
 

Dangerous China: Another Kind of China Peril

As a general rule, most foreign caricatures of China depicted the country as either a
formidable menace to the world or a small backwater ripe for commercial penetration.
A cartoon published in the American periodical Judge in 1898, as the Boxer
depredations were about to rise to a crescendo, conveyed a somewhat different
picture. Here the world was a “see-saw,” in which the Anglo-American powers were
engaged in a uneven “balance of power” game vis-a-vis the other major nations of
the world. In this power struggle, some countries already had fallen off the see-saw—
and China was hanging on for dear life and perilously close to falling also.

 

 

“The See-saw of Nations.”
Caption: “The Anglo-Saxons hold the balance of power.”

Judge, April 9, 1898. Note that China hangs off the end of the plank.

In this depiction of global power struggle at the turn of the century, Uncle Sam and
John Bull weigh heaviest, while other nations—notably Russia, Germany, France,

Spain, and Turkey—struggle to stay on the other end, and China is merely holding on
for dear life. “History” stands in the balance, and the fulcrum of the see-saw is,

ominously and tellingly, a cannon.
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Awakening China

As the Boxer uprising flared into the multinational intervention, some graphic
renderings depicted an even more precarious picture of the see-saw of imperialist
rivalries. In this situation, China itself became a potential source of global discord—a
giant firecracker; a dark and dangerous terrain to navigate, full of traps that might
lead to future wars; a “sword of Damocles” hanging by a thread over the heads of the
interventionist powers.

 

“A Dangerous Firecracker”
Puck, July 11, 1900

Artist: Louis Dalrymple
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John Bull, representing England, and the rulers of Germany, France, Austria, and
Japan watch as the ruler of Russia lights the fuse of a large firecracker labeled

"China."
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“In the Chinese Labyrinth”

Puck, September 6, 1901
Artist: Udo Keppeler

Representing the dangers of war between the imperial powers during the Boxer
intervention, the cartoon shows Uncle Sam holding a lantern labeled "Prudence" in

one hand and John Bull with the other, leading Austria, Japan, France, and Germany
through a field of traps labeled "Casus Belli” (an act that provokes war).
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“Awakening of China”

Caption: “A Disturbing Possibility in the East.”
Puck, September 4, 1901

Artist: Udo Keppler

Here, Uncle Sam sits at a table with 10 figures, three of whom are unidentified, the
others representing the leaders of the eight nation alliance: Russia, England,

Germany, Japan, Italy, Austria, and France. There is a large tray of fruit labeled
"Chinese Indemnity" on the table. Hanging above the table by a thin string is an

enormous sword labeled "Awakening of China."
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The danger was multifold. Intervention threatened to intensify already-existing
rivalries among the imperialist powers (as indeed happened, when the intervention
was followed four years later by war between Tsarist Russia and Japan). At the same
time, the humiliation of China threatened to awaken the nation in truly perilous ways.
This latter premonition became especially strong in 1901. The victorious foreign
powers had weakened the Qing court by imposing a harsh indemnity on it, and by
forcing it to execute officials who had stirred up the Boxers, but they shared an
interest in keeping the dynasty alive. They feared the possibility of another uprising of
the Chinese masses and the onset of conflict between the imperial powers
themselves. This China, unlike the slain dragon, as firecracker or as sword of
Damocles, threatened to blow up the imperial world order.
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Links

“Chinois d’Europe et Chinois d’Asie,” undated archival
album of cartoons collected by John Grand-Carteret.
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k63508640/f46.image

About John Grand-Carteret: 
https://translate.google.com/translate?
hl=en&sl=fr&u=https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Grand-Carteret&prev=search
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