
REMOVE INTO V VACATION WORK. 

Welcome to our final GCSE course – China in the 20th C. Your holiday 

work is to spend up to 4 hours reading the first chapter below, and 

answering some questions ready for discussion in our first class back. 

These are going to make for excellent revision notes later in the year. 

Happy reading.  

Reading questions: You can fill in answers on this document and 

submit via email at the start of next term.  

1. Who were the Qing dynasty?  

2. Who were the Boxers and what did they want?  

3. How did the Boxer rebellion damage the Qing dynasty’s chance of survival?  

4. Did Empress Cixi’s reforms 1903-11 make the Qing dynasty stronger, or weaker in your opinion? 

Explain your answer.  

5. In your opinion what was the most important cause of the Nationalist 1911 revolution that 

destroyed the Qing dynasty?  

6. Who was Sun Yat Sen, and what did he want to see happen in China?  

7. Why was General Yuan Shikai’s help important for the success of the 1911 revolution?  

8. Why was General Yuan Shikai able to rule as a dictator over China 1912-16?  

9. Who were the Guomindang and what did they want? (n.b. It is sometimes spelt with a K).  

10. What was the May the Fourth Movement of 1919, and why did they protest against the warlords 

who were in charge of China by this point?  

11.  Who was Chiang Kai-shek and what did he become?  

12. When was the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) set up, and why did they decide to ally with the 

nationalist Guomindang, despite having a different ideal for how they wanted China to be run?   

13. What was the United Front, and how did they manage to take control over China by 1928?  

14.  Why did the nationalists Guomindang want to destroy the Communists, and how did they ensure 

that they no longer posed a threat by 1934?  

15.  Why did Chinese peasants come to dislike the Guomindang?  

Challenge question: What in your opinion was the Guomindang’s chances of survival as leaders of China 

by 1934?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emperor Guangxu, 

ruled 1875-1908 



Topic 1: the Fall of the Qing, warlordism and chaos, 1900-34 

Topic summary: In 1900, the Qing dynasty, ruled China. The emperor had the Mandate of Heaven and lived in the 

Forbidden City in Beijing. By 1900, the emperor ruled over a population of 300 million subjects, divided into four 

ethnic groups: Han (90% of Chinese people), Manchu (ruling Qing dynasty), Mongol and Tibetan. The Manchu came 

from outside China, from Manchuria in the north east. They were seen as foreigners by the majority of people, but 

were able to secure obedience through the teachings of the Chinese philosopher Confucius. He taught that people 

should accept their position in society and not question hierarchy or the authority of the emperor. Most of the 

population of China were peasants with very few rights, who were kept in line by these ideas. China was politically 

undeveloped: it was more like a medieval state than a 20th century power. In the period 1900-34, China experienced 

large changes in its system of government. A revolution which overthrew the Qing dynasty and turned China into a 

republic led to power falling into the hands of warlords. Meanwhile, a nationalist party, the Guomindang, led first by 

Sun Yat-sen and later by Chiang Kai-shek, grew in strength and aimed to control China. At first it worked with the 

newly formed Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in a United Front, but by 1934 the GMD and the CCP were bitter 

enemies.  

LO1: How did the Boxers damage the Chinese Empire (Qing dynasty)? 
 
By 1900, weaknesses were revealed in the power of the empire and authority of the emperor: 

• Britain had gained great wealth as a result of the opium trade and victory in the Opium Wars (19th century) 

• Japan had defeated China in war in 1894 and taken Korea 

• France had seized territory in the south of the country. 
 
In the 19th century, the Qing dynasty had given rights to foreign powers to exploit China’s resources. This included 

sending missionaries to convert Chinese people to Christianity. Many came to regard Westerners as foreign devils, 

who needed to be driven out if China was to be restored to greatness. This came to light in the Boxer Rebellion in 

1899, which began in Shandong in northern China and spread to three of China’s north eastern provinces by 1900. 

Causes of the uprising 

• Emperor Guangxu tried to modernise the government in 1898, 

attempting to end some of the criticisms of the imperial system. 

However, his policy of the “Hundred Days Reform” was strongly 

opposed by his aunt, the Empress Dowager Cixi. She and her supporters 

seized control of government and ended reforms. 

• The Chinese peasants hated the “foreign devils”; their religion and 

their technology. They thought that the new railways disturbed dragons 

and the telegraph wires were poisonous. 

• Cixi encouraged attacks on foreigners to divert blame away from the 

Qing family and towards the foreigners. 

By the late 1890s, a Chinese secret group called the Society of 

Righteous and Harmonious Fists (Boxers) began carrying out attacks on 

foreigners and Chinese Christians. The Boxers were mostly peasants 

who had suffered natural disasters such as famine and flooding. They 

thought that the concessions made to foreigners had made their lives 

even harder. The attacks began in Shandong and spread to Hebei, Shanxi 

and Henan in north eastern China. The Boxers attacked Christian missionaries, burned down their churches and 

schools, and killed both foreign and Chinese Christians. The uprising spread to Beijing where the German 

ambassador was shot. The Western population retreated into the British legation, which was surrounded by the 

Boxers for 55 days in a siege.  
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Impact of the uprising 

The Boxers had Cixi’s support, who declared war on the foreigners, but they were unable to break into the legation. 

The Westerners raised a force which broke the siege and many Boxers were executed in the street. Cixi and the 

emperor disguised themselves as peasants and fled.  

Cixi’s support for Boxers was a great mistake. It damaged the Qing’s authority by showing that even the imperial 

house was not able to rid China of foreign control. As a result, foreign powers demanded even more power in China: 

• A financial penalty was put in place – the Western powers demanded £67 million to be paid over 39 years. 

• The Westerners insisted on the destruction of China’s military fortifications and weapons. 

• Ten officials were executed.  

• Foreign soldiers were placed permanently in and around Beijing. 

Self-strengthening and reform, 1902-11 

Cixi and emperor returned to Beijing in 1902, but their authority had been damaged. Cixi, largely in control of the 

government, tried to bring about reforms to save the Qing’s reputation. She hoped to modernise China and win the 

support of the people by learning from foreigners’ skills in technology and science. They included: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LO2: What were the causes and consequences of the 1911 revolution?  

A series of problems, combined with the much weakened authority of the Qing dynasty, led to the overthrow 

of the dynasty in the 1911 revolution: 

• The failure of political reforms: The reforms of 1902-11 were too little, too late. The domination of the 

Manchus in the National Consultative Council increased Han resentment of the government. The limits 

placed on the provincial assemblies (only 0.4% of the population were allowed to vote and all changes were 

delayed for nine years) led to calls for faster reform. The failure of the government to meet these demands 

let to further support for the revolution. 

• Weak government: In 1908, both Emperor Guangxu and Cixi died. The new emperor, Puyi was just two 

years old. Prince Chun, Guangxu’s brother, ruled as regent and tried to continue Cixi’s reforms. However, he 

was inexperienced and weak.  

• The consequences of army reform: The reform of the army was expensive and so Chun increased taxation. 

These were on top of taxes already owed as part of the payment due to Westerners, following the Boxer 

Rebellion (£67 million over 39 years). Peasants obviously hated this. Furthermore, Chun dismissed General 

Yuan Shikai, as part of the army reforms. Yuan would go on to become a powerful enemy of the regime. 

• The spread of revolutionary ideas: Sun Yat-sen, who had been educated in the West, brought ideas of 

nationalism and republicanism to China. He was against the imperial system and believed that the Qing 

needed to be overthrown for China to modernise. He went into exile, 1895-1911, but his ideas still spread. 

• Growing resentment over control of China’s railways: Nationalisation increased Manchu control in the 

provinces of China, and railways owners were angry that did not receive proper compensation for having to 

hand their railways over to the state. This anger increased when the Qing paid for the expansion of the 

railways by borrowing money from Westerners and granted more power to foreign companies to build the 

lines. It looked like the Qing were becoming partners with the “foreign devils”. 

Events of the revolution 

The 1911 revolution began by accident. On 9th October, a group of young revolutionaries in Hankou exploded a 

bomb that they were preparing for later use. This provided a signal for a wider revolt by those who were unhappy 

with the Qing government. The following day, known in China as the “Double Tenth”, soldiers in Wuhan began a 

mutiny which spread, until all but three provinces south of Beijing were in revolt. They declared themselves 

independent from government control. In particular, Han soldiers revolted against Manchu control and massacred 

Manchu troops. They looked to General Yuan Shikai to become their leader. He was a former army general who 

wanted revenge for his dismissal in 1909. Although he had originally agreed to put down the rebellion for the 

government, when he reached Wuhan he switched sides to support the rebels. He then went to Beijing to form a 

Han government.  

Sun Yat-sen was still exile when the revolution began. He was offered the role 

of president in November 1911 and returned to China in January 1912. 

However, Yuan persuaded Sun Yat-sen to step down and allow him to be 

president. In return, the general promised to persuade the Manchus to 

abdicate and that a republic would be created, getting rid of the imperial 

system. This was a significant compromise, because Yuan really wanted to be 

emperor himself. Sun stepped down because he did not have the military 

support to resist Yuan. The first thing that Yuan did was organised the 

abdication of five-year old Puyi. General Yuan had full power to organise a 

temporary republican government.  

 

 

Exam-style question: 

1/ Explain two causes of the 1911 Revolution in China. (8) 
Sun Yat-sen 
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LO3: Why did opposition movements emerge in China, 1916-27? Warlords, May the Fourth Movement, Guomindang 

Yuan Shikai ruled as a dictator 1912-1916. He tried to make himself emperor in 1915, but Sun Yat-sen and his newly 

formed party the Guomindang opposed this. The military governors in the provinces also feared they would lose 

authority if Yuan took more power. The final crisis came with Yuan’s plans to accept Japan’s Twenty-One Demands, 

to control many of China’s factories, railways and ports (1915, when Japan needed access to resources during WW1). 

This would have resulted in a loss of China’s independence. Yuan faced an army rebellion in December 1915, so he 

had to abandon his plans to become emperor. He died of a stroke in June 1916. 

The era of the warlords, 1916-27                                                                                                                                                

Central government collapsed after Yuan’s death and local powerful generals, known as warlords, took power (even 

though there was still technically a republican government in Beijing). They ran their own legal and financial systems, 

and terrorised their populations. There were hundreds of them, with different styles of ruling: 

• Feng Yuxiang was known as the “Christian General” and insisted on baptising his troops. 

• Zang Zongzhang was a violent ruler who enjoyed splitting open the heads of his enemies.  

• Zhang Zuoli believed in the use of cruel punishments for his soldiers, to prevent mutiny. On one occasions, he had two 

soldiers beheaded for entering a theatre without paying. 

But the warlords also had certain things in common: none of them was prepared to submit to outside authority, they 

were cruel rulers and they made agreements with foreign powers who wanted to protect their interests in China. 

Warlord rule caused great suffering for the people, many of whom turned instead to revolutionary ideas. This was 

due to the warlords’ cruelty, as well as the absence of relief when there was drought in 1918 and flooding in 1923-5.  

The May the Fourth Movement, 1919 

The MtFM was driven by the news that China was to lose territory in Shandong province under terms of Treaty of 

Versailles (It wasn’t just Germany who was cross about the terms that ended WW1! - it was to be given to Japan). A 

protest began on 4th May 1919, led by students from Beijing University. They called on the government to resist this 

humiliating treatment. The movement spread and the result was that China’s government refused to sign the treaty. 

MtFM also led to new ideas, including the rejection of old-fashioned ideas and the adoption of modern beliefs such 

as freedom, democracy and equal rights. This was known as the “New Tide”. These ideas inspired revolutionary 

groups in 1920s who were fighting for unity and independence for China. 

Sun Yat-sen; Chiang Kai-shek and the Guomindang 

Sun Yat-sen was a nationalist, who had led a rebellion in Guangzou in 1895. He was exiled when it failed, travelling 

extensively and acquiring new ideas from all over the world. He returned to China in 1911, briefly becoming 

president in 1912. However, he had to flee after it became clear that he was no match for Yuan. When he returned 

to China in 1917, Sun set up a nationalist government in Guangzhou; declaring the formation of the nationalist party 

the Guomindang (GMD) in 1919. He announced the GMD’s key ideals in 1923; “The Three Principles of the People”: 

1. National Freedom: to remove foreigners and to restore China’s nationalism 

2. The Democracy Principle: the Chinese people to control their own government through elections 

3. People’s welfare: to solve the problem of rural poverty in China by developing government-owned industries and 

protecting native industry from foreign powers. 

The GMD still needed an army to overthrow the warlords and take control of China. In 1924, Sun Yat-sen set up the 

Whampoa Military Academy to train soldiers. The GMD became a military organisation, with an army: the NRA 

(New Republican Army). Sun was helped by the Russian Bolshevik government, who approved the appointment of 

Chiang Kai-shek as commander of the GMD army. When Sun Yat-sen died of cancer in 1925, Chiang was the obvious 

person to replace him and overthrow the warlords, in a campaign that became known as the Northern Expedition. 

Exam style questions: 

1/ Explain two ways in which the way China was ruled in 1926 was different to how it was ruled in 1900. (6) 

2/ Explain two ways in which the way China was ruled by the Qing dynasty in the years 1900-11 was similar to 

the way it was ruled in the warlord era (1916-27). (6) 4 



LO4: Why was the United Front successful in taking over China by 1928? 

One consequence of the MtFM was the spread of revolutionary ideas such as communism, in which Karl Marx 

suggested that history was a series of stages in which the proletariat struggled against the economic, political and 

social control of the higher classes. Eventually, through revolution, the higher classes would be overthrown and 

equality would be achieved for the lower classes. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was founded in secret in a 

girls’ school in Shanghai in June 1921. Chen Duxui, a key member of the MTFM was elected as general secretary. 

One of the 12 members invited to join the leadership of the party was a young bookseller from Hunan, Mao Zedong.  

China was very similar to Russia in that both these countries were economically and political old-fashioned, so 

Chinese Communists hope that they could achieve revolution just as the Russian Bolsheviks had done in 1917. In 

return, the Bolsheviks wanted to encourage revolution in China and protect their shared border. In the 1920s, they 

thought that the best way to achieve this was to work with the nationalist GMD. This was because:  

1. The CCP was too small to achieve revolution (there were only 50 members when it 

was founded). 

2. The conditions in China were not ready for Communist revolution, as Marx had 

imagined it. There were not enough workers, who would take power according to 

Marxist theory. China was mainly made up of peasants. 

3. The GMD’s Three Principles were similar to Bolshevism, insofar as they were 

rooted in ideas of equality. 

The Bolshevik government, through its organisation the Comintern, encouraged the CCP to work with GMD to 

overthrow warlords. The CPP could not ignore Russia, as they gave them US$5000 per year to fund the party. 

Therefore, in 1923, the CCP agreed to become a group within the GMD. 

The United Front, 1924-7 

This alliance between the CCP and the GMD became known as the United Front. They wanted to destroy the 

warlords, expel foreigners and improve the lives of ordinary people. The decision to form the United Front was 

spurred on by 30th May Incident, 1925. A workers’ protest in Shanghai was put down and a British commander killed 

12 people. This confirmed for the GMD and the CCP that China’s enemies could only be removed by force. In 1926, 

Chiang called on his followers to help him the warlords. His speech launched the Northern Expedition. 

The Northern Expedition, 1925-6 

The Northern Expedition was directed against warlords in eastern, central and northern China. Its military strategy 

was to surround each warlord’s army, cut off its supply lines and destroy it. The NRA was very successful. With the 

help of its Soviet military adviser, Galen, the NRA had become a far more effective fighting force than anything 

controlled by warlords. Galen taught the NRA the tactic of encircling enemy troops. The troops were also taught to 

treat local peasants with respect. In this way, they won the support of local populations, who were tired of the 

bloody rule of the warlords. Mao played an important role in winning the support of the peasants. 

The United Front lost many men, but by the summer of 1927, the United Front had control of central China. By 1928, 

with an army of 250,000, Chiang took control of eastern China. The final stage came in April 1928, when Chiang 

drove warlord Zhang Zuolin out of Beijing in the north. He then declared that the GMD was the legal government in 

China and moved the capital city from Beijing in the south to Nanjing in the east. 

The United Front won because: 

• They had the support of peasants and nationalists and communists worked together for a common goal 

• They had superior strength and tactics, compared to the warlords. 

• Chiang made deals with the warlords – he bribed them and said they could keep their armies, on the 

condition that they submitted to GMD control. 

Exam style question: 

Explain two causes of the formation of the United Front, 1924-27 (8) 
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LO5: Why was the GMD determined to destroy the Communists from 1927?  

Chiang thought that they United Front had served its purpose by defeating the warlords. He had been suspicious of 

the CCP even before the Northern Expedition had begun. Chiang was from a rich background and the GMD relied on 

the support of wealthy businessmen. They did not share the same aims as the CCP, who wanted to overthrow 

capitalism and abolish the class hierarchy. The split between the GMD and the CCP reached crisis point in March 

1927. The communists had organized a general strike in Shanghai, but the GMD seized the opportunity, amongst the 

chaos, to occupy the city. 

The Shanghai Massacres, 1927 

Two weeks after taking control of Shanghai, Chiang turned on the CCP. He was 

supported by industrialists and traders, who opposed trade unions, and by foreigners in 

the International Settlement, who were concerned that they would lose money if the 

CCP took control. Chiang’s troops began a killing spree, known as the “White Terror”. 

They were supported by violent secret societies in Shanghai and a crime organisation 

called Green Gang. Over 5000 Communists were killed. These attacks spread from 

Shanghai too: in Hunan, 250,000 people were killed.  

Mao and the communists did not follow orders from the USSR Bolshevik Comintern to 

continue the United Front at any cost, and attempted their Autumn Harvest Uprising 

against the GMD/NRA (August-September 1927). However, their army was too small to 

take on the might of the NRA (still under Chiang). Mao and his followers had to flee to 

the mountains of the Jiangxi province. Here they set up a Chinese Soviet Republic,                                                             

generally known as the Jiangxi Soviet, to govern the province. They spent the next seven                                                   

years there, in a struggle for survival. 

The Extermination Campaigns, 1930-4 

Chiang was determined to destroy the Communists and launched five extermination campaigns between 1930-4. 

1)First: Oct 1930, with 44,000 NRA troops sent to kill Communists in Jiangxi. The plan failed, as the Communists 

refused to fight the GMD and instead tricked the NRA into entering their territory, where they had laid traps for 

them. Communists captured the commander of the first army unit, tortured him and killed him. 

2)Second: Chiang took personal charge of the next campaign, sending 100,000 troops. Even then, his strategy of 

moving slowly allowed the smaller communist forces to escape. Chiang’s troops were also met with opposition from 

the peasants, who resented his troops taking their food and dirtying their water supply. The GMD/NRA reacted by 

burning down their villages. Lack of support from peasants was a key reason why the campaign did not succeed. The 

villagers were unhappy with the betrayal and violence of the GMD. A million peasants were killed by the GMD, 

1930-34! 

5) Fifth: However, the GMD had larger numbers and they began to wear down the communist forces. In the autumn 

of 1933, GMD launched its fifth and final campaign. The GMD established a blockade around the Jiangxi Soviet and 

deprived the inhabitants of food. They built over 11,000km of roads into the soviet to allow faster movement of 

troops. Chiang’s new military adviser, the German General 

Hans von Seeckt, advised the building of defenses to force the 

Communists back and provide shelter for the NRA. This 

allowed the GMD to surround the Communists. The scorched 

earth policy used by the Nationalists (the GMD/NRA) meant 

that the Communists  (Reds) had no alternative but to fight a 

static (an unmoving)  war. The Reds faced defeat after defeat: 

by October 1934, they were left with no alternative but to 

abandon their Jiangxi Soviet. They had lost over 60,000 

soldiers and more than half their territory.  

 

Du Yuesheng (Big-eared 

Du), leader of the Green 

Gang, made a profit of 

$56m by 1927 – through 

drug-trafficking and 

prostitution. 

GMD troops preparing to attack the Jiangxi Soviet 
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