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Qing China Officials’ Propositions to
Guangxu Emperor regarding Bolstering Defense in
Mongolia Frontier

Cbang Cbi—bsiung ‘ Research Fellow, Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica

Abstract

Different cultures and values bring about different international systems, and
within different international systems are different principles governing international
orders and interpreting international actions.

Before the West started to expand influence in the East, the Confucian culture
sphere, which centers on China, had accumulated certain “historical and cultural
values” in the course of its development over two thousand years, which had led
to the formation of principles of the Chinese world order that eventually gave rise
to the Chinese international system. Within the Chinese international system, the
relationship between China and her vassal states is defined as a kind of ruler-subject
relationship that is one of the five Confucian cardinal relationships. China applied a
“non-ruling governance” approach towards vassal states, and applied a “partial non-
ruling governance” or “partial effective control” approach towards vassal territories,
introducing a kind of ethnic and regional autonomy that suited the circumstances and
the local customs of these vassal states and territories.

A new international system also emerged in West Europe where Christianity is the
dominant religion. The international law was formulated with the purpose of introducing
order between sovereign states that frequently clashed with each other. In the wake
of Industrial Revolution and the resulting technological breakthroughs, the West
European countries were driven by a sense of rapidly growing economic superiority to
contemplate invasion against the East. The international law of West Europe was not
only powerless in preventing West Europe from launching invasion, but also became
an accessory to the invasion. Shielded by the international law, countries from the West
marched into Asia, Africa, and Latin America with their ships and cannons.

After China suffered a series of defeats at the hands of the West in recent
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history, the West started to wield a powerful weapon in the form of international law
to manipulate China and force China into conducting foreign relations based on the
international order of the West. According to the theory of effective control under
the international law, for a country’s sovereignty claim over a territory to stand, the
country must first fulfill the conditions of “ruling the territory, setting up public office
in the territory, and levy taxes in the territory.” However, based on Lee Hongzhang’s
definition, “the territory of China refers to provinces under direct jurisdiction and
governance of China, from which China collects taxes. Vassal states of China, on the
other hand, would include foreign dependencies such as Korea where taxation and
political affairs are managed by China.” This is also known as “non-ruling governance”
under the theory of “differentiated rule for territories of China and foreign vassal states
of China,” and is completely incompatible with the Western principle of effective
control. However, as a result of weakened Qing rule, China lost suzerainty over many
vassal states. The Qing rulers had no choice but to adopt the western system to appease
the great powers from the West and ensure security of vassal states by bolstering claims
of suzerainty.

Qing China regarded Inner and Outer Mongolias as vassal states and implemented
the league and banner system there as the local political and social administrative units.
Besides commissioning Mongol princes to directly rule Mongolia, Qing China also
appointed generals, commanders-in-chief, and ministers who were under the jurisdiction
of Lifan Yuan to indirectly rule Mongolia. In other words, Qing China ruled Mongolia
in a different way than it did other territories of China. In the wake of the Opium
War, Qing China continued to struggle on battlefield after a series of defeats, with the
greatest trouble coming from the Russians in the northwestern frontier. To avoid losing
the northwestern frontier to the Russians, Zhongshi and Mingan both petitioned in
1903 for the establishment of county government in Fengtian and Jilin respectively.
Shortly after leading a successful military campaign in the western frontier, Zuo
Zongtang recommended turning the region into a province of China. In 1905, Yao
Xiguang petitioned for the establishment of a Province of Zhili Shanbei, and imperial
attendant Zuo Shaozuo petitioned for the northwestern region to be made a province,
citing a lack of defense there. The emperor discussed the matter with senior officials
and commissioned the Governor of Zhili, the Governor of Shanxi, the Commander-in-
Chief of Rehe, and the Commander-in-Chief of Chahar to investigate the situation in
the northwest and make the necessary plans and arrangements. This was followed by a
swarm of propositions from generals, commanders-in-chief, and ministers in China as
well as Mongolia urging for bolstering of frontier defense. These propositions included



political measures such as establishment of provinces and adjustments of existing
administrative framework, economic measures such as cultivation and colonization,
immigration to reinforce frontier defense, and development of industries and commerce,
military measures such as assembling a new army and bolstering defense, law
enforcement measures such as introduction of judicial trials and smoking bans, and
cultural measures such as opening of academies, to name a few.

Despite the fact that the majority of propositions made to Guangxu Emperor of
Qing China regarding frontier issues concerned making Mongolia a province of China
and bolstering defense there, Guangxu Emperor’s written reply to these propositions
(written in red ink with a brush) suggested that the emperor often asked officials
concerned to deliberate upon these propositions, which represented the mainstream
voice of Qing China officials. The emperor not only turned a deaf ear to the majority
voice, but also sided with minority voice of Mongolia frontier in the northwest
and either vetoed or delayed propositions to make Mongolia a province of China.
Consequently, neither southern Mongolia nor northern Mongolia was established as a
province of China throughout the Qing Dynasty.

Key Words: Qing China under the reign of Guangxu Emperor, government officials,
Mongolia, propositions to bolster frontier defense, mainstream voice,
establishment of provincial administration and adjustment of existing
administrative framework
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