and the medieval flowering of Chinese civilization ended with the final collapse of what is known as the Southern Song dynasty in 1279. This glorious era was followed by a national catastrophe, the first foreign (or barbarian, as the Chinese saw it) conquest of all China by the Mongols, the nation of nomads whose terrifying and merciless cavalry overran and decimated Russia in three years and drove into Europe to the shores of the Adriatic. In China, however, the conquest was a bitter decades-long struggle that absorbed the energies of both great Mongol conquerors: Genghis Khan (1167–1227) and his grandson Kublai Khan (1260–1294). Yet the Mongols, so invincible as conquerors, were less formidable as rulers; their dynasty (the Yuan) lasted fewer than 100 years (1279–1367) before being overthrown by Chinese rebels who went on to establish the Ming.

The Ming dynasty (1368–1644), victorious over the alien and hated Mongols, represented a national vindication for the Chinese. The new dynasty also had to its credit other major accomplishments, among them the rebuilding of the Great Wall and the reconstruction and extension of the Grand Canal, the latter reflecting major advances in engineering technology. Before long, however, the first signs of problems, which proved to have serious long-term implications, appeared. Although Ming sailors, under Zheng He, carried out remarkable explorations to Arabia and Africa between 1404 and 1433, China subsequently turned inward. The Ming was less interested in what it found across the sea than in securing its frontiers with inner Asia, whence had come the hated Mongols. Also, centuries of cultural contact between Ming China and various foreigners shrank, thus decreasing the stimulation provided by alien ideas and techniques. Intellectual life began to stagnate; it was during the Ming dynasty that the notorious eight-legged essay, a complex form of writing that stressed form at the expense of content, became the required method of answering the civil service examinations. Technological progress in many areas, including agriculture, ebbed to what was probably its slowest pace in China’s history. The Chinese began to fall behind in military techniques; they made much less progress in the use of firearms, for example, than did their Japanese neighbors to the east. Far more important, however, was the technological lag relative to the distant inhabitants of Western Europe, who were learning to overcome many technological problems, including how to travel global distances by sea, and who, in the person of Portuguese merchants, made their first landing in China at the southern city of Guangzhou (Canton) in 1514.

For a time, these small groups of Portuguese and other Europeans were hardly a problem for the Ming. During the seventeenth century, with the dynasty in decline, the Ming fell victim to new invaders from the north. In 1644 the Manchus became the second foreign group to conquer all of China. The Manchus, whose dynasty is known as the Qing, began their rule in a vigorous enough fashion. Their conquests extended the Chinese empire to its greatest extent ever, and although some of that territory was eventually lost, the Manchu policies of replacing tribal rule with imperial administration and systematic Sinification deserve credit for welding several outlying areas from Xinjiang to Inner Mongolia into what China is today.

From the latter part of the seventeenth century until the middle of the eighteenth, China was the most populous and possibly the most prosperous country in the world. The Manchus strengthened interregional ties, promoting both prosperity and unity. Meanwhile, their ability to impose order for more than a century contributed to a spectacular and unprecedented growth in China’s population. This proved to be a dangerous development, as China’s population began to outrun its available natural resources, paving the way for overpopulation that for centuries was to become China’s most daunting domestic problem. Overall, while maintaining their distance from the Chinese masses who surrounded them (and forbidding Chinese settlement in their Manchurian homeland), the Manchus accommodated themselves to China and Chinese ways far better than the Mongols had. This gained their dynasty, initially considered alien, a degree of acceptance that helped make it one of the most long-lived of all of China’s dynasties.



The Tributary System

Initially, the Manchus, by restoring the empire’s military strength, were successful in controlling the encroachments of the European powers who hoped to open China for trade. Dealing with the Europeans was a complicated problem. For the Chinese, relations between nations were based on the idea of Confucian hierarchy, in which each member state held a prescribed position. Just as in the Confucian social order, the father or the emperor was supreme in his realm, so China in the world of nations stood at the top. China was the center of the world; all the peripheral states held inferior positions. China therefore could never recognize others as equal trading partners because anyone not a part of Chinese culture ipso facto was a barbarian. Any state wishing to establish relations with the Middle Kingdom first had to fit itself into what was known as the tribute system. According to this scheme, barbarians were given the right to honor the emperor by bringing gifts to China. In presenting their gifts, barbarians were obliged to perform the kowtow, a ritual of prostrating oneself three times in front of the emperor while gently knocking one’s head on the floor. Having thereby established beyond any doubt who was superior, the Chinese magnanimously would present gifts to the barbarians in return. That done, the Chinese were willing to engage in trade and maintain peaceful relations, provided it remained on their terms.

This logic, if not every detail of the traditional system, was applied to the new visitors from Europe. As with China’s Asian neighbors and traditional tributaries who presented their tribute and traded only at designated locations, the Europeans were confined to several port cities. The Portuguese, the first European traders to arrive, were restricted by the Ming dynasty to Macao, a fortified port the Portuguese built near the Chinese city of Guangzhou. The Portuguese were soon joined by the British and the Dutch, with the British eventually becoming the dominant European country trading with China.

The British had established a trading post at the city of Guangzhou by the turn of the eighteenth century. From the first, however, they found the situation unsatisfactory. One problem, for which nobody was to blame, was that while there was a large British demand for Chinese goods—especially tea—there was little Chinese interest in British goods. The British therefore had to pay for much of what they wanted with silver and gold bullion, all the while searching desperately for something the Chinese might want or need. The other British problem was the treatment they received from the Chinese. Like other barbarians—Asian, European, or whatever—the British traders were confined to a designated place, in this case Guangzhou. This angered the British, who were, after all, a rapidly expanding colonial power and not in the habit of being told what to do. Making matters worse, the conditions at Guangzhou were hardly conducive to promoting the type and level of trade the British desired. Foreign merchants at Guangzhou could not do business directly with most Chinese merchants. They had to deal with a special group of Chinese traders organized into a guild called the cohong. The cohong was composed of six to twelve firms and was responsible for all Western trade and held a monopoly over it. All foreigners had to adhere to strict regulations imposed by the cohong. They also had to live in designated areas called factories outside Guangzhou itself, lest these foul-smelling barbarians—whom the Chinese called big noses, hairy ones, and similar epithets—contaminate the civilized Chinese. All women were banned from the factories. Thus, to the insult of isolation and the injury of limited trade was added the frustration of celibacy, at least according to official regulations.

Despite all these problems, the Guangzhou System was quite profitable for the individual Europeans engaged in it, even as it drained the West of gold and silver. Trade peaked under this system between 1760 and 1840, with the greatest beneficiary being the famous British East India Company, holder of the monopoly on all tea imported into Great Britain and its possessions until 1833. But the British remained unable to sell their manufactured products in China, which might have reduced their trade imbalance with the Middle Kingdom and stemmed the flow of gold running from London to Beijing. This frustration only grew worse as the British thirst for tea grew to where the tea trade provided London with one-tenth of its tax revenues as well as the entire profits of the East India Company.

The British and other Europeans ultimately solved their trade deficit problems by selling the Chinese opium, whose increased use was a good barometer of growing social problems in the Middle Kingdom. The profit that could be made from opium was staggering: 10 dollars’ worth of opium grown in Britain’s possessions in India sold for about 600 dollars in China. Addicts in the early nineteenth century were mostly young men from wealthy families, but the habit soon spread to people from all walks of life. In 1800, when an emperor’s edict prohibited opium use, China consumed about 200 chests of the drug (each weighing about 133 pounds); by 1839, the figure was more than 40,000 chests. Meanwhile the opium trade spread from Guangzhou up and down the China coast as the enormous wealth that it provided corrupted Chinese officials and brought all sorts of Western adventurers, called free traders, to China to make their ill-gotten fortunes, a situation that became far worse after the East India Company lost its monopoly on the tea trade in 1833. By then opium accounted for well over half of China’s foreign imports, every bit of it needed to feed the habit of an estimated 4 to 12 million opium smokers. The opium trade probably had become the largest single-commodity commerce of its kind in the world.

As its ties grew with Great Britain and other Western nations, China developed a similar but somewhat special relationship with an expanding Eurasian power—the Russian Empire. The Russians came to China not by sea from the south but by land from the north. In 1689, with the Treaty of Nerchinsk, the Chinese put a limit on Russian territorial ambitions in eastern Asia. What made Nerchinsk special was that it was a treaty on the European diplomatic model rather than a tribute relationship. A generation later, in 1727, a trade agreement reached at the Mongolian town of Kiakhta regulated Russian trade with the Middle Kingdom. Again, the agreement was special, reflecting the threat of territorial expansion the Russians alone posed. The Treaty of Kiakhta permitted the Russians a small permanent mission in Beijing, something no other European nation was allowed. Still, China’s relations with the Russians, the British, other Western Europeans, and the Americans were hardly satisfactory to any of these uninvited intruders. These relationships depended on China’s power to make them stick, and that power, as it turned out, began to ebb just as the Guangzhou trade was reaching its peak.

Part of the difficulty was that by the late eighteenth century the Qing was entering the period of dynastic decline so familiar in Chinese history. But something new was happening as well. While the Manchus were beginning their century-long fall from their throne in Beijing, all of China was starting a far greater slide from its traditional historical perch. This was an event of far greater moment than simply the decline of a dynasty. The decline and fall of the Manchus alone would have been like an iceberg, albeit a huge one, breaking off from its mother glacier and melting into the sea of history. Little in the global historical landscape would have been affected. By contrast, in an historical sense, the decline of China as a civilization represented far more than the disappearance of a mere iceberg, or even a glacier; it was more like the demise of a continental icecap, a structure of such mass and magnitude that even its partial submersion by historical forces dramatically changed a significant part of the world’s historical and political landscape, much as the melting of a massive icecap changes global geographic features.

The process of Chinese decline was both relative and absolute and had two parts, as during an earthquake, when two geological plates, one rising and one falling, grind against each other. One plate of this historical earthquake consisted of the various Western nations, propelled upward first by their commercial revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and then by their industrial revolution of the nineteenth century. The other plate was China, finally, after centuries as the top crust of world civilization, being pushed inexorably downward by a series of forces, some internal, emanating from deep within its own history, and some external, generated by the rising and immensely powerful European mass that was crashing with increasing force against the vulnerable Middle Kingdom.

The internal factors undermining China were deeply rooted and extraordinarily difficult to counteract. There was little China could muster against European technology, especially after the Industrial Revolution was underway. Chinese technology lagged in part because China had not developed the scientific method of thinking and research whose products were making the Europeans so strong. It is not that the Chinese lacked a history of scientific achievements; indeed, the opposite is in fact the case. But the systematic application of theory, experimentation, and practical application that developed in Europe after 1600 and produced a veritable explosion in scientific and technological advances there did not take place in China.

Several factors help account for this. The Confucian tradition stressed memorization and rote, not critical thinking and the creative development of new ideas. It also tended to separate intellectual and practical work, with hands-on labor consigned to an inferior position. Yet many of the early machines of the Industrial Revolution were the result of the marriage of intellectual work and mechanical skills. Even the Chinese language itself was an obstacle to scientific achievement. Because it has a picto-ideographic script rather than an alphabet, it was extremely difficult for one to become literate in it. In addition, stifling formality and tradition surrounded not only Confucian ideas but the written ideographs that expressed them, and this formality—as made manifest in the eight-legged essay—had grown since Ming times. All of this, in a sense, encased Chinese thought inside an intellectual great wall that was far more effective against new ideas than the Great Wall of stone was against new invaders.

A related factor in China’s weakness was the failure of the Chinese economy to grow and expand like the economies of the West. Western economic growth, after all, was both a cause and effect of the scientific and technological progress that made these new barbarians so irresistible. The question, then, is why—with her ancient economic might that included technical achievements in all sorts of productive enterprises, as well as impressive commercial activity that characterized various periods of its history—did China not undergo a commercial capitalist revolution and then an industrial revolution?

Part of the explanation of the failure to develop capitalism may lie in the anticommercial traditions of Confucianism and the suffocating impact of the Chinese imperial state and its bureaucracy on merchant activities. But it is not enough just to blame obscurant scholars and meddlesome bureaucrats for China’s economic underdevelopment. There is, in fact, an element of ethnocentrism in the Western assumption that China somehow should have been expected to follow a particular course simply because that is the way things happened in the small corner of the world that is Western Europe. It makes more sense to look at the conditions in China and to try to understand what happened there in light of the problems, prospects, and choices the Chinese faced.

Ironically, the problems China faced at the time of the European incursion may well have been a function of what once had been China’s strength: its size, its deeply rooted traditions, and its sophistication. China’s large population, once a source of power, seems to have reached a point, no later than the eighteenth century and possibly several centuries earlier, when it began to weigh China down. At least two developments are important here. As China’s population passed a certain point, the amount of land available per family began to decrease. As this continued, in a country lacking modern industrial technology, per capita production began to fall, a process that may have begun as early as the twelfth century. Over time, this fall in productivity gradually transformed China from a rich country into a poor one. In addition, China’s huge population made human labor so cheap that it became unnecessary to introduce new, labor-saving technology. Well before European missionaries and traders began to arrive in China in significant numbers, Chinese technological progress had ground to a halt, leaving the Middle Kingdom at a great disadvantage vis-à-vis the new, aggressive adventurers from across the sea.2

The problem of strength transformed into weakness may be looked at from another perspective. One of the reasons Great Britain and several other European nations were able to take off economically was that the mass to be launched was relatively small and light. In other words, there was a tremendous amount of resources readily available (much of it from the rich, easily exploitable Americas) to transform the economy of a relatively small country like Britain. China, however, was far larger than Britain, so much so that even the resources of North America (to which China did not have access) would not have been enough to overhaul its gigantic economy.3 In short, given the size and traditions of their country, and whatever their attitude toward change, there is little the Confucian scholars could have done to overcome a legacy transformed by the alchemy of time from a golden pedestal into a leaden anchor.

Whatever the precise causes of its difficulties, by the nineteenth century China was impaled on an unprecedented two-pronged challenge, one prong being its own decline and the other the technologically superior nations of Europe. As a result, in effect the Middle Kingdom was forced to perform a long and painful kowtow at the feet of foreign barbarians, so that it would be a century and a half before a Chinese leader—a peasant-born revolutionary named Mao Zedong—could truthfully say that once again The Chinese people have stood up!



Notes
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