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Abstract

[bookmark: _GoBack]This contribution examines British attitudes towards the Qing government’s efforts at introducing constitutional reform in China during the first decade of the twentieth century. During this period, China gradually introduced elected assemblies as well as a range of other reforms in education, civil service administration, and a number of other fields. The chapter will explore to what extent imperial ambitions shaped British understandings of the changes that occurred in the Qing Empire and whether British observers believed constitutional government would be successful. Judging from Foreign Office and consular reports, British opinion on reforms in China was ambivalent. On the one hand, there was a strong sense that Britain should support efforts at democratization, even if many consular officials believed that optimism about China's path towards constitutional government was misplaced. While there was some support for specific reforms, many observers believed that China lacked capable leaders and that the Chinese people were not truly committed to political change. On the other hand, in the aftermath of the Boxer Rebellion, there was also a growing concern that constitutional government was interwoven with a growing sense of Chinese assertiveness, nationalism, and anti-foreign sentiment. This, British consular staff feared, would endanger British interests in the region and the stability of the British Empire, particularly in regions with a significant overseas Chinese population. The ambivalence contained in this assessment of Chinese reforms was never fully resolved, but its very existence demonstrates the importance which British commentators attached to safeguarding not only Britain’s economic interests but also her status as a global symbol of constitutional government.
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I.
The final decade of the Qing dynasty, despite ending in revolution, was one marked by significant efforts at reform. While in 1898, the so-called “Hundred Days” reforms of the Guangxu Emperor had been thwarted when the Emperor was placed under house arrest by his aunt, the Empress Dowager Cixi, the unsuccessful Boxer Rebellion in 1900/01 had demonstrated that far-reaching reform was necessary to protect the Chinese state both from revolutionary pressures from below and from the intervention of foreign powers.[footnoteRef:1] In 1901, the Qing dynasty passed a Reform Edict, and in subsequent years noticeable changes occurred in fields such as the civil service, the judiciary, education, the military, and state rituals.[footnoteRef:2] In 1906, a further move towards political reform occurred as the Chinese government agreed to send commissions to several other states – Japan, the United States, Great Britain, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Holland, Hungary, Italy, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and Switzerland – to investigate their political systems.[footnoteRef:3] Upon their return, the commission made a number of recommendations, and in the following years, China’s political institutions underwent a process of gradual reform. Most importantly, as part of a transition to a constitutional monarchy, elected provincial assemblies were introduced in 1907, with the promise of the introduction of an elected national assembly by 1917.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Hao Chang, “Intellectual Change and the Reform Movement, 1890-1989,” in The Cambridge History of China, Vol.11, Part 2: Late Ch’ing, ed. John K. Fairbank & Kwang-Ching Liu (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 274-338; Jung Chang, Empress Dowager Cixi: The Concubine Who Launched Modern China (London: Jonathan Cape, 2013), 219-302; Timothy Cheek, The Intellectual in Modern China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 39-43.]  [2:  Chuzo Ichiko, “Political and Institutional Reform, 1901-1911,” in The Cambridge History of China, Vol.11, Part 2: Late Ch”ing, ed. John K. Fairbank & Kwang-Ching Liu (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 375; Julia C. Strauss, “Creating ‘Virtuous and Talented’ Officials for the Twentieth Century: Discourse and Practice in Xinzheng China,” Modern Asian Studies, 37, no. 4 (2003): 831-50; Luca Gabbiani, “’The Redemption of the Rascals’: The Xinzheng Reforms and the Transformation of the Status of Lower-Level Central Administration Personnel,” Modern Asian Studies, 37, no. 4 (2003), 799-829; Ya-pei Kuo, “’The Emperor and the People in One Body’: The Worship of Confucius and Ritual Planning in the Xinzheng Reforms, 1902-1911,” Modern China, 35, no. 2 (2009), 123-54]  [3:  Richard S. Horowitz, “Breaking the Bonds of Precedent: The 1905-6 Government Reform Commission and the
Remaking of the Qing Central State,” Modern Asian Studies, 37, no.4 (2003), 789-91.]  [4:  Chuzo Ichiko, “Political and Institutional Reform, 1901-1911,” in The Cambridge History of China, Vol.11, Part 2: Late Ch”ing, John K. Fairbank & Kwang-Ching Liu (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 388-402.] 

Given that the country underwent these reforms at a time when the integrity of the Chinese state was being undermined by the actions of Western imperial powers, above all Britain, it is necessary to consider how the reforms enacted in China were received in Britain and how their reception fit into the larger imperial designs of British diplomats and politicians. This chapter therefore explores British attitudes towards China’s political reforms in the first decade of the twentieth century and places them in the wider context of Britain’s imperial project. James Hevia has argued that British policy towards China in the second half of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century was conceived of as a “pedagogic” project in which British interventions in China systematically sought to humiliate the Chinese government and people in an effort to “teach” them a lesson in how a modern, civilized state was expected to act.[footnoteRef:5] This argument sits within a wider debate about the way in which British politician, merchants and diplomats conceptualized Sino-British relations: was the over-riding imperative to safe-guard trade and the economic interests of British merchants, or were relations primarily shaped by the different political culture of the two states?[footnoteRef:6] This debate, in turn, relates to bigger questions regarding the nature of British imperialism, and the place of China within it.[footnoteRef:7] By looking at the reaction of British commentators to the reforms which the Qing government enacted in its final few years before the Xinhai Revolution, we can gain an appreciation of how trade and political culture were very much intertwined in the British attitude towards reform and imperial pedagogy. While some diplomats were optimistic about China’s potential for constitutional government, they were also wary of change. Their primary concern seemed to be that reforms in China needed to enhance, rather than endanger, stability. Stability was defined in both economic and political terms ˗ not simply as the protection of the interests of British traders and merchants, but also as a means of cementing Britain’s global status and her role as an imperial “pedagogue” who could teach other cultures what appropriate political culture looked like. [5:  James Hevia, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century China (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 3.]  [6:  Glenn Melancon, “Honour in Opium? The British Declaration of War on China, 1839–1840,” International History Review, 21, no. 4 (1999), 855-74.]  [7:  Robert Bickers, Britain in China (Manchester & New York: Manchester University Press, 1999), 6-10; Robert Bickers, The Scramble for China: Foreign Devils in the Qing Empire, 1832-1914 (London: Penguin, 2011), 7-8.] 

British commentators conceived of the constitutional reforms in China in two different ways: moral-idealist and institutionalist. On the one hand, they believed that constitutional government could only be sustained in China if a change took place in the “hearts and minds” of the Chinese people, that is if the Chinese people could be educated not only to accept the changes that were taking place, but to actively embrace them. Constitutional government, in this context, was regarded as a matter of education, popular participation, rule of law, and transparency. On the other hand, constitutional government was also a practical matter of creating institutions that worked. In this context, British diplomats reported on the specific institutional re-structuring that occurred in the period between 1906 and 1911, and on the very real effects that this re-structuring would potentially have on China. In short, in order for constitutional government to function well, they believed, China would need both a working institutional infrastructure and committed and able leaders and citizens. This article demonstrates that, with regard to both, the British consular service in China was uncertain whether China would be successful in making these changes work, and that these uncertainties ultimately stemmed from a fear that British power, both in questions of political authority and in matters of trade, would be undermined. The comments of British diplomats demonstrate how British imperial pedagogy functioned, by effectively placing China in a “double bind”: if reforms were too tentative, China could be accused of being half-hearted and mired in a tradition of Oriental despotism; if reforms went too far, China could be accused of being a threat to order, stability and British interests. Either way, the “student” in this version of imperial pedagogy could never live up to its “teacher’s” expectations. 

II.
At least since the middle of the nineteenth century, Western diplomats had been acutely aware that the Qing government was under threat.[footnoteRef:8] Disorder and political instability in China, however, had the potential to disrupt British trade and disturb the lives of those Britons who had settled, largely as merchants or missionaries, in China since the Opium Wars. During the Taiping Rebellion in the 1850s and 1860s for instance, the British government had long prevaricated over what to make of the Taiping rebels and whether to recognize them as a legitimate government. In the end, however, British concerns that trade with China would be negatively affected should the conflict between the rebels and the Qing dynasty continue for much longer, led the British to support Qing efforts in suppressing the rebellion, albeit in a somewhat chaotic and unsustained manner.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  David Scott, China and the International System, 1840-1949: Power, Presence, and Perceptions in a Century of Humiliation (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008), 50, 65.]  [9:  Stephen Platt, Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom: China, the West and the Epic Story of the Taiping Civil War (London: Atlantic Books, 2012), 333-36.] 

By the turn of the century, it was clear to British observers that the Chinese government was once again under threat. Not only had the Boxer Rebellion, and its suppression by an international force, disrupted the Qing dynasty significantly, but revolutionary ideas were also beginning to spread throughout parts of China.[footnoteRef:10] The British government knew very well what impact ideas of reformers such as Kang Youwei might have had, and was also acutely aware of individuals such as Sun Yat-Sen, who had been travelling around Britain’s imperial territories, from the Straits Settlement to Hong Kong, to gain support for revolutionary political ideas amongst the overseas Chinese populations there.[footnoteRef:11] While the British decided not to hand over such revolutionary individuals to the Chinese government, they were nonetheless concerned about the impact a revolution in China might have on stability in the region.[footnoteRef:12] British diplomats in China were never entirely convinced that the Boxer Rebellion had been truly defeated, and a number of smaller rebellions in the south of China were blamed at least partly on a “recrudescence of Boxerism.”[footnoteRef:13] All this happened in the wake of several events and developments that had shaken confidence in the strength of the British Empire more widely (including the initial struggles of the Boer War, fears over Russian influence in Central Asia and growing Anglo-German rivalry), which had driven home just how much of a challenge it had become to maintain both stability and British influence on a global scale.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  Timothy Cheek, The Intellectual in Modern China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 63-65; Scott, China and the International System, 127-32.]  [11:  Chinese Revolutionaries in British Dominions, TNA:PRO, FO 17/1718; Sir John Jordan, Peking, to Governor, Singapore, 10 February 1908, The National Archives: Public Record Office (TNA:PRO) FCO141/15886, f.1r.]  [12:  Sir John Jordan, Peking, to Governor, Singapore, 19 February 1908, TNA:PRO, FCO141/15886, f.3r.]  [13:  Confidential Print, Sir E. Satow to the Marquess of Lansdowne, 5 December [1905?], WO106/25, f.64r.]  [14:  John Darwin, Unfinished Empire: The Global Expansion of Britain (London: Penguin, 2012), 325-30; Jan Rüger, The Great Naval Game: Britain and Germany in the Age of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).] 

In this context, when the Empress Dowager announced the despatch of a commission to investigate the constitutions of other nations in 1906, this was potentially an opportunity to restore stability to the Qing and divert attention from revolutionary ideas. When the Chinese commission came to visit Britain in 1906, the Foreign Office acted as a broker, writing to several other British institutions and inquiring whether the commission was welcome to visit. It made contact with the Home Office, Local Government Board, Board of Education. Board of Agriculture, Colonial Office, Admiralty, Treasury, and the War Office, as well as Cambridge University.[footnoteRef:15] Moreover, the Foreign Office also initiated contact between the Chinese commission and the government of the newly independent Norwegian state, leading to a visit of the Chinese commission to Christiania (now Oslo).[footnoteRef:16] While the files relating to this commission make very few specific references to what the Foreign Office thought about the purpose of the visit, it seems as if there was some concern to support the efforts of the commission. Indeed, the underlying concern for maintaining stability and order in the region was reflected in the concern that the Foreign Office showed regarding rumours about what would happen to the commission on its return to China. In particular, the rumour that an assassination attempt would be made on the returning commission in Hong Kong was met with consternation and a request to ensure the safe passage of the commission through the British territory.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  F.A. Campbell, Foreign Office, to Under Secretary of State, Home Office, 27 March 1906, 160-161; Foreign Office to Secretary to the Local Government Board, 27 March 1906, 161A-162; Foreign Office to Secretary to the Education Department, 27 March 1906, 163-164; Foreign Office to Secretary to the Board of Agriculture, 27 March 1906, 165-166; Foreign Office to Under Secretary of State, Colonial Office, 27 March 1906, 167-168; Foreign Office to Secretary to the Treasury, 27 March 1906, 169-170; Foreign Office to Secretary of the Admiralty, 27 March 1906, 171-172; Foreign Office to Secretary to the Army Council, 27 March 1906, 173-174; all in TNA:PRO, FO371/31.]  [16:  Ernest Satow, British Legation, Peking, to Foreign Office, 24 April 1906, TNA:PRO, FO372/5, f.511r.]  [17:  Foreign Office to Under Secretary of State, Colonial Office, 21 June 1906, TNA:PRO, FO371/31, ff.243-244.] 

Where we gain more of an insight into what British observers actually thought of the reform efforts of the Qing is in a collection of documents covering the implementations of the reform edicts promulgated in the wake of the commission’s return. The Foreign Office, through Minister Plenipotentiary John Jordan, gathered reports from the different provinces of China, summarising progress with the implementation of the reforms, particularly with the setting up of provincial assemblies. This was considered “a matter of deep interest,” and the Foreign Office asked British diplomats to pay particular attention to
(1) the operation of the franchise; (2) composition of the Assemblies […]; (3) character of the debates; (4) attitude of the public towards the Assemblies; (5) attitude of Assemblies towards questions relating to foreigners; (6) Relations of Assemblies with Provincial Governments + other provinces; (7) Matters referred to the Central Govt. under the Assembly Rules. […]; (8) Progress of local government in the districts + departments.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Draft letter, 20 December 1909, TNA:PRO, FO288/2209, D.41, f.188r-v.] 

This list suggests that the British government was not only interested in the precise constitutional arrangements which the Qing government was putting into practice, but also wished to ascertain whether attitudes, both of the public and of office-holders, were undergoing any transformation. Most notably, what seems to have mattered was whether these changes would lead to a change in attitudes, and therefore potential increased hostility, towards the presence of foreign powers in China.

III.
The paradox here was that while British diplomats disliked the idea of a change in attitudes because it might endanger British interests, they also demanded a change in attitude in order to be convinced of China’s commitment to reform. When reforms were introduced, many British observers were doubtful as to how genuine China’s commitment was. Reports contained both hopeful and pessimistic assessments, with the latter generally outweighing the former (albeit with some regional differences). Positive comments surfaced wherever the implementation of reforms displayed the hallmarks of order and stability, since it was this order and stability from which the British in China stood to benefit the most. The British consul in Nanjing thought that the opening ceremony of the Jiangsu provincial assembly in the autumn of 1909 was “orderly and impressive,” and a month and a half later, wrote that “the deputies appeared to be much in earnest, and to take an intelligent interest in the business under discussion,” which he believed would “augur well for the future success of constitutional government in China.”[footnoteRef:19] Similarly, the British consul based in Yunnan Province was “struck by the air of seriousness and sense of responsibility which seemed to pervade the whole assembly.”[footnoteRef:20] What Britain expected from China was a certain degree of earnestness and emotional level-headedness – in effect a demonstration that the disorderliness of the Boxer years was well and truly over. [19:  Consul, Nanjing, to John Jordan, 24 October 1909, TNA:PRO, FO288/2209, f.117; Consul, Nanjing, to John Jordan, 9 December 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.192-193.]  [20:  Consulate-General, Yunnan, to John Jordan, 12 November 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.183.] 

The majority of observers, however, were less optimistic about the prospects for positive change. The 1906-07 Annual Report of the China Association, whose objective was to represent foreign merchants in China, claimed that initial reforms had been “little more than a shuffling of the cards,” and argued that whether reforms would last was still “obscure.”[footnoteRef:21] The main reason why observers were so uncertain was that they made a number of assumptions about the willingness and readiness of the Chinese populace to support the reforms that were being implemented. One Foreign Office observer mused in 1910 that it was still “open to question whether democratic institutions are ever compatible with Oriental life & ideas, & certainly in China public life has not yet risen to that stage of advancement where individual & local interests are subordinated to those of the nation as a whole.”[footnoteRef:22] While Orientalist stereotypes were not always explicit in the comments of British observers, many nonetheless seemed to regard the backwardness of the Chinese people as the main obstacle to reform. The British Consulate in Anhui Province compiled a short report, opining that Anhui was “the most backward and reactionary of all the provinces” and claimed that preparations for implementing constitutional reforms were running behind due to the intransigence of gentry and merchants.[footnoteRef:23] The Consulate-General in Hankow suggested that “the masses [were] quite indifferent” and that of Guangzhou thought that the results of reform in the region were “relatively inconsiderable and most disappointing.”[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  China Association Annual Report, 1906-07, p.1, School of Oriental and African Studies Special Collections (SOAS), CHAS/A/03.]  [22:  Draft letter, Beijing, 15 October 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.172r]  [23:  Consulate of Anhui Province to John Jordan, 20 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.38-39]  [24:  Consulate-General, Hankow to John Jordan, 25 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.46; Consulate-General, Guangzhou, to John Jordan, 28 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.64.] 

What mattered to British observers was not just the fact that reforms were being implemented, but also the extent to which these reforms would reform attitudes and behaviours of the Chinese people. Reform was conceived of with a pedagogic purpose in mind, not just as a matter of institutions and laws but also as a matter of ideals and morality. In order to be assured of Chinese commitment to constitutional reforms – and effectively as evidence of a change in ideals and morality – British observers required a range of things: transparency, rule of law, committed and capable leadership, and an educated and proactive citizenry. All of these criteria were defined by British standards and effectively were framed in such a way as to make it almost impossible for the Chinese people to meet with British approval.
Transparency was perhaps the criterion which the reforms seemed to fulfil most often in the minds of British commentators. A very full report of the running of the provincial assembly in Chengdu for example, while still sceptical of how committed the people truly were to the working of the assembly, did note that proceedings were public and ordinary people could be admitted as spectators.[footnoteRef:25] Measured against the other criteria, however, reform seemed to fare less well. The Chinese legal system had frequently been a thorn in the side of British commentators. In both academic publications and popular literature, the Chinese people had acquired a reputation for being cruel and barbaric in their punishments.[footnoteRef:26] A true commitment to reform, in the eyes of many British, needed to go hand in hand with the abolition of such a system. While some reforms of the judicial system, such as the abolition of lingchi (known as “death by a thousand cuts” or “death by slow slicing”) as a form of execution did indeed take place, British reports did not deem this far-reaching enough. A report by the Consulate-General in Shanghai claimed that “in the city bambooing and torturing of prisoners and recalcitrant witnesses still continues, and the abuses, for which all Chinese courts and prisons are notorious, are as rampant as ever.”[footnoteRef:27] Similarly, a report from Guangzhou bemoaned the fact that “where reform is most urgently needed, namely in the administration of justice, we can unfortunately report no progress at all” and suggested that punishments were “still as barbarous as ever: the same punishment is meted out to the most cold-blooded murderers and to youthful revolutionaries who deserve the reformatory rather than the sword.”[footnoteRef:28] Thus, concerns about Chinese law being “uncivilized” and unenlightened persisted despite reforms and, for some British observers, cast serious doubts on the reforms. A supposed disregard for proportionality in the application of law and punishments, in British eyes, demonstrated that China’s commitment to reforming not only institutions but also the attitudes of its people was only skin deep. [25:  Consulate-General, Chengdu, to John Jordan, 17 November 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.165]  [26:  See for instance Henry Charles Sirr, China and the Chinese: their religion, character, customs, and manufactures : the evils arising from the opium trade, with a glance at our religions (London: W.S. Orr & Co, 1849), 365-66.]  [27:  Timothy Brook, Gregory Blue & Jerome Bourgon, Death by a Thousand Cuts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008); Consulate-General, Shanghai, to John Jordan, 25 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.52]  [28:  Consulate-General, Guangzhou, to John Jordan, 28 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.73.] 

Moreover, capable and committed leadership was another thing that China supposedly lacked, casting even more aspersions on China’s capacity for reform. A report to the Foreign Office, in September 1908, mused that China would be unable to copy Japan’s successful reforms as “there is no sufficient number of qualified leaders and experts available to bring the scheme into effective execution.”[footnoteRef:29] A report on the workings of the provincial assembly in Changsha suggested that only eight of the eighty-two assembly members had “any reputation whatever as possessing capacity” and that therefore “few consider that as a body the Assembly is capable of fulfilling its duties.”[footnoteRef:30] In Fuzhou, a majority of assembly members allegedly “never open[ed] their mouths, whether from timidity, ignorance, or apathy,” and the British consul suspected that many of these had “allowed themselves to be elected out of curiosity, without any intention of taking an active part.”[footnoteRef:31] This negative assessment of the capacity of Chinese officials undoubtedly owed a lot to long-standing assumptions that Oriental peoples were incapable of effective self-government, and it placed the new provincial assemblies in a position where it was difficult, if not impossible, to convince British observers of the opposite.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  To Sir Edward Grey, 14 September 1908, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.16v.]  [30:  Changsha, to John Jordan, 8 January 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.28r.]  [31:  Consul, Fuzhou, to John Jordan, 19 January 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.64r.]  [32:  Gregory Blue, “China and Western Social Thought in the Modern Period,” in China and Historical Capitalism: Genealogies of Sinological Knowledge, ed. Timothy Brook and Gregory Blue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 74-78.] 

What mattered, therefore, was whether China would be able to create both a committed and capable leadership, and a proactive and informed citizenry through its efforts at reforming the education system. The close association of the civil service and government with education was nothing unusual for British observers, who had been raised in a system where a career in the civil service usually came out of a boarding school education, followed by a degree at Oxford or Cambridge.[footnoteRef:33] The Chinese education system therefore came under particular scrutiny when British observers were examining early twentieth-century reforms. Again, British judgement on Chinese efforts was ambivalent. A report from Guangzhou, for instance, admitted that a number of new schools had been set up, but also cautioned that many Chinese were sceptical and allegedly believed that “too much stress has recently been laid on the advantages of a purely foreign education” and that there was reluctance to enter schools that included Japanese teachers amongst the staff.[footnoteRef:34] Moreover, there remained a residual fear that Chinese commitment to Western learning was half-hearted. In its 1906-07 Annual Report, the China Association criticised the “traditional vanity of the literate,” accusing China’s educated classes of resenting “a superiority [of Western learning] which Japan was wise enough to admit.”[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Vernon Bogdanor, “Oxford and the Mandarin Culture: The Past That is Gone,” Oxford Review of Education, 32, no. 1 (2006), 147; Chris Jeppesen, “’A worthwhile career for a man who is not entirely self-seeking’: service, duty and the Colonial Service during decolonization,” in Britain, France and the Decolonization of Africa: Future Imperfect, ed. Andrew W.M. Smith & Chris Jeppesen (London: UCL Press, 2017), 138; Tamson Pietsch, Empire of Scholars: Universities, Networks and the British Academic World 1850-1939 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013).]  [34:  Report on the Reform Movement in Canton, Consul-General to John Jordan, 28 January 1909, TNA:PRO, 228/2209, ff.77-80.]  [35:  China Association Annual Report, 1906-07, p.iv, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk535583895]In line with Britain’s approach to imperial pedagogy, what was seen as particularly desirable was not a reform that would provide an organic Chinese education system fit for preparing students for their role as citizens in a constitutional government, but rather a Chinese acknowledgement of the superiority of the British education system. The Annual Report of the China Association for 1907/08, for instance, approvingly noted the “tardy recognition of the principle that Western knowledge is a necessary prelude to either Constitutional or Administrative progress on Western lines.”[footnoteRef:36] However, British thinking went further than simply championing Western learning; it was particularly keen on the adoption of specifically British learning, as this was likely to serve British interests more directly. For this purpose, former British diplomat Walter Hillier had begun to develop a scheme aimed at encouraging more Chinese students to study in Britain. The main motivation for this was not so much a concern for China’s educational well-being, but a fear of international competition. Chaloner Grenville Alabaster, Secretary of the China Association supported the idea, anxious that Chinese students “should not overlook the claims of Great Britain or be led to believe that America, Germany and Japan are the only fields suitable for [the acquisition of Western learning].”[footnoteRef:37] British diplomats and merchants in effect expected imperial pedagogy both to teach appropriate norms of behaviour and governance and to cement Britain’s dominant role amongst other Western powers. British assessments of China’s reform programme were based on how well these reforms were suited to benefit British prestige and to what extent reformers were willing to recognise that, in the realm of ideals and morality, Britain was an example to follow. [36:  China Association Annual Report, 1907-08, p.iv, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.]  [37:  Letter from C. Grenville Alabaster, Secretary to the China Association, 5 June 1907, TNA:PRO, FO228/2136.] 

The notion of constitutional change in China was quite a radical one, and indeed it seems as if the only way British observers could have been assured of the potential success of Chinese reforms was through a far-reaching and complete change of many traditional practices. However, it is here where Chinese reformers were effectively placed in a “double bind” by British observers, as radical change, too, was a cause for concern on the part of the British community in China. The Secretary of the China Association summed this up, reflecting on what he believed to be China’s naïve understanding of modern constitutional government. While expressing some understanding for “the idea that a parliament will somehow be a panacea for all the ills with which China is confronted,” he concluded that “one cannot but deprecate the haste to run before they have learned to walk.”[footnoteRef:38] The British consul in Fuzhou thought that the new commercial schools had “produced a class of imperfectly educated youths, who are imbued with a ridiculously exaggerated sense of their own acquirements, of their own importance and of the proper position in the body politic.”[footnoteRef:39] Similarly, Henry English Fulford, consul at Tianjin, complained about the overly forceful attitude of Chinese students. When in 1910 students gathered in Tianjin to petition the Chinese government regarding the setting up of a national parliament, he reported about the goings-on in Tianjin and added that he believed these to be “a striking instance of the attitude of the student class and of their methods of forcing compliance with their wishes.”[footnoteRef:40] Student radicalism, therefore, was not a sign of political commitment to reform in the eyes of British observers, but rather a symbol of the relative immaturity of the Chinese people, who did not seem to appreciate the “appropriate” way of engendering political change. [38:  China Association Annual Report, 1910-1911, p.ix, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.]  [39:  Consul, Fuzhou, to John Jordan, 26 February 1909, TNA:PRO, FO229/2209, f.60r.]  [40:  Consulate-General, Tianjin, to John Jordan, 22 December 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.241r.] 

In order to discredit the efforts of these revolutionary groups, it was necessary for British observers to question their motives. What worried British observers most about the growing radicalism amongst those most committed to political change was that this radicalism was motivated by anti-foreign sentiment. In a lengthy report, the British acting consul in Guangzhou, Harry Fox, drew the attention of John Jordan to the fact that the revolutionary press in the province was “revolutionary in tone and intensely anti-foreign.”[footnoteRef:41] Similarly, the Consulate-General in Hankow reported that “the popular cry in all Chinese newspapers is the curtailment of the privileges of foreigners and the dispensing with of foreign assistance as soon as possible.”[footnoteRef:42] Moreover, another criticism levelled at those advocating quick change was based on the accusation that it was not constitutionalist idealism that motivated them, but greed and ignorance. According to the Annual Reports of the China Association, for instance, what appeared as idealistic striving for national self-determination was in actual fact a manifestation of self-interest. For the China Association, “the loudly-voiced cry of ‘China for the Chinese’” was actually the cry of a small number of Chinese people who “with minds half-opened by a smattering of Western education (an educational condition which has been described as “pestilential”) are simply endeavouring to upset the ancient conditions of their country for their own material advantage.”[footnoteRef:43] [41:  Consulate General, Guangzhou, to John Jordan, 28 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.81r.]  [42:  Consulate-General, Hankow, to John Jordan, 25 January 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2209, f.47r.]  [43:  China Association Annual Report, 1909-1910, p.v, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk535584085]Through constructing this kind of logic, British commentators could effectively pass negative judgement on China’s reform efforts regardless of what shape these reforms actually took. If reform was too slow, the Chinese people could be accused of being intransigent and backward and insufficiently publicly-spirited. If reform was put into practice quickly, they could be criticised for being hostile and self-interested. This method of framing China’s reforms allowed British observers to defend their commitment to order and stability, without being seen as defending an outdated political system. They could criticise any unsavoury aspects of the “old order” in China as proof that proper constitutional government was implausible, and they could condemn any elements of reform that they considered potentially threatening as evidence of modern China’s immaturity.

IV.
This emphasis on order and stability, to safeguard both the reputation of British political culture and Britain’s commercial interests at the same time, is also discernible in British comments on specific institutional changes in China. On the surface, many of the reports compiled on the political changes going on in China were quite descriptive. Yet when one looks at these reports within the wider context of Britain’s imperial project, it soon becomes clear that the same concerns about stability and British authority we have already encountered above influenced the way in which observers wrote about the changes that were taking place at institutional level. While some observers saw constitutional reform as a matter of ideals, education and morality, many also focused on the practical outcomes of reform at the level of individual institutions, such as the courts or the postal service. In exploring which changes seemed to elicit the most worrisome responses, and in determining what British observers perceived to be the underpinning structural basis of China’s new institutions, we can recognise how a fear of conflict, disorder and a loss of British influence shaped British perceptions.
In principle, British observers believed these reforms to be the consequence of a conflict between central and peripheral forces in the Chinese state. Relations between the imperial centre in Beijing and the various provinces were a frequent focus of British reports, and in general, observers believed calls for provincial autonomy to be the main factor underpinning reformist and revolutionary movements. Looking back over the developments of the previous years, the 1911-12 annual report of the China Association, explained China’s path to revolution by suggesting that “there was a growing feeling of discontent among leading provincials and a dissatisfaction with the Central governing authority, not so much because they are Manchu as because they are Central” and pointed out that “the root origin of the trouble was the long standing conflict of authority between the Central Government and the Provinces.”[footnoteRef:44] In the preceding years, diplomatic reports from the provinces had occasionally drawn the attention of the British government to instances where the newly set up provincial assemblies had come into conflict with the imperial government in Beijing. The British consul in Nanjing, for instance, had reported that there had been a “quibble” about the Viceroy’s reaction to the suggestion made by the provincial assembly of Jiangsu Province that a railway be built between Haizhou and Jingjiang. This, he suggested, demonstrated “the spirit of independence which pervades the Assembly and the determination of the deputies not to submit to being treated as a quantité négligeable.”[footnoteRef:45]  [44:  China Association Annual Report, 1911-12, p.vi, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.]  [45:  Consulate, Nanjing, to John Jordan, 20 January 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.57r.] 

Again, no matter how these conflicts turned out, British diplomats could use them as evidence of China’s political immaturity. If the decisions of the Provincial Assemblies were not given their due regard, this could be interpreted as a sign that Chinese institutions were not fit for democracy yet. The Nanjing Consulate, for instance, reported in October 1910 that “the experience of the past year has shewn that [the Provincial Assemblies] are, in practice, no check on the autocratic powers of the Viceroy and Governors” and described several  occasions where both imperial and provincial authorities had ignored or contested suggestions made by the Jiangsu Assembly.[footnoteRef:46] Equally, if the Provincial Assemblies successfully challenged the central authorities, British diplomats could interpret this as a cause for concern, since this frequently gave greater weight to anti-foreign sentiment. The British consulate in Changsha, for instance, was concerned that the Hunan Provincial Assembly was “actively and vigorously hostile” in its attitude towards foreigners.[footnoteRef:47] The comments made by British observers on specific institutions and their decisions effectively again created a double-bind position from which Chinese reforms could always be judged as wanting.  [46:  Consulate, Nanjing, to John Jordan, 10 October 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.136r.]  [47:  Consulate-General, Changsha, to John Jordan, 8 January 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2210, f.30r.] 

In the context of such fears of anti-foreign sentiment, when specific institutional reforms threatened to undermine the authority of British diplomats or the vested interests of the British community in China, comments were much more stringently critical. Judicial reform was a prime example of this, since even though British observers had frequently criticised China for its supposedly barbaric and unfair judicial system, diplomats were less than impressed with the reforms that actually took place in this arena. When there was an indication that the authority of the Mixed Court in the Shanghai Settlement would be curtailed, the British community in Shanghai lodged their objections and lobbied the British government to protest. Since the Mixed Court’s establishment in the 1860s, it had gradually taken over jurisdiction not just in cases involving foreigners, but also in cases involving Chinese people in the Shanghai Settlement. When Chinese authorities tried to claim authority over such cases, the British community complained that this would result in unduly lenient sentences, and the China Association suggested that their objections to the reforms were a question “not […] of jeopardised British interests, but of the interests of the whole of the Foreign Settlement, fittingly given utterance to by Great Britain whose influence in Shanghai is still predominant.”[footnoteRef:48] In a letter to the Foreign Office, the Association claimed that the Mixed Court was the only institution that was able to guarantee “peace, order and good government,” and that reform of the “native courts” was “hopeless.”[footnoteRef:49]  [48:  China Association, Shanghai, to General Committee, 8 February 1907, Appendix to Annual Report, 1907-08, p.36, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.]  [49:  China Association to Foreign Office, 27 March 1907, Appendix to Annual Report, 1907-8, p.39, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk535585152]At the same time, the protests of the British community were not simply about maintaining peace and order for their own sake; they were underpinned by a desire to safeguard the trade interests of British merchants. The Western community in Shanghai had hoped that the Mixed Court would allow for a predictable and favourable approach to questions of international trade. In fact, over the course of the previous decade, it had called for the jurisdiction of the court to be developed further, given that the supposedly “chaotic condition of Chinese civil law” made “commercial relations” between China and the Western powers more difficult and unpredictable.[footnoteRef:50] In this context, the curtailment of the court’s jurisdiction posed a risk to the political authority of the representatives of the British crown and to the financial interests of British firms. While British diplomats sought to defend both the former and the latter, the China Association – as an association of businessmen and merchants – largely focused their comments on how to maintain the latter. [50:  See for instance, Appendix A, Judicial Reform, p.1, Appendix to Annual Report, 1899-1900, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.] 

A similar mix of commercial and political considerations played a part in another dispute regarding judicial reform, over the proceedings of the Tianjin District Court. Letters and memoranda forwarded to the Foreign Office documented the fact that Western diplomats were unhappy about the impact which delays in the settlement of commercial cases had on Western firms.[footnoteRef:51] However, diplomatic concerns went further than the financial interests of Western companies and also centred on what they perceived as an affront to diplomatic ritual. Following judicial reforms, consular representatives felt that they were being relegated to the status of an observer and their involvement in questioning defendants was being significantly reduced – a position which Western diplomats regarded as “derogatory.”[footnoteRef:52] The ensuing debate over whether consular officers should accept being allocated a seat at a side table behind the magistrate, or whether they should insist on sitting beside the magistrate, demonstrates how central notions of politeness and protocol were, and how British diplomats saw it as their role to instruct Chinese officials in proper etiquette. When the Customs Taotai Ts’ai explained the new rules to the British consul-general at Tianjin, the reply suggested that the British diplomat believed that the Chinese had much to learn. He rejected the idea that the British Assessor was “a mere silent spectator,” who would be treated courteously but remain mostly silent. “Such a statement,” he wrote, “suggests a perfection in the administration of justice to which the District Court never attained,” going on to describe an example where “the magistrate wasted much time on side issues and it was necessary for the assessor to point out to him more than once that his questions were irrelevant.”[footnoteRef:53] What riled British diplomats even more, however, was that in this case the Chinese officials possessed the audacity to answer back. In response to Fulford’s letter, the Customs Taotai reiterated the demand that “if the Magistrate conducts the trial with fairness and justice, the foreign Assessor must sit still, a silent spectator, and not deliberately invent excuses for fault-finding or disingenuously raise complications.”[footnoteRef:54] This accusation of disingenuousness led to a rather acerbic reply, in which Fulford suggested that the Taotai’s implicit criticism of the behaviour of British consular officials was “as discourteous as the proposed treatment of the Assessor with reference to his reception and seat in Court. And the “establishment of a firm basis for harmonious relations” would be much more likely to be realised if correspondence were conducted more in accordance with the universal laws of politeness.”[footnoteRef:55] Thus, the debate that arose due to the concerns of a number of Western power over their commercial influence in China was simultaneously also framed in terms of protecting the status of British officials. Framing the debate in this way allowed British diplomats to remind Chinese officials of the lessons they were supposed to learn, both in terms of judicial procedure and in terms of diplomatic protocol. Imperial pedagogy, in short, served to protect Britain’s commercial interest and its political authority at the same time. [51:  American Consul General, Tianjin, to M. de Carcer, Doyen of the Diplomatic Corps, Beijing, 15 April 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2309, D.13.]  [52:  Consulate-General, Tianjin, to John Jordan, 15 November 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2309, D.15.]  [53:  Consulate-General, Tianjin to Customs Taotai Ts”ai, 13 November 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2309.]  [54:  Customs Taotai to Consulate-General, Tianjin, 12 December 1909, TNA:PRO, FO228/2309.]  [55:  Consulate-General, Tianjin, to Customs Taotai, 13 January 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2309.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk535585310][bookmark: _Hlk535585351]Judicial reform was not the only field in which this conflation of diplomatic and commercial considerations is discernible. Similar concerns arose, for instance, over the re-organisation of the Chinese postal service, and the suggestion that some of the authority over the postal system would be removed from the Imperial Maritime Customs, and therefore from British (or international) control.[footnoteRef:56] John Lonsdale, MP for Mid-Armagh, questioned the Foreign Secretary in the House of Commons, suggesting that there was a “risk of serious deterioration to the service in transferring the control from the Maritime Customs to an untrained native administration.”[footnoteRef:57] While the Customs Service was a Chinese institution, in the eyes of politicians such as Lonsdale it was the fact that it was overseen by the British diplomat Robert Hart as Inspector-General that made the system work. Taking the postal service out of the hands of the Customs Service was a sign that the Chinese were becoming less willing to accept Britain’s pedagogic role, and it also threatened British business interests, should the quality and reliability of the postal service decline as a consequence of these changes. [56:  For an introduction to the work of the Customs Service, see Catherine Ladds, Empire Careers: Working for the Chinese Customs Service, 1854-1949 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016).]  [57:  Hansard, HC Deb 12 November 1906 vol 164 cc1055-6.] 

Similarly, the question of the franchise for provincial, and later national, assemblies was a cause for consternation. When, in the wake of the establishment of provincial assemblies, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce had written to Chinese communities in the Straits Settlement, the Foreign Office saw this as problematic and regarded it as “improper” for a Chinese person subject to British authority to accept nomination to a provincial assembly.[footnoteRef:58] As became explicitly clear in a similar debate over elections to the National Assembly after the abdication of the Emperor, the reluctance to allow the expansion of the Chinese franchise to include Chinese in British colonies was based on the idea that this constituted Chinese “interference” in Britain’s colonial affairs. This, in turn, heralded potential instability, since the Foreign Office feared that this would lead to Chinese communities “import[ing] into the country of their domicile the political controversies and domestic rivalries of their country of origin.”[footnoteRef:59] Moreover, plans to allow the Chinese population in British colonies to vote carried the potential to endanger Britain’s financial interests. As the Colonial Office warned, “a more serious consideration” than political disagreements themselves was that the plans regarding the franchise were closely linked to plans to facilitate taxation of Chinese subjects in British territories, which would place the governments of the colonies “in an impossible situation, which would be aggravated if, by acquiescing in the election of delegates to the Chinese National Assembly by Chinese residents in British Colonies, His Majesty’s Government had weakened their ground for protesting against the legislation under which the levy was being made.”[footnoteRef:60] The potential flow of wealth out of the colonies towards China which such a scheme might have precipitated was clearly unacceptable to British interests. Once again, British judgements regarding Chinese reforms were primarily determined by a desire for stability and by the need to secure British political and commercial interests, not only in China, but also in Britain’s Asian colonies. This stability would allow the British to maintain their pedagogic position vis-à-vis China, while also ensuring that Britain’s trade interests would not be damaged. [58:  Government House, Singapore, to Earl of Crewe, 5 October 1910, TNA:PRO, FO228/2136.]  [59:  Draft, 28 May 1913, TNA:PRO, FO228/2136.]  [60:  H.J. Read, for the Under Secretary of State, Colonial Office, to Under Secretary of State, Foreign Office, 31 January 1913, TNA:PRO, FO228/2136.] 



V.
When the Secretary of the China Association reviewed the momentous political changes of the year 1911/12, he summed up the British attitude towards reform and revolution in China:
The question of questions now is, whether it is possible to draw up a workable scheme for the order and good government of China as a republic. If it is, all foreigners in China, and certainly this Association, will rejoice and congratulate the authors on having accomplished such a marvellous transformation with comparatively so little bloodshed. But the task has yet to be done, and without being pessimistic it is permissible to entertain grave doubts of its success. […] Now, the organic basis of the republic has to be laid, and after that a workable scheme of government among the constituent provinces has to be evolved.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  China Association Annual Report, 1911-12, p.viii, SOAS, CHAS/A/03.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk535585557]British comments on the reforms, and the gradual path towards revolution, of late imperial China were ambivalent, to say the least. While some observers welcomed the effort to reform the Qing polity, since they regarded the dynasty as outdated and unreliable, the majority of reports expressed serious doubts regarding the potential of China to reform itself. With regard to the “moral” underpinnings supposedly required for constitutional government, British diplomats and merchants believed that the majority of the Chinese people were not sufficiently committed, and that the country lacked capable leaders. With regard to the practical implementation of reforms at institutional level, they believed that change was either half-hearted or, where it was more effective, would potentially threaten British interests in China.
[bookmark: _Hlk535585590]By framing Chinese reforms in this manner, British observers effectively strengthened the pedagogic project of British imperialism. China was framed as an eternal student, who needed to learn a number of lessons under Western (but particularly British) tutelage, yet was simultaneously unlikely to fully assimilate these lessons and would therefore never live up to its “teacher’s” expectations. If it reformed too slowly, this was a sign that the Chinese people were not interested in modern constitutional government. If it reformed too quickly, this was an indicator that it was trying to rush matters unduly. If reform was gradual and piecemeal, it was because China was supposedly stuck in backward Oriental ways. If reform was radical, this was a concern because it constituted a threat to British trade and authority. If China tried to adapt what other countries had done, it was accused of being naïve and incapable of living up to what these other countries had accomplished. If China tried to develop a Chinese version of constitutional government, it was accused of being anti-foreign and a potential threat to the interests of Western powers. 
What was crucial to the operation of this pedagogic project was the maintenance of stability and order – which was both a pre-requisite for, and a result of, the success of British “lessons.” In the eyes of British observers, China would only be able to learn the right lessons if it respected the ordering impact of British authority, and in turn, these lessons would serve to enhance the stability of Chinese politics and of Western influence in East Asia. This was crucial in the wake of a succession of events that had challenged Britain’s imperial foundations, and it demonstrates how Britain conceived of its imperial role as one that was both political and economic. Trade interests and political authority had become dependent on one another, and any developments that might endanger one would also damage the other. Framing China in the role of the eternal, ever-disappointing student provided the ideological space in which to assert the supposed value of Britain’s presence in China.
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