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Question Set 1: Depth Study (Section A) 
 



 

 Depth Study Topic: China and its rulers 1839–1989  
  

1 Evaluate the interpretations in both of the two passages and explain which you think is 
more convincing as an explanation of the impact of the Treaty of Nanjing (1842) on China. [30] 

 

Passage A 
 
The Treaty of Nanjing of 1842, the first of what came to be known in China as the ‘unequal 
treaties’, ceded Hong Kong to Britain and opened to foreign trade the ports of Amoy (now 
Xiamen), Foochow (now Fuzhou), Ningpo (now Ningbo) and Shanghai. As well as being 
compensated for the narcotics seized by the commissioner and being allowed to continue the 
opium trade, British citizens were granted immunity from Chinese law. Humiliating as the 
experience was, the emperor did not appear worried. He told a mandarin that the foreigners 
were ‘not worth attending to’... Since they had no aspiration to take the Mandate of Heaven, the 
foreigners did not present a fundamental menace and would, it was assumed, leave in due 
course. 

 
So the [Emperor’s] court went along with what became known as the treaty port system, 
granting concessions to foreigners to establish settlements, with their own administration and 
courts… The result was an ‘informal empire’ of foreigners in a country that was too big to be 
colonised, but could be exploited economically. 

 
A disproportionate role in China’s troubles would subsequently be attributed to this intervention. 
Post‑imperial Western guilt exaggerates the responsibility of foreigners for China’s woes… The 
effect of their arrival was certainly significant, but it was often indirect… The country’s primary 
troubles stemmed from domestic sources, not the British warships that routed the imperial junks 
on the Pearl River. Nor was it foreigners who held back economic and material modernisation; 
on the contrary, their concessions in Shanghai were the most advanced part of the nation, while 
Chinese visitors to Hong Kong returned impressed by conditions in the colony. 

 
Adapted from J. Fenby, The Penguin History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a 
Great Power 1850 to the Present, published in 2008. 
 

Passage B 
 
The Treaty of Nanking [Nanjing] set the tone for the remainder of the nineteenth century during 
which China would be unable to set its own tariffs and, eventually, European officials would 
be appointed to collect duties. In 1860 the French and the English even occupied Beijing in 
order to enforce new treaties that increased the number of open ports by nine. Large areas 
within the ports were leased in perpetuity to foreign governments and these, with their 
inhabitants not answerable to the Chinese legal system, began to resemble international cities 
that were joined onto the Chinese mainland. Also as a result of these treaties, embassies and 
legations were established and Christian missionaries were allowed to preach across the 
empire. As for opium, the situation got worse. Trade in the drug was made legal in 1860 and 
continued to expand for several decades… 

 
The import of opium increased after the treaty but so, too, did the import of European and 
American manufactured goods, especially textiles of which China began to import more than 
she exported. The impact on the people of the empire was immeasurable. Weavers and other 
craftsmen faced ruin while countless numbers of porters and boatmen lost their livelihoods 
because the inland transport system that for centuries had carried goods to and from 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Guangdong was rendered redundant. To pay for these imports took silver, and, added to that, 
was the indemnity that the empire owed to the British. As the price of silver increased, the tax 
burden to pay for it fell, as usual, on the peasants. To make matters worse, there were famines 
as a result of neglect of proper irrigation and corruption among officials became rife. 

 
Adapted from G. Kerr, A Short History of China: From Ancient Dynasties to Economic 
Powerhouse, published in 2013. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 Evaluate the interpretations in both of the two passages and explain which you think is 
more convincing as an explanation of the causes of the First Opium War. [30]
  

Passage A 
 

This story must be understood from both European and Chinese viewpoints. There was a 
landmark British reconnaissance voyage along the Chinese coast made in 1832, but the 
administrators of the Qing had bigger, internal worries. Three weeks before… a major rebellion 
had erupted... The news from the south was for too long worryingly bad. When the rebels in 
Hunan were defeated, a related revolt exploded further south. There was also rebellion in 
Taiwan, and there were bad harvests. Hundreds of the troops from Canton were found to be 
useless because addicted to opium. Something was wrong: Canton was rotten. This was the 
real worry in the 1830s: the seeming ineffectiveness of the administration and military in the 
south due to their poisoning by the foreign drug, opium. 

 
The Qing authorities had decided to act decisively to deal with the disorder and corruptions 
that the opium boom gave rise to. Officials knew that the imbalance in trade was destabilising 
regional economies and the Imperial treasury. They knew the impact of opium addiction, and 
of smuggling. Imperial decrees prohibiting the drug were being flouted; it was time to act. The 
course of events that followed is well known. How Lin Zexu was sent as a special commissioner 
to investigate the problem in Canton and to put a stop to the opium trade, how he set about 
making his mark. The Canton British sent representatives back to Britain to lobby for proper 
action. The pressure on the British Cabinet to vote for war grew. On 1 October 1839 the 
decision was taken. 

 
Adapted from: R. Bickers, The Scramble for China: Foreign Devils in the Qing Empire 
1832–1914, published in 2012. 
 

Passage B 
 

There were other issues [than opium] that may have been for the London government even 
more important. They had, in principle, to do with state equality and sovereignty. These matters 
started to come to a head when supervision of the traders at Canton was shifted from the East 
India Company to an official appointed by the British Crown and government. From that point 
on, London, very conscious of having so recently beaten Napoleon Bonaparte and owning the 
greatest navy in the world, f latly rejected China’s insistence that the British “headman” could 
only communicate with provincial Chinese authorities indirectly and by way of “petition”, instead 
of on terms of diplomatic equality. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



There was also general irritation with Chinese constraints on trade and confinement of the 
Western traders to Canton lest, in the view of the imperial authorities, too many foreigners 
roaming around the empire should disturb the tranquility of Chinese life. Yet the British, like 
everyone else, were dazzled by the prospect of a limitless Chinese market, if only they could 
get there, beyond Canton. So they wanted more ports opened to trade, and proper diplomatic 
relations at Beijing. It would, among other things, and by increasing British earnings in China, 
make the opium sales much less necessary. Above all, free trade was becoming a moral 
imperative. 

 
The real issues for the British therefore became not opium but jurisdiction, ultimately 
sovereignty, expansion of trade and by no means least the safety of British men, women and 
children threatened, chased away or imprisoned without charge or trial. 

 
Adapted from: H.G. Gelber, ‘China as “Victim”? The Opium War That Wasn’t’, Harvard 
University     Center for European Studies Working Paper Series 136, published in 2006. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Evaluate the interpretations in both of the two passages and explain which you think is 
more convincing as an explanation of the causes of the Boxer Uprising. [30] 

 

Passage A 
 

The Tongzhi Emperor died suddenly of smallpox in 1875, having ruled for fourteen years, but it 
was a rule over which his mother, Dowager Empress Cixi, had cast a long shadow. Cixi f louted 
the laws of succession by installing her 4 year old nephew, ruling as the Guanxu Emperor, 
although, needless to say, she would remain the real power in the empire until her death… 

 
By 1898 China was in a parlous state, at the mercy of the West and with internal threats 
simmering. At this point Guanxu, more reform minded than the ultra-conservative Dowager 
Empress, threw his support behind a group of reformers led by political thinker Kang Youwei 
(1858–1927) and launched what has become known as the Hundred Days’ Reform, a radical, 
national, cultural, political and educational reform movement… The movement lasted only 104 
days – from 11 June to 21 September 
– before Cixi and her supporters crushed it. 

 
Guanxu never recovered from the disappointment of this failure and remained a virtual prisoner 
for the rest of his life, Cixi even bricking up the windows of his chambers in the Summer Palace. 
In order to curry favour with the West, however, [Cixi] could not afford to dethrone him. The only 
alternative for her was to get rid of the westerners and to achieve this she threw her 
considerable support behind the growing nationalist group, the Righteous Harmony Society, 
who created the Boxer Rebellion between 1898 and 1901, opposing foreign imperialism and 
Christianity in China. In 1900 Cixi abandoned the long-held policy of suppressing the Boxers, 
a decision that brought protests from the West. The movement spread north from Shandong 
close to Beijing, its members burning churches, murdering Chinese Christians and intimidating 
Chinese officials who tried to stop them. 

 
Adapted from G. Kerr, A Short History of China: From Ancient Dynasties to Economic 
Powerhouse, published in 2013. 
 

Passage B 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
In 1898 and 1899, China almost seemed on the point of partition between the imperialist 
powers. The Russians who had forced the Japanese out of some of their gains, notably the port 
of Lushan, now occupied much of Manchuria and Lushan, renaming it Port Arthur. The 
Germans occupied a port in the Shandong Peninsula and the British, not to be outdone and 
to stop anyone else having it, took Weihaiwei. They also extended their hold on the South by 
extracting a 99-year lease on the Kowloon Peninsula to the north of Hong Kong. The French 
also seized territory in the South. The Qing government seemed helpless and unable to defend 
Chinese sovereignty. 

 
In this situation, popular feeling in north-east China erupted into what became known as the 
Boxer Rising. Tension had been growing for some time over western missionaries and their 
Christian converts. In the spring of 1900 isolated incidents coalesced into a mass frenzy of anti-
western outrage. It was fuelled by a mixture of primitive magical beliefs and outraged Han pride. 
Railways which were spreading in the North were thought to disturb dragons and telegraph 
wires which dripped rusty water after rain were regarded as sources of poison. Europeans and 
even those Chinese in possession of dangerous foreign objects such as clocks were killed. 

 
Mobs from the countryside spread to Tianjin and Beijing. The German Ambassador was shot 
and Europeans retreated to the British legation (embassy) to withstand a siege. The Empress 
Dowager Cixi in control of the Qing Court threw her support behind the Boxers, in effect 
declaring war on the west. It was popular, but hopeless. 

 
Adapted from G. Stewart, China 1900–76, published in 2006. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

 

Mark scheme 
 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 

1   Evaluate the interpretations in both of the 
two passages and explain which you think 
is more convincing as an explanation of 
the impact of the Treaty of Nanjing (1842) 
on China. 

• In locating the Interpretations within the 
wider historical debate, answer might argue 
that Interpretation A argues that the negative 
impact of the Treaty has been over-
exaggerated and that in fact its effects were 
largely benign. 

• In evaluating Interpretation A, answers might 
argue that it is valid in identifying the 
‘humiliating’ clauses of the Treaty, which 
impacted Chinese morale and opened the 
door to informal imperialism in China. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation A is 
valid in identifying that the Qing dynasty 
underestimated the potential threat posed by 
foreigners, and thus should shoulder at least 
some of the blame for China’s problems. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation A is 
right to set Nanjing into a wider context of 
domestic social, economic and political 
challenges that were occurring independent of 

30 • No set answer is expected 
• At Level 5 and above answers will evaluate both 

interpretations, locating them within the wider 
historical debate about the issue and using their own 
knowledge, and reach a balanced judgement as to 
which they consider the most convincing about the 
issue in the question. 

• To be valid, judgements must be supported by 
relevant and accurate material. 

• Knowledge must not be credited in isolation, it 
should only be credited where it is used to analyse 
and evaluate the interpretations, in line with 
descriptions in the levels mark scheme 

 



 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 
the events surrounding the First Opium War. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation A 
neglects the negative economic consequences 
of Nanjing and subsequent treaties (for which it 
set a precedent). 

• Answers might argue that interpretation A 
underplays the challenge to China’s 
sovereignty that Nanjing and the unequal 
treaties presented. 

• In locating the Interpretations within the 
wider historical debate, answers might 
argue that Interpretation B argues that the 
consequences of the Treaty were severe for 
China. 

• In evaluating Interpretation B, answers 
might argue that it is valid in identifying the 
long-term consequences in establishing 
unequal economic relationships with the 
wider world, for example through the ‘most 
favoured nation’ clauses in subsequent 
treaties. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation B is 
valid in seeing growing western economic 
and religious influence in China as a 
problem, for example this contributed to the 
Boxer Rising later in the century. 



 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 

• Answers might argue that interpretation B is 
valid in identifying the serious social 
consequences as a series of domestic 
rebellions followed the Treaty, the most 
serious being the Taiping Rebellion which 
broke out in 1849-50. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation B fails 
to balance the impact of the Treaty with other 
internal developments which contributed to 
China’s domestic problems at this time. 

2   Evaluate the interpretations in both of the 
two passages and explain which you think 
is more convincing as an explanation for 
the causes of the  First Opium War. 

• In locating the Interpretations within the 
wider historical debate, answers might 
argue that Interpretation A primarily focuses 
on factors internal to China, and sees the 
restrictions placed on opium trading as a 
reaction to internal problems, and the 
catalyst for the collapse in foreign relations 
with Britain which led to war. 

• In evaluating Interpretation A, 
answers might argue that Interpretation 
A is valid because the Chinese were 
concerned with the impact of the opium 
trade socially, politically and financially. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation A 

30 • No set answer is expected 
• At Level 5 and above answers will evaluate both 

interpretations, locating them within the wider 
historical debate about the issue and using their own 
knowledge, and reach a balanced judgement as to 
which they consider the most convincing about the 
issue in the question. 

• To be valid, judgements must be supported by 
relevant and accurate material. 

• Knowledge must not be credited in isolation, it 
should only be credited where it is used to analyse 
and evaluate the interpretations, in line with 
descriptions in the levels mark scheme 



 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 
is valid because Commissioner Lin’s 
actions, which triggered the war, were 
focused on tackling the opium trade in 
Canton. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation A 
is valid because it acknowledges Chinese 
agency in events, rather than seeing the 
Chinese as passive victims of Western 
aggression. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation A is 
valid   because the Qing dynasty was facing 
internal problems, not just of rebellions and 
poor harvests but also issues with the 
currency and money supply. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation A is 
invalid because it focuses mainly on long-
term causes and ignores the actions of the 
British in responding to Chinese actions as 
a main cause. 

• In locating the Interpretations within the 
wider historical debate, answers might 
argue that Interpretation B primarily focuses 
on the actions and attitudes of the British, 
and discounts opium as a main cause, 
instead arguing that issues of sovereignty, 
free trade and the treatment of British 
citizens were more important. 

• In evaluating Interpretation B, answers 
might argue that Interpretation B is valid 
because the British were committed to Free 



 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 
Trade and the Chinese sought to restrict 
this. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation B 
is valid because the Chinese did refuse to 
treat British officials as equals. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation B is 
valid because there were disputes over the 
application of   Chinese law to foreigners, for 
example the strangling of a British sailor for 
causing an accidental death was a long-
term grievance. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation B 
is invalid because it focuses primarily on the 
actions of the British at the expense of 
analysing issues internal to China. 

• Answers might argue that Interpretation B is 
invalid because, like Interpretation A, it 
focuses mainly on long-term causes and 
ignores the actions of Commissioner Lin as a 
trigger for the War. 

3   Evaluate the interpretations in both of the 
two passages and explain which you think 
is more convincing as an explanation of 
the causes of the  Boxer Rising. 

In locating the Interpretations within the wider 
historical debate, answer might argue that 
Interpretation A argues for an essentially top-down 
interpretation of the causes of the Boxer Uprising, 
seeing developments within the ruling Qing 

30 • No set answer is expected 
• At Level 5 and above answers will evaluate both 

interpretations, locating them within the wider 
historical debate about the issue and using their own 
knowledge, and reach a balanced judgement as to 
which they consider the most convincing about the 
issue in the question. 

• To be valid, judgements must be supported by 
relevant and accurate material. 



 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 
dynasty, and Empress Cixi’s innate conservatism 
as the reasons for the movement’s spread. 

In evaluating Interpretation A, answers might 
argue that it correctly identif ies the precarious nature 
of Qing power at the end of the nineteenth century 
due to the encroachment of the imperial powers, 
namely the Russians, Germans, French and British, 
who had all made substantial territorial gains in 
China. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation A 
correctly notes the importance of Cixi’s 
decision not to oppose the Rising in 
allowing it to develop, escalate and 
spread. 
Answers might argue that Interpretation A 
sees Cixi’s motivations as political and social 
conservatism when in fact it could be argued 
that her motivation to ‘turn a blind eye to’ the 
Boxer Rising was to weaken western 
influence in China. 

 
• Answers might argue that Interpretation A 

draws a link between the Hundred Days 
Reform and the Boxer Rising, when in 
reality these were quite separate events 
with the Boxers almost exclusively focused 
on eliminating western influence. 

 
 
In locating the Interpretations within the wider 

• Knowledge must not be credited in isolation, it should 
only be credited where it is used to analyse and 
evaluate the interpretations, in line with descriptions 
in the levels mark scheme 

 



 Question  Answer Mark Guidance 
historical debate, answers might argue that 
Interpretation B argues for a bottom-up 
interpretation of the causes of the Boxer Rising, 
arguing that popular hatred of westerners and 
superstitious suspicion of Western influences 
fuelled the Rising. 

In evaluating Interpretation B, answers might 
argue that interpretation B rightly identifies the core 
of shared anti-western and anti- Christian feeling 
amongst the Boxers. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation B 
characterises the Boxers as largely 
unsophisticated, ignoring the emerging 
nationalist ideology developing in China 
espoused by many of  the Boxers. 

• Answers might argue that interpretation B 
characterises the uprising as unorganised, 
however, while there was no overall 
leadership to the activity, there was 
organisation, in the form of numerous secret 
societies with protocols and often even, 
uniforms. 

 
• Answers might argue that interpretation B 

rightly acknowledges the popular roots of the 
rebellion, but ignores the economic roots of 
the rising, which emerged in areas of rural 
distress. 

 
 



 
  



 
 AO3: Analyse and evaluate, in relation to the historical context, different ways in which aspects of the past have been interpreted. 

 Generic mark scheme for Section A Question: Interpretation [30] 
Level 6 
26–30 
marks 

The answer has a very good focus on the question throughout. It has thorough and sustained evaluation of the interpretations, using 
detailed and accurate knowledge of the historical context and the wider historical debate around the issue, in order to produce a 
convincing and supported analysis of them in relation to the question. 

Level 5 
21–25 
marks 

The answer has a good focus on the question throughout. It has good evaluation of the interpretations, using relevant knowledge 
of the historical context and the wider historical debate around the issue, in order to produce a supported analysis of them in 
relation to the question. 

Level 4 
16–20 
marks 

The answer is mostly focused on the question. It has evaluation of the interpretations based on generally relevant knowledge of the 
historical context and the wider historical debate around the issue, in order to produce an analysis of them in relation to the question. 

Level 3 
11–15 
marks 

The answer is partially focused on the question. It has partial evaluation of the interpretations based on some knowledge of the 
historical context and the wider historical debate around the issue. There may be some use of information from one of the two 
interpretations to support the evaluation of the other, but the evaluation will not rely on this. There is a limited analysis of the 
interpretations in relation to the question. 

Level 2 
6–10 
marks 

The answer has a limited focus on the question. Parts of the answer are just description of the interpretations, with evaluation in 
relation to historical context and the wider historical debate around the issue being weak, and evaluation relying heavily on 
information drawn from the other interpretation. There is a very limited analysis of the interpretations in relation to the question. 

Level 1 
1–5 
marks 

The answer has some relevance to the topic, but not the specific question. The answer consists mostly of description of the 
interpretations with very limited evaluation based on very generalised knowledge of historical context and minimal or no reference to 
the wider historical debate. Analysis of the interpretations in relation to the question is either in the form of assertion or lacking. 

0 marks No evidence of understanding and no demonstration of any relevant knowledge. 
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