
Modern History

38) AD 1839- First Opium War:

As the dependency on opium began to rise in China, the Qing Emperor was forced to take steps to curb the excesses of opium being seen throughout the Empire. One of the Emperor’s trusted trade advisors confiscated more than two and a half million pounds of opium from the British without offering compensation for the loss. In turn, the British began shelling Chinese cities from their ships. The British, having a far superior navy eventually caused heavy enough casualties that the Chinese signed the Treaty of Nanking in 1842. The treaty forced China to open up multiple cities for trade, to pay for the cost of the war, and to turn control of Hong Kong over to the British. Rather than having any more destruction occur, the Qing Emperor Daoguang, signed the treaty. This treaty marked the beginning of a period in Chinese history known as the “Century of Humiliation” in which the once proud Chinese civilization began to decline, and was no longer viewed as a world power by other nations. The Treaty of Nanking was fairly broad and general, and did not provide guidance in terms of enforcement. As such, tensions rose between both sides, and a Second Opium War was fought between 1856 and 1860. When the second war ended, the Tianjin was signed, explicitly covering the details of reparations and trade that had been attempted with the Treaty of Nanking.

39) AD 1900- Boxer Rebellion:

After the Treaty of Nanking and Tianjin, discontent among the Chinese people began to emerge. In AD 1900, a militia known as the Boxers emerged and, as a group, attempted to invade Beijing to force the government to go to war with the European nations that held China in trade slavery at the time. The Boxers held foreigners in Beijing under siege, and when the European armies were initially defeated, those same nations sent 20,000 troops to China. Eventually, the European armies defeated the Boxers. China was forced to pay reparations to the other nations involved, and the amount of yearly reparations was greater than the government collected in taxes in a year. To further weaken the Chinese, the Boxer Protocol (treaty) allowed for the stationing of foreign troops in China, in order to prevent further rebellions. The actions of the Chinese government in not fully supporting the Boxers caused many civilians to become angry with their government, and begin thinking about the replacement of the monarchical form of government.

 

 

40) AD 1911- The Republic of China holds first elections:

In 1911, an uprising against the Qing Dynasty took place. Known as the Wuchang Uprising, this rebellion put an end to the Chinese Empire in 1912. However, as the Uprising gained momentum, the group founded the Republic of China. In order to establish credibility as a republic, presidential elections were held in 1911. Sun Yat-sen was elected the first president of the Republic of China. However, by 1912, he was replaced after losing a parliamentary election. In 1916, the military took control of the government. The army was led by Yuan Shikai, and upon his death, the republic fractured into several small factions, each controlled by a warlord. In 1925, a group of Chinese nationalists formed the Kuomintang (KMT) party in an attempt to bring legitimate government back to China. The KMT was led by General Chiang Kai-shek. The KMT found itself at odds with the Communist Party of China, until 1934, at which time the KMT pushed the Communist forces north, a move known as the Long March. Despite the troubles faced by the Republic of China during its short tenure, the Republic is noted for having transitioned China away from monarchy towards republic and democracy.

 

41) AD 1934- The Long March:

During the conflict between the KMT and Communist Party during the early 1930’s, it became clear that the KMT’s forces outmanned those of the Communists (or Reds). As such, in 1934, the various Red Armies began a strategic march north and west in the hopes of escaping the KMT. During the march, which was as long as approximately 9,000 kilometers, Mao Zedong began his rise to power. His leadership under the tremendously difficult conditions gave the army a great appreciation for him, and gave Mao a deeper understanding of the skills necessary to lead a vast nation of people. After the Long March was completed, the KMT took control of the government. This success would be short lived, however, as the Japanese invaded China in 1937. In order to repel the Japanese forces, which would not be fully accomplished until war’s end, the KMT was forced to ally itself to the Red army, which put the Red Army in a position of great strength after the war. When that happened, Mao was in a place of authority from which he could help the Red Army (and Communist Party) seize control of China.

 

42) AD 1937- Nanking Massacre:

In AD 1937, seeking mineral resources, the Japanese invaded China. In December of 1937, the Japanese conquered the Chinese capital city of Nanking (variously Nanjing). Over the first six weeks of the occupation, the Japanese murdered anywhere from 40,000-300,000 Chinese citizens. Beyond that, an estimated 20,000 women were raped, and the number of children and elderly women who were raped has not been accurately counted. The actions of the occupying soldiers were so reprehensible that the event has also been called the “Rape of Nanking”. The reason for the wildly disparate casualty estimates is that the Japanese destroyed most of the records containing information about this time period, leaving little firsthand information for historians to uncover. There is even a story that was told at the time (and which a judge in 2005 said could not legally be proven false) that a pair of Japanese soldiers held a contest between themselves to see who could kill 100 civilians first, using nothing but a sword. After the Japanese surrender in late 1945, the Chinese held tribunals to determine the guilt of officers involved in the Nanking Massacre. Only seven soldiers who were tried for the massacre were found guilty of a capital crime, and those seven were executed. Others were found guilty of lesser sentences, but not put to death. Several memorials have been built to commemorate the suffering of the Chinese people during the Nanking Massacre.

 

43) AD 1949- The Republic of China moves to Taiwan:

After the Japanese surrender at the end of World War II, China had to begin the monumental task of rebuilding and repairing the damage done during the occupation. Because the Red Army had allied itself to the KMT during the war, the Reds had gained a great deal of popularity. With war’s end, the civil war between the KMT and the Reds resumed in AD 1946. This time, however, the Reds were successful, and in 1949, the KMT government was forced to flee. Mao Zedong and the communists established the People’s Republic of China on the mainland. The KMT forces left mainland China, and settled on the island of Taiwain. Once there, the KMT reestablished the Republic of China. From that moment on, the ROC claimed independence from China, and sought to gain international recognition of its independence. On the other side, the PRC claimed that Taiwan and the ROC were simply a rebellious faction of the PRC, and that the ROC ought not to have standing among the independent nations of the world. As this fracture occurred during the Cold War, the United States and other world powers were hesitant to acknowledge the independence of the ROC for fear of angering the PRC, and potentially, its communist ally, Russia. As such, major western powers began to trade with the ROC, without giving formal acknowledgement of its status. Although this move angered the PRC, it was unwilling to go to war with the west over this unspoken recognition. Even today, this issue remains unsettled by China and Taiwan, and although hostility breaks out occasionally, neither side seems willing to commit the resources necessary to permanently settle the issue.

44) AD 1958- The Great Leap Forward:

Throughout the 1950’s China continued to lag behind the rest of world as it struggled to rebuild itself and its industry. Mao Zedong proposed a massive agricultural and industrial recovery program to modernize China. Given the name the Great Leap Forward, it was hoped that following a plan similar to that used in either Russia, Germany or the United States during their various times of rebuilding. However, Mao planned to privatize heavy industry like steel-making, so that vast quantities of materials could be produced with vast expenditures of capital on the part of the government. And so, heavy industry was turned over to the cottage-industry of centuries past. The notion was flawed from the beginning. Steel making is not an endeavor well-suited to home-furnace use. As such, the steel produced was virtually worthless, setting back industry by several years. In addition, the Great Leap Forward collectivized farms, meaning that farming was done by groups, not individuals. Sadly, this method of farming is not well-suited to a vast, industrial society. Unsurprisingly then, the Great Leap forward was an economic and social disaster. A famine struck during the Great Leap, and so, without technology to aid the people, an estimated 18-45 million people died during the years 1958-1962. Put into perspective, 60 million people died during World War II, and that counts non-combat deaths associated with the war (sickness, construction accidents, etc.). In other words, the Great Leap Forward killed three fourths as many people as World War II, and in only one country. The Great Leap was so catastrophic that Communist Part in China turned its back on Mao and began plans to oust him from government, which, in turn, led to the Cultural Revolution.

45) AD 1966- The Cultural Revolution:

Mao Zedong, after the failure of the Great Leap Forward, was viewed as a pariah and the rest of the communist government sought to oust him from power. However, in AD 1966, Mao instituted the Cultural Revolution. The stated purpose of the revolution was to purge any remaining capitalist or traditionalist thought from the citizenry, and in its place, establish the Cult of Mao, as the center of Chinese thought, and life. Mao established his “cult of personality”- that is, Mao himself became the central idea of life in China. Mao had millions of copies of his “Little Red Book” distributed, and persons found without it on their person, were subject to punishment. Further, Mao appealed to the youth in China, and very quickly the Red Guards were created from a corps of teens. During the revolution, citizens were encouraged to report any “non-Maoist” thought or activity to the Red Guard, who would take appropriate action against the violator. Those who reported violations were often given rewards and positions of authority. This means that from 1966-1976 (at the end of the revolution) much of the productive activity in China came to a halt as people were too afraid to do anything creative or thoughtful. An estimated 30 million people died during the revolution, meaning that as many as 75 million people died due to decisions directly made by Mao Zedong. This startling number means that Mao was responsible for almost as many deaths as Hitler and Stalin combined, making Mao one of the most violent leaders in world history. The Cultural Revolution came to an end in 1976, when Mao died after a series of heart-attacks.

46) AD 1972- Nixon visits China:

Upon assuming the presidency in the United States, Richard Nixon sought to formalize a relationship with the People’s Republic of China, something that had not been done up to that point. IN AD 1972, Nixon travelled to China. From February 21-28, Nixon and his wife toured China, and had serious discussions with various Chinese diplomats. During this time, the American press corps that had travelled with Nixon reported back the first image of China in approximately twenty years. Nixon met with Mao, and thanks to the productivity of that meeting as well as the other diplomatic meetings, relations between the two countries were normalized. Due in large part to Nixon’s trip, China shifted Cold War alliances away from Russia to the United States. This shift in balance would play a role in the eventual fall of the Soviet Union. In a more immediate way, Nixon’s visit to China paved the way for trade relations which would be of great benefit to both countries. Of final note, Nixon’s visit allowed the US and China to peacefully disagree over the issue of Taiwan, without fear of either side getting involved in a military action relating to Taiwan.

 

47) AD 1989- Tiananmen Square protests:

In April of 1989, a group of students gathered in Tiananmen Square (located outside the Forbidden City) to mourn the death of Hu Yaobang, the former Party Secretary. Yaobang had been liberal and sought to reform China’s government. As many as one million students gathered to mourn Yaobang, and demand changes from the government, including free speech and free press. As the protest spread to 400 cities, Deng Xiaoping, the leader of China after Mao’s death, opted to use force to put down the Tiananmen Square protest. As many as 250,000 troops were sent to the Square to maintain order. On June 4th, the army moved to clear the square of protesters. During the protest and clearing of the square, somewhere between 300 and 1,000 people were killed. There is no single official count of casualties, and every source gives a different total. However, sources agree to the range of 300 to 1,000 dead. This “Massacre”, as it came to be known, posed an international setback to China. The protest had had widespread coverage, and so the whole world was made aware of the actions that had taken place. Tourism declined in the wake of the protests, and the World Bank held up several loans to the Chinese. The protests demonstrated to the world the level of difficulty China was having maintaining itself as a communist country despite the growing internal pressure to move towards democratic government.

 

48) AD 2002- SARS outbreak:

In November 2002, an outbreak of what was believed to be Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome occurred near Hong Kong. SARS is a virus that attacks the respiratory system, and has approximately a 10% mortality rate in infected patients. The relatively high mortality rate, coupled to the ease and mode of transmission (SARS is both fluid-borne and airborne), made SARS a potential threat to a large population across the world. By early 2003, people from 37 countries had been infected with SARS, and fears of a global pandemic were manifest. By July of 2003, the WHO (World Health Organization) claimed that the disease had been contained, and although four cases were discovered in 2004, no cases have been reported since that time. SARS demonstrated for the first time the very real possibility that, thanks to rapid global transit, viruses that might otherwise have a small impact could potentially become threatening to humans across the world. This almost-pandemic taught the world health community about its own weaknesses, and gave countries the opportunity to plan and prepare for a true pandemic disease. These procedures were put in place during the Ebola outbreak in 2015.

 

49) AD 2003- First manned Chinese spaceflight:

On October 15, 2003, China launched its first manned spacecraft into outer space. Named the Shenzhou 5, the craft was piloted by Yang Liwei. The Shenzhou 5 followed four unmanned Shenzhou launches, which were designed to test the craft’s space worthiness. Liwei completed 14 orbits


50) AD 2008- Beijing Olympics held:


