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I.  Collapse of the Empire
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Traditional China begins to disintegrate in the mid-19th century. The western world enters the great land under the imperial Qing Dynasty. So far, Chinese goods have been in great demand in England, France, and the United States, without China receiving goods in return from the West. Above all, the Chinese received silver as payment for tea, porcelain and other Far Eastern goods. There was an imbalance in the trade relationship, against which, especially the English proceeded. They brought opium to China. Here, this was used as medicine, but also resulted in dangerous addiction. When China went against these imports, the Opium War (1840-1842) took place. The English won because of their military and technical superiority. The Chinese military was very poorly equipped, simple soldiers and generals ran away without a fight.

China had to sign the Treaty of Nanking, which had many drawbacks. The worst part of it being that it had to cede the island of Hong Kong to England. China was also forced to open five of the largest ports, so that the British could now legally import opium and other Western goods into China. In addition, the English were now allowed to acquire property in China. They were allowed to evangelize and built a religious and philosophical Christian doctrine in direct opposition to the teachings of Confucius, which formed the basis for the world view of the Chinese.

Political bases were built. Besides England, France and the USA also installed their Embassies in Beijing (later, Russia also followed). These two powers also imposed contracts on China, in which China lost the right to levy customs duties. Now, numerous goods arrived permanently in China from abroad, which strained the domestic economy.

China had become, to a great extent, a colonial area of ​​the western world.

At that time, the Chinese lived largely on agriculture and crafts. Many farmers helped themselves to additional income by spinning and weaving. Over time, they began to sell yarn and cotton in the cities. They contested the excessive tax fees on their profit. Business and pre-industrial production also continued to develop in urban areas. Small businesses were established, making various pieces of furniture. In addition, textile production along with paper and shoe production evolved.

As the urban population grew, many Chinese worked in these types of businesses, but were poorly paid. Due to these conditions, English and other western goods came into the market.

Imports now interfere with the development of their own productions, especially since taxes are due on domestic businesses, but not on foreign imports. The fabrics from England and other goods are made with much better and more complex machines. Therefore, making it difficult for the Chinese to compete with their own products. But not only the owners of industrial small businesses are pressurized. The craft enterprises, not to mention the dealers, are threatened in their existence or have significant losses. The factory workers receive increasingly lower wages. The large number of farmers also becomes depleted as leases rise.

Overall, living and working conditions in China worsen drastically for large parts of the population. At the same time, we have the imperial court, the aristocrats and the well-earning officials.

With Western economic conditions, Western ideas also come to China. Especially the educated elite start to consider another form of government. There are models such as democracy and socialism. The younger generation of higher social classes can no longer expect to automatically reach the same position as their parents. Children of civil servants, generals, factory owners, traders and landowners see the foreign powers as the enemies of their future. They are progressively inclined to believe that the Qing Dynasty was the last of its kind. China should become a republic.

Due to the economic conditions on one hand, and the radical theories they were dealing with on the other, the tremendous upheaval of twentieth century is explained.
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II.  Boxer Rebellion
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At the end of the 19th century, natural catastrophes hit different layers of impoverished populations. In 1998, the Yangtze River’s shores overflowed for months, causing huge floods that left millions of Chinese people homeless and leaving more than $20 billion in economic damage.

Now, forces were formed, directed against the foreign powers and against the Christians. The result was a coalition called "The Righteous and Harmonious Fists," to which farmers in particular belonged. The Western press described this as the "Boxer". Namely due to its members practicing various martial arts, including boxing, and other physical rituals. Their goal was to drive all foreigners out of their country and eliminate the Chinese Christians who had been proselytized. They regarded these two groups as the root of social evil.

In 1899, the Boxers attacked Christian missionaries and practicing Christians, and in 1900 they fought foreign merchants in a major uprising, especially in Beijing.

For this, they were supported by the Empress Dowager Cixi. She was the widow of Emperor Xianfeng and had taken over the rule of the empire after his death in 1861. The Europeans regarded them as "white barbarians" and therefore, supported the Boxer Rebellion, as it is called later in history. She ordered the killing of all foreigners. Many foreign envoys and their families fall victim to the massacre.

The rebellion was crushed. Under the leadership of England, an alliance was formed with France, Italy, Austria-Hungary, Germany, Japan, USA and Russia, who sent their troops to China to put an end to the Boxer Rebellion.

In the following years, China is shaken by numerous unrests and local rebellions.
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III.  Formation of the Republic of China
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After the Boxer Rebellion, the aristocratic Qing dynasty issued Empress Cixi with some reforms. Economically, they should be used to promote the development of Chinese enterprises, and in domestic terms, education and a fairer justice system were strengthened. The worst conditions, namely slavery, the widespread opium consumption and the foot binding of women (little girls’ toes would be broken, and their feet were tied together and crippled to fit the ideal of beauty)were banned.






But the stipulations were not enough for many people, especially as they were not consistently implemented. This formed resistance to the Empire. Cixi died in 1908. Formally, the new ruler was the two-year-old descendant Puyi, who is housed in the Forbidden City as a child Emperor, while two other adult descendants take power. (The Forbidden City was the center of Beijing, where the imperial court was located until 1911, and only high-ranking personalities had access).






In May 1911, the Qing dynasty announced that it would transfer two railway lines from private to state ownership. This sparked big protests in the Sichuan province, where many investors were involved in the railways, which now joined forces as a countermovement and organized strikes. The protest was crushed; at least 40 died. Although the government paid higher compensation after this, the morale changed and became critical of the regime.

Officers, soldiers, students and workers started meeting in secret where they would read revolutionary texts and set up an arsenal. On October 9th, 1911, a bomb accidentally exploded in a meeting place in Wuchang, the capital of the Hubei province. Anti-government critics were, thus, discovered and arrested. In response, the rebels raided and occupied the provincial government headquarters the next day.

They proclaimed the Republic and set up a flag with 18 stars. Hence, a union of all China was to be represented as a republic consisting of 18 Qing specified provinces.

The takeover of the government immediately led to similar rebellions in other provinces. Independence from the Qing dynasty was proclaimed throughout the country. At first, this was done with little violence, but the intervention of the state power led to fierce fighting and many deaths. The government succeeded in recapturing several provincial capitals, including Wuchang.

The Qing government was now virtually finished. But this great empire, it was not possible to simply replace it with another government that could handle all 18 provinces. Most provinces had proclaimed their independence, but their new governments had very different ideas. A common idea was to unite China into a republic.

Historically, the year 1912 is considered the founding year for the Republic of China. But the years up until 1949, when the official end of the Republic of China came, became chaotic.

The most important factors are shown next.
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IV.  Sun Yat-sen and Yuan Shikai
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1. Sun Yat-sen
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Sun Yat-sen was born in 1866 as a farmer's son. His youth was marked by a difficult life of high taxes and hard work, and he devoted himself to ideas of a better social life. He also studied medicine abroad. Early on, he joined secret societies, which had in mind the abolishment of the Qing dynasty, and which founded several groups. They aimed for a national association of the provinces in a republic. In 1905, he founded a political organization called Tongmenhui, which incorporated several national movements. At the same time, he overwhelmed the government with his petitions calling for political reform.

Tongmenhui is responsible for several riots, which all fail. The young doctor has to flee China because of his involvement. He continues to study revolutionary theories, such as the French Revolution and the American Revolutionary War. He summarizes his revolutionary ideas in scriptures, and ensures that they are spread throughout China.

His popularity causes him to return from abroad in 1911 and become the leader of the revolution. When the country is declared Republic of China on January 1, 1912, he becomes the first president. China is given a provisional constitution and uses the US as a republic as its model. He rules in progressive Nanking, but he has no military to fall back on. Therefore, in 1912, he relinquishes his position of power to the military leader and supporter of the Qing, Yuan Shikai. He offers to become president if in return he abolishes imperial rule and supports the new republic. Yuan takes
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