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   KWANTLEN POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY 

 

HISTORY 2350    Modern Chiinese History  1644-1911 

 

 

 

   Classes: Thursdays  4:00 – 6:50 pm.  Room 2520 

 

INSTRUCTOR: Frank Abbott 

OFFICE: 2320  

TELEPHONE: 599-2609 - Voice Mail :  9100  

OFFICE HOURS: Tues. 1600-1700; 1800-1850 

Wed. 1800-1850 

Thurs. 1400 - 1515 

and by appointment outside these times 

 

This course covers the late Imperial era from the Qing conquest in 1644 to the Boxer Rebellion of 

1900 and the fall of the dynasty in 1911.  We will examine the strengths and weaknesses of 

traditional society and culture, as well as the internal tensions and external forces that caused 

China’s disastrous experiences in the nineteenth century.  But China was also resilient, and we will 

examine the various attempts to come to grips with the problems of imperialism and social collapse 

from political, economic, social and cultural perspectives.  While prior knowledge of Chinese 

history is not a prerequisite, students who are not familiar with China will have to do extra reading 

in order to provide themselves with an adequate background for material discussed in this course. 

 

I encourage everyone to take advantage of my office hours to discuss essays or class-related 

issues in person, rather than by email, which is slower and more time consuming anyway.  

Only in the most extenuating of circumstances will I accept assignments by e-mail.   

 

 

COURSE OBJECTIVES, CONTENT, METHOD, EVALUATION:  

 

Researching Chinese historical questions requires that you read and think in a rational and 

intelligent manner.  You will also practice expressing your own ideas clearly and with confidence 

by presenting the results of your research to the other members of the class in the seminar format.  

One hundred percent (100%) of your final mark will be based on the work which you do during the 

semester.   

 By the completion of this course, you will:  

 

❁ Be familiar with the basic outline and character of modern Chinese history; the struggle to 

meet foreign and domestic challenges in an effort to regenerate and transform the country from 

a Confucian universal empire into a modern nation state, and what was gained and lost in the 

process. 

 

❁ Know how to think in historical terms, i.e.:  to judge historical events within the 

framework of the particular society in which they occurred; rather than applying 

modern standards of judgment onto past societies; 
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❁ Be able to compose a historical essay of 2500-3000 words and to defend in a seminar the 

conclusions reached as a result of research and evaluation; 

 

❁ Understand how tradition and innovation interact and modify one another; 

 

❁ Understand that there are no perfect or final solutions to human problems in China or 

anywhere else; the solution of one problem gives rise to another. 

 

 

b) Your potential mark will be divided in the following way: 

 

* Seminar essay      25% 10 double-spaced typewritten pages.  Students presenting 

seminars must distribute a 2 page summary one week prior 

to the date they will be discussed so that all students will have 

read and made appropriate comments on the paper's thesis 

and evidence. Essay due one week after class presentation 

 

* Essay outline       10% Bibliography, thesis & outline for seminar  

 

* Mid-term map test  5% In-class map identification (cities, provinces etc)  

 

* Participation       15% Based on attendance and number and quality of   

  questions/observations in class. 

 

 * Opium War Midterm   20%  “Do you better understand the Chinese view  

   of the Opium War?”  (Details p. 3) 

 

* Readings & final     25%  Questions on primary sources and their interpretation (3 x  

   5%); one final in-class assignment -see p. 4 -(10%). 

c) PARTICIPATION and RESPONSIBILITY:    A major component of this course is the 

student presentation.  Each student will make a 10-15 minute seminar essay presentation in 

class based on the assigned weekly topics.  After the presentation, there will be a class 

discussion of the material covered ad the issues raised.  As 10% of your grade is based on your 

participation in other students' seminars and in class, you will be expected to do the weekly 

readings before the class and to participate actively in the discussions. 

 You will therefore be graded for your participation in each class.  Attendance is important - it 

will be extremely difficult to receive a passing grade if you do not attend.   

 If you are experiencing difficulties which impact on your attendance and/or the completion of 

any of the course assignments, it is your responsibility to consult with me as soon as possible in 

order to determine the best way to proceed. 

 Students who attend every class but who do not contribute to the discussion will not receive 

a very good grade either.  You do not need to dominate the discussion; intelligent questions or 

asking for clarification of things which do not seem all that clear - and sometimes they really 

aren’t - is a very good way to start. 

 Your informed ideas and opinions are always welcome in this class.  The exchange of 

contrasting viewpoints enriches and stimulates all historical discussion. 

 

* If you know that you will miss a scheduled presentation due to illness or other mitigating 

circumstances, you must inform me no less than two hours before that class.  Failure to do so 
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means that your presentation will not be rescheduled, and you will receive a zero grade for that 

part of the seminar assignment.  Essays are due one week after their scheduled presentation. 

 

  Students are also reminded that they should not make any travel plans which involve them being 

absent before the last scheduled day of final examinations. 

 

COURSE TEXTS 

 

 1) Jonathan Spence - The Search for Modern China 

 

3. Arthur Waley - The Opium War Through Chinese Eyes 

 

Other material will be distributed to you as needed for specific assignments during the 

semester. 

 

Important Dates to Remember: 

 Sept. 13:  Last day to drop courses without a “W” on the academic record. 

 Sept. 14-18:  Add/change courses with Instructor approval. 

 Oct. 31:  Last day to withdraw with a “W” grade 

 

Opium War Mid-term Assignment  
 

Read about the Opium War in the course texts, and the presentations, and compare these 

with Waley’s account and the film on the Opium War that we will view in class. 

In 2-3 paragraphs at the most, summarize the pertinent details of Waley’s and the film’s 

arguments.  Do not summarize the events of the war.  Did Waley help you understand the views of 

the Chinese people and the period?  Did the film?  Where do they agree/disagree?  Explain 

why/why not; what you liked or didn’t.  The total length of your response is 6 pages max. 

 

 

SEMINAR ESSAY OUTLINE/PROPOSAL  10% (3 pages maximum)   

Students will select the seminar topic which they will present in class from the list found further 

along in this course presentation.   One student per topic.  Each topic has been chosen carefully in 

order to illuminate a particular aspect of the period and to allow students to bring their critical 

intelligence to bear in analyzing the nuances of the question.  The purpose of the essay proposal is 

to help students to organize their thoughts on the question as soon as possible, to find their source 

materials and to work out how they will approach dealing with the question.   

 

Students are also very much encouraged to consult with the instructor if they run into difficulties.   

If so, they should do some preliminary work on their own in the library - for example, consult the 

works held on reserve for this course - and bring some ideas and the names of possible sources 

along with them. 

 

Each outline/proposal should include the following: See course website for more details 

 

- a thesis statement explaining what the essay will set out to prove, the question it will answer. 

- a plan showing the various parts of the essay, how they relate to each other and to the overall 

topic. This can be done in point form but should be somewhat detailed. 
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- a bibliography of sources to be consulted.  The texts are very useful but you must also have at 

least five other scholarly works (including academic journal articles where appropriate as well 

as original sources) as the core of the research material for the proposal and eventual paper.   

 

Please note that while encyclopedia articles are useful in giving you information on a subject, they 

are not considered to be good sources for the kind of university-level research essays required in 

this course.  The same can be said for many internet sites. 

 

● FINAL IN-CLASS ASSIGNMENT (10%): It will ask you to consider something like the 

following question:  Was the collapse of Imperial China inevitable?  Had its time run out?  

If so, when was the turning point?  Or, even in 1911, could a strong ruler have successfully 

transformed China into a constitutional monarchy? 
 

FOOTNOTES AND PLAGIARISM 

 

When concepts, ideas, data, facts, results, etc. are borrowed by direct quotation or by 

paraphrasing, the author must be acknowledged. We do this as historians by using footnotes or 

endnotes as the means of DOCUMENTING the sources consulted. 

 

HISTORY DEPARTMENT POLICY REQUIRES THAT ALL ESSAYS SUBMITTED IN THIS 

COURSE MUST BE APPROPRIATELY AND PROPERLY DOCUMENTED OR THEY WILL 

NOT BE ACCEPTED. 

 

 Plagiarism, which is essentially passing off the work of another as one’s own,  is unacceptable and 

will be dealt with accordingly by awarding a grade of zero on the paper.  Use a publication on 

accepted forms of footnotes and bibliographies if you're not sure.  We strictly adhere to 

Kwantlen’s Policy on Academic Honesty. 

 

For stylistic and technical questions, see the K. Turabian - A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, 

Theses and Dissertations.  For more details on essay writing for History papers, consult the handy 

guide distributed in class at the start of the semester. 

MARKING 

 

Remarks made on your papers by the instructor or by other students are intended as constructive 

criticism which, when followed, will improve your work.  If you interpret these remarks as 

personal insults you will not benefit from this method of acquiring knowledge.  

 

For each seminar paper and presentation, grading will be done on the following basis: 

 

The Paper - 75% (divided as follows) 

 

 Grammar, syntax, writing style and spelling - 15% 

 Critical analysis (use of evidence, logic) - 20% 

 Research (sources, breadth and selectivity) - 20% 

 Introduction (thesis, clarity, explicit)  - 10% 

 Conclusion  - 10% 

 

Presentation - 25% (divided as follows) 

 

 Clarity and brevity of written summary     -  5% 
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 Creativity  - 10% 

 Seminar leadership, class interest     - 10% 

 

Letter Grades 

 
 
A+ 

 
90 - 100 

   
A 

 
85 - 89 

 
A- 

 
80 - 84 

 
B+ 

 
76 - 79 

 
B 

 
72 - 75 

 
B- 

 
68 - 71 

 
C+ 

 
64 - 67 

 
C 

 
60 - 63 

 
C- 

 
56 - 59 

 
D 

 
50 - 55 

 
F 

 
  0 - 49 

 

DEADLINES ARE FIRM 

 

Students are expected to hand all their work in by the required time and date.  To encourage this, 

5% will be removed per day on late assignments.  Extensions for compassionate reasons or for 

illness will be granted as long as the student approaches me BEFORE the deadline.  Late papers 

will be assigned a grade but will not receive comments or criticism. 

 

    

 

 

 

 

SCHEDULE OF WEEKLY THEMES & SEMINARS 
 

Unit 1   Introduction to the Course 

1. Patterns and issues in Chinese history 

2. Course objectives, the texts 

3. Language issues, explanation of essay topics 

 

Unit 2   Traditional Chinese Society by 1800 (1) 

   
1. Essay topics - continued (if necessary). 

2. Writing the essay, interpretation, critical use of documents, footnoting. 

3. History From the Bottom Up: A peasant view of China. 

4. Economic issues in Chinese history. 

 

Unit 3    Traditional China (2) - ESSAY PROPOSALS DUE  
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  1. Confucianism: An ideology to justify the ruling class or a shared cultural 

heritage?  Is it suitable for a modern society? 

  2. The view from the top: The many roles of the Emperor of China 

  3. The scholars and the bureaucracy: How did the government govern? 

        4. Discussion: Were there aspects of traditional China which were quite 

admirable and from which the West could have learned? 

 

Unit 4  Qing China in Fact and Fancy      ( STUDENT PRESENTATIONS START) 

  

1.   The Manchu conquest and Chinese society: More continuity than 

change?  Why did they retain control over China? 

2.   The Kangxi Period: Was he China’s greatest emperor? 

3.    The Qianlong Period: China in the 18
th

 Century. 

4.   Were the Qing rulers more adaptable and capable than they have been 

pictured?  
 

Unit 5  Classical China Meets Classic Liberalism      

   
1. Why did Europeans so admire China in the 18

th
 century?    

2. The Macartney Mission and the Qianlong Emperor’s reply to King 

George III: “Proof” that China was stagnant? 

  3. Trade or Tribute: Sino centrism and the Canton System. 

     4. Why did Europeans negatively reassess China in the 19
th

 Century. 

         

 

Unit 6  The First Opium War 

  

1.    Film: “The Opium War” (“Yapian Zhanzheng”) 

2.    The Opium War. Was Lin Zexu a national hero or a naive official?   

      3.    The Effects of Opium in China’s people and economy. 

 

Unit 7  The Taiping Rebellion  (Opium War Mid-term Assignment Due) 

  

1.   The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom: Primitive communist society? 

2.    Hong Xiuchuan’s Vision: Creative synthesis or theological jumble?   

3.   Zeng Guofan and the Chinese gentry: Why did the Han Chinese elite 

support the Manchus? 

 

Unit 8   The Second Opium War  (Mid-term Map Exercise) 

  

1.   The Burning of Yuanming Yuan in 1860: Barbarous or justified? 

2.   The New Imperialism: Why Treaty Ports and Concessions? 

3.   The Foreign Missionaries: Did they make any positive contributions? 

4.   Cultural encounters between China and the West: Benefits to both? 
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Unit 9  China’s Response to Defeat 

  

      1     The Tongzhi Restoration and the Zongli Yamen: Last Gasp or Fresh 

start? 

  2. Li Hongzhang and “Self-Strengthening”: What were the strengths 

and weaknesses of this movement? 

  3. Military Self-Strengthening:  Did the military successfully modernize 

on land and sea? 

   

Unit 10       Foreign Influences and Confucian Reactions 

    

1. The ti-yong dichotomy: Could China use Western methods to 

strengthen its traditional society? 

2. Did the conservatives have justifiable reasons to oppose change? 

3. Shanghai and the Treaty ports: Did they bring only negative 

influences to China? 

4. The Chinese economy by 1900: More strengths than weaknesses? 

 

Unit 11  Reform and Reaction 

   

1 The Dowager Empress: Evil Villain or Victim of Sexist historians? 

2 Why was Japan’s modernization more successful than China’s? 

  3. The Sino-Japanese War: Could China have won?   

    
         

 

Unit 12 Confucian Reformers of the Late Qing 

  

   1. Kang Youwei: Anachronistic Confucian or voice of the future? 

   2. The “Hundred Days of Reform”: Too much and too late? 

   3. Was there a Chinese nationalism by 1900? 

 

Unit 13 The Boxer Rebellion 

  

1. The “Boxer Rebellion”: Mindless xenophobia or a genuine peasant 

nationalist movement? 

2. Foreigners and the Boxers: Interpreting or misinterpreting? 

3.    The Foreign Powers and China:  “Open door” or open season? 

 

Unit 14 The Final Years 

  

1. Qing reforms after 1898:  Were they ineffective and insincere? 

2. Was the Revolution of 1911 really a revolution or merely an accident? 

3. Sun Yat-sen’s political ideology:  Hopeful synthesis or hopeless muddle? 

 
 


