
 
 

 

 
 

The End of  
Imperial China  
(1900-1912) 

 
The final years of imperial China, were marked by escalating 
internal turmoil and intensifying foreign pressures. The Qing 
dynasty, which had ruled for over two centuries, found itself 
increasingly unable to cope with the challenges of a rapidly 
changing world. The Boxer Rebellion, an anti-foreign uprising, 
exposed the dynasty's military weakness and further 
emboldened foreign powers to exert their influence. 



 
 

     Internal Uprisings 

 
The Qing Dynasty faced widespread discontent due to 
corruption, economic hardship, and a perceived failure to 
modernise. Calls for reform grew louder, with intellectuals 
and activists advocating for a constitutional monarchy or 
even a republic. Revolutionary ideas, inspired by western 
political thought and the success of Japan's Meiji Restoration, 
gained traction among students and members of the 
emerging middle class. 
 
 
The Wuchang Uprising (Xinhai Revolution 辛亥革命) in 1911 

triggered a chain reaction of revolts across the country, 
ultimately leading to the collapse of the Qing dynasty. On 
February 12, 1912, the last emperor, Puyi, abdicated the 
throne, marking the end of over two thousand years of 
imperial rule in China and ushering in a new era of 
republicanism. 
 
 

External Opium Wars 
 

The Opium Wars were two wars fought in China in the mid-
19th century between the British and Qing China. The First 
Opium War, from 1839 to 1842, was triggered by the Qing 
dynasty's crackdown on the illegal opium trade, which was 
being conducted by British merchants. The British, who had a 
superior navy and military technology, easily defeated the 
Qing forces and forced China to sign the Treaty of Nanking in 
1842. This treaty ceded Hong Kong to the British, opened up 



five Chinese ports to foreign trade, and granted British 
citizens extraterritoriality, meaning they were not subject to 
Chinese law. 
 
 
The Second Opium War, from 1856 to 1860, was sparked by 
a dispute over the interpretation of the Treaty of Nanking 南

京條約. The British, along with the French, again defeated 

the Qing forces and forced China to sign the Treaties of 
Tientsin 天津條約 in 1858. Th treaties opened up more 

Chinese ports to foreign trade, allowed foreign missionaries 
to travel and act freely in China, and granted foreign powers 
the right to establish embassies in Beijing. The Qing court’s 
rejection of the Treaties of Tientsin in 1860 triggered the 
Anglo-French invasion of Beijing, resulting in the looting and 
burning of the summer palace and the death of Emperor 
Xianfeng. 
 
 
The Opium Wars inflicted deep wounds on China, ushering in 

an era defined by foreign control and national shame. These 

conflicts exploited Qing dynasty's vulnerability, contributing 

to its ultimate downfall in 1911. Beyond political upheaval, 

the wars unleashed a wave of opium addiction across the 

nation, triggering severe social and economic repercussions 

that would plague China for decades. 

 

  The Last Emperor of 

China  

 



Puyi, born in 1906, was the last Emperor of China and the 

twelfth and final ruler of the Qing dynasty. His life was one of 

immense privilege followed by dramatic upheaval, reflecting 

the tumultuous changes China underwent in the 20th 

century. Ascending the throne at the tender age of two, Puyi 

was quickly swept up in the political machinations of the 

imperial court, becoming a symbol of a dying dynasty. His 

early reign was short-lived, as Wuchang Uprising, the Xinhai 

Revolution of 1911 led to his abdication in 1912. However, he 

was allowed to reside in the Forbidden City, a relic of a 

bygone era, until he was expelled in 1924. This marked a 

turning point in Puyi's life, as he became a pawn in the hands 

of various political factions, including the Japanese. 

 

Installed as the puppet ruler of Manchukuo, a Japanese-
controlled state in Manchuria, Puyi's collaboration with the 
Japanese further tarnished his image. After World War II, he 
was captured by the Soviet Union and later extradited to 
China, where he was imprisoned as a war criminal. After 
years of re-education, Puyi was eventually released and lived 
out his final years as an ordinary citizen, a far cry from the 
opulent world he once knew. His story remains a fascinating 
and complex one, a testament to the dramatic 
transformations that shaped modern China 


