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THE ZONGLI YAMEN  
IN TIME AND PLACE 

 
IN LATE 1850S CHINA, AFTER TWO HUNDRED YEARS of relatively 
peaceful rule, the Qing dynasty (1644–1911) and its leaders found 
themselves in the midst of a hailstorm of challenges. Internal upris-
ings raged in the north, south and west, with the most notable—the 
Taiping—extending over one-third of the empire’s heartland and 
lasting nearly fifteen years (1850–1864). Suppression of the Nian Rebell-
ion, which destabilized the area between Beijing and the Taiping 
capital of Nanjing from 1851 to 1868, occupied imperial forces as 
well.1 The scope of the rebellions reflected the dynastic crises that 
had been building within China since the late eighteenth century. 
Weakening and dividing China, the internal conflicts opened the 
way for Euro-American imperialist inroads into the Qing Empire. 
Western countries assaulted the dynasty along the coast with 
demands for market access and higher-level diplomatic relations. 
Starting in the mid-nineteenth century, much to the Qing Court’s 
dismay, Great Britain took the lead in backing its demands on China 
with formidable military might, culminating in the Opium Wars of 
1839 to 1842 and 1858 to 1860. The constant threat of military action 
behind Western demands for treaties and their enforcement established 
gunboat diplomacy as the primary means to compel Chinese accept-
ance of expansive Euro-American economic interests. The breadth and 
frequency of the internal and external threats motivated the Qing 
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Court to experiment with new and old tactics alike in its search for 
methods and strategies to reestablish peace and maintain rule. The 
founding of the Zongli geguo shiwu yamen (hereafter referred to as 
the Zongli Yamen), China’s first Foreign Office, in 1861 proved to be 
a pivotal moment in this quest for survival, as it marked the adop-
tion of a new policy toward the West and, perhaps more importantly, 
marshaled the flexibility and dynamism of the Qing system to steer 
the dynasty through another fifty years of challenges.  

Spanning the turbulent years from 1861 to 1901 and heading the 
Qing efforts to regain control of its empire through the Self-
Strengthening Movement, the Zongli Yamen played a seminal role in 
the direction and survival of the Qing regime.2 By virtue of its 
position in the government hierarchy and the timing of its creation, 
the Zongli Yamen’s existence and actions had a significant impact on 
questions of central government strength vis-à-vis local activism and 
the government’s ability to cope with internal and external problems. 
Consequently, analysis of the Zongli Yamen provides a window for 
viewing two of the most important questions of the day: the shifting 
balance of local, regional, and central power in the aftermath of the 
Taiping Rebellion, and the nature of reform during the Self-Strength-
ening period.3 In other words, a close study of the Yamen’s devel-
opment and functioning within the Qing system contributes to the 
debates revolving around the nature and capacity of the late Qing state. 

The Zongli Yamen also helps illuminate the possibilities for 
viable and effective institutional change in the late Qing. Scholars 
now recognize that major institutional change occurred during the 
dynasty, especially in its early years; the second half of the dynasty, 
however, is still commonly perceived as geared toward protecting 
existing structures, rather than as engineering innovative solutions to 
the complex of problems that faced society and the government. 
Despite the bias against the late Qing, the Zongli Yamen represents a 
major example of institutional reform, if the only one during that 
period. Scholars can no longer ignore the key that the Zongli Yamen, 
through its formative process and functioning, holds to our under-
standing of the capacity for reform in nineteenth-century China. 
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Delving into the Zongli Yamen as a positive case study for meaning-
ful change allows for a clear and improved picture of how the 
Chinese state viewed reform and under what circumstances it was 
accommodated.  

The scholarly literature has frequently portrayed the nature and 
extent of change in imperial China, whether intellectual or 
institutional, as constricted by the confines of Confucianism. Full 
examination of the Zongli Yamen shows, however, that change, if 
examined in context, was not only possible within the Chinese 
bureaucracy, but significant mechanisms existed by which to gener-
ate it. In the late Qing, the goal of the Zongli Yamen was to strength-
en China’s system in the face of threats, revealing the vitality of a 
mature bureaucracy in restructuring itself. The various stages in the 
Zongli Yamen’s founding and development suggest transformation 
rather than continuity and exhibit the dynamism that allowed the 
Qing regime to last nearly three hundred years. In the complicated 
world of the late nineteenth century, as in the complex world of the 
new millennium, exploring the process of reform is well worth our 
attention. Through this study of the Zongli Yamen, I provide an ex-
ample of institutional reform that speaks to how the mature Qing 
bureaucracy restructured itself to meet the exigencies of the day.  

Views of the Past 

Because the Zongli Yamen played an important role in navigating 
the problematic relationship with Western countries, early accounts 
of it view the very act of establishing the institution as a move 
toward adopting Western methods of diplomacy; consequently, they 
focus primarily on its state-to-state interactions, excluding its 
domestic functioning and internal meaning. The diplomatic empha-
sis is partly due to past scholarly expectations that the creation of the 
institution itself and the subsequent Self-Strengthening period 
resulted solely from Western diplomatic and commercial actions in 
China and that the efforts, believed to be aimed at achieving Western-
style modernization, were wrought from the Chinese government by 
the impact of Western actions. This approach is predicated on the 
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assumption that the inherent nature of the Chinese governmental 
system was static and required exogenous stimuli in order to progress 
substantially toward modernization and that all efforts to achieve 
modernization were in response to Western actions. The first assess-
ments of the Zongli Yamen, written in the 1950s and earlier, contain 
the above assumptions and fall under the “impact-response” rubric 
of analysis. Most notable are the accounts of the Zongli Yamen in 
treatments of coastal treaty ports and diplomatic history, with Ssu-yű 
Teng and John King Fairbank’s influential China’s Response to the West 
(1954) as a prime example.4  

A corollary to the “impact-response” treatment of the Zongli 
Yamen is an approach that stresses the steadfastness of Chinese tra-
dition at the expense of modernity. In these accounts, conservative 
Confucianism obstructs the Chinese road to progress, as defined by 
the Western path to modernity. In studies of nineteenth-century 
Chinese governance, this modernization approach regularly high-
lights China’s qualitative deficiencies in its response to Western 
stimuli. Scholars, with one eye on the Euro-American bar, aim to 
discern what went wrong with China and to ascertain why China 
did not manage to meet that standard by modernizing like the Euro-
American nations or even Asia’s own Meiji Japan. With their concen-
tration on deficiencies in Chinese society that prevented China’s 
effective response to the West, the works either dismiss Chinese 
reform efforts as inherently inadequate and “traditional” or they 
sacrifice Chinese actors’ agency in those efforts by over-emphasizing 
that of Western actors. The underlying question in both approaches 
of why China did not make a stronger, more sustained and more 
significant effort to meet the challenge of the West shapes the 
historical narratives that result.5  

Stressing linear development consistent with Western experience 
and expectations, modernization literature portrays a China domin-
ated by a static Confucian state incapable of generating meaningful 
reform. Within this framework, the Zongli Yamen is judged by Western 
expectations for change and action leading to modernization.6 The 
seeming ineptitude of the Qing to meet the challenges of the day 
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ultimately led to the 1911 Revolution. Responsibility for the failure of 
the Qing dynasty, according to this school of thought, lay with the 
persistence of traditional approaches, with the Zongli Yamen as a 
collaborator protecting tradition at the expense of change.7 To further 
this line of reasoning, the Zongli Yamen, because it emerged from 
Chinese tradition, simply could not represent a significant change in 
institutional form and was incapable of either generating or leading 
real constitutional reform. The Western-centric orientation of the 
basic assumptions behind the modernization framework has pre-
vented a more balanced examination of the process and possibilities 
of change within the traditional Chinese system.8  

Many scholars of political change in late Qing China have 
focused on the reign of the Tongzhi emperor, known as the Tongzhi 
Restoration (Tongzhi zhongxing, 1862–1875), and the Self-Strengthen-
ing period as critical times of lost opportunity in imperial China’s 
history, times when China could have chosen the path of modern-
ization and did not.9 The decade-long Tongzhi Restoration was a 
respite of sorts for China from Western aggression. The Qing Court 
and government had already been forced to accept diplomatic 
relations with Western countries by means of the unequal treaties. 
The new Tongzhi emperor seemingly changed the orientation of the 
court toward a cooperative relationship with the treaty powers, allow-
ing the signatory powers to enjoy political and economic privileges 
and status, in the hope that additional warfare could be avoided. 
During the Restoration, the Qing Court restored internal order 
following the Nian and Taiping rebellions, as well as the military 
assaults from the West. The former left the court struggling to re-
assert central control over areas torn by the effects of the rebellions 
and dependent on local elite for stability. The latter posed the 
problem of asserting sovereignty in the face of foreign aggression 
and intimidation and devising strategies for retaining legitimacy 
while addressing the complexities of the foreign encroachments. 
Through the upheaval of the Second Opium War that immediately 
preceded the Tongzhi emperor’s reign, three leaders emerged who 
steered China in its new policy direction, changing key aspects of the 
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political machinery of the Qing bureaucracy in the process. Under 
their guidance, the Qing Court created the Zongli Yamen and adopted 
the new policy of adherence to treaty obligations. To its Euro-Ameri-
can counterparts, China seemed to be joining the Western system of 
international relations and the “family of nations.”10  

Despite Western hopes, Qing government and society did not 
Westernize according to Western expectations; nor did the atmos-
phere of Sino-Western cooperation last through the events of the early-
1870s. Because of the unmet expectations, modernization scholars 
have argued that the Tongzhi Restoration adopted the superficial 
approach of placing new policies on old institutions to manage the 
West. Accordingly, as portrayed, the policies of the period had no 
roots in the Confucian system and therefore could not flourish, or 
alternatively, the Confucian system was too inflexible to generate or 
absorb innovative policies. In either case, the resulting assessment is 
the same: Tongzhi policies were doomed to failure. Modernization 
scholars determined that Tongzhi Restoration reformers were not 
interested in reform or modernization in the Western sense; rather 
they aimed to restore the glory of the Confucian system, as the name 
given the period implies. 

The contribution and influence of Mary Wright’s The Last Stand of 
Chinese Conservatism, one of the main works exploring the Zongli 
Yamen, continue today; however, the limitations of her moderniza-
tion approach diminishes that book’s analytical power in explaining 
the value of change in Chinese terms. Wright presents Confucianism 
as posing the biggest obstacle to Chinese modernization. Meaningful 
institutional reform could not occur until Confucianism was overcome. 
Thus, the Zongli Yamen, in Wright’s account, ultimately becomes less 
significant than it is, because it emerged from within the Confucian 
framework. 

Although modernization paradigm scholarship associates the 
Zongli Yamen with the Tongzhi Restoration, its origins are actually 
in the Xianfeng reign (1850–1861). Because the tones and concerns of 
the two reigns differed in many respects, the association with one or 
the other is noteworthy. Scholars who have utilized a modernization 
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approach have portrayed the Xianfeng emperor as dismissive of the 
West and not open to modernization. Instead of the study of inter-
national law and treaty fulfillment, he and his reign are marked by 
war advocacy and hostility toward the West. Nonetheless, the 
Xianfeng emperor and his advisors approved the creation of the new 
Qing Zongli Yamen, which strove to reestablish and maintain peace 
through diplomacy. Therefore, despite Western depictions of the 
reign as stagnant or inflexible, sufficient momentum for action and 
reform existed, if out of necessity, by the end of the Xianfeng reign. 
The Tongzhi reign, on the other hand, has long been associated with 
the restoration of a more peaceful and stable Confucian rule. By 
often designating the Zongli Yamen as a Tongzhi creation, scholars 
construct it as “Confucian,” meaning it was structurally and socially 
nonchallenging. This ideological identification defines the capacity 
for institutional change as equally limited and does not allow for 
serious consideration of the potential for institutional change within 
the existing system. At issue are the interpretation of change, the 
identification of innovation, and the assessment of the equivalency of 
the concept of reform in the nineteenth-century Chinese and nine-
teenth-century Euro-American contexts.11 

For other Zongli Yamen scholars, the issue of personality has the 
greatest explicative value for understanding the organization. In 
these renditions, Prince Gong, one of the Yamen founders, and his 
relationship to the Court determined the fate of the Zongli Yamen’s 
efforts.12 Like Wright, Fairbank and Hsu, personality scholars seek to 
identify dysfunction and explain the failure to achieve modernity at 
the expense of examining the processes that indicated substantial 
institutional change was underway. By focusing on personality 
rather than the questions with which the personalities concerned 
themselves, the resulting works do not recognize that powerful Qing 
officials not only viewed institutional change as possible, but also 
were actually attempting to implement it.13 More importantly, owing 
to their concentration on personality as the critical component be-
hind the evolution of the Zongli Yamen, they discount institutional 
factors. 


