
HIS 283 – History of Chinese Civilization 
Fall 2019 
 
Tuesdays & Thursdays, 11:30 am – 1:00 pm, LLC 106 
 
Instructor:  Dr. David Webster 
Office: Morris 9 
Hours: Tuesdays 1-2 pm, Wednesdays 1130-120, or by appointment 
E-mail: dwebster@ubishops.ca 
Office Telephone: 819.842.9600 x 2384 
 
Course Description  
This course introduces China’s history and cultural heritage from antiquity to the end of 
the 18th century. Political history, modes of governmental and socioeconomic 
organization, and developments in thought and religion will be examined. The course 
includes a major focus on understanding Confucian thought and influences in imperial 
China and on Chinese state formation. It considers the views of imperial China towards 
the outside world, and outside views of Chinese civilization.  
 
Required Readings 

• Daniel K. Gardner & Mark C. Carnes, Confucianism and the Succession Crisis of 
the Wanli Emperor, Reacting to the Past Series (bookstore or library reserve) 

• Online reading through moodle 
 
Required video series to watch 

• The Story of China (2017, 6 episodes) 
 

Course Requirements and Evaluation 
Map quiz: 5% 
Mini-simulation: 10% 
Simulation: 25% 
Research essay: 30%  
Final exam: 30% 
 
The map quiz is designed to test your knowledge of the places necessary to an 
understanding of Chinese historical developments. In case of any unavoidable absences 
due to illness or university-related obligations, written documentation must be provided; 
in these cases a (different) make-up quiz will be scheduled.  
 
The mini-simulation is an assignment in its own right and also serves as preparation for 
the longer simulation. In it, students will divide into three groups to simulate one of the 
three schools of thought in ancient China. You will research your school’s views and 
represent them in a debate to convince the emperor of the best policy decision on a 
question to be announced. You will have a chance to meet in your group, then to develop 
proposals. Each group will come up with talking points, then collaborate on writing them 



up. Finally, each group will present and advocate its stance in class. (See attached 
handout.) 
 
For the simulation, students will be assigned to play the role of a Confucian scholar 
during the succession crisis of the Wanli Emperor in 1421, during the Ming dynasty. This 
assignment asks you to grapple with the intersection of political history and the 
Confucian belief system. In most roles, you will write two short memorials 
(recommendations to the emperor) worth 10% each and take part in debate. The 
Confucianism booklet provides details and background. 
 
Your research paper is a key component of the course and must show evidence of 
additional research in the library. A list of essay topics will be circulated. Your essay 
should be about 10-12 pages, double-spaced. You must use at least 3 primary and at least 
3 secondary sources; the best essays will use more. (See attached handout.) 
 
The final exam will require you to identify key events, terms and concepts in Chinese 
history, along with essay questions that will assess your understanding of the lectures and 
readings. Attendance is mandatory. Absences due to illness or accident must be verified 
by a doctor’s note or certificate.  
 
Instructor communications 
Questions are welcome before, after and during class. Apart from office hours, I am 
happy to arrange to meet with students at other times. You are also welcome to send e-
mails or contact me via the course web site. Questions will be responded to promptly, 
either with an answer or a time when I will be able to answer. If you have not heard back 
within 48 hours, please re-send or contact me by other means, in case the message has 
gone astray.  
 
Supporting your Success 
Your academic performance is closely tied to your personal well-being and mental 
health. It is understood that university students encounter setbacks from time to time that 
can impact their academics. If you encounter difficulties and need assistance it is 
important to reach out and take advantage of the resources available to you. For help and 
information addressing mental or physical health concerns, including meeting with a 
Bishop’s counsellor or nurse, visit: www.ubishops.ca/student-services/ 

If you are experiencing any personal difficulties that make it hard for you to meet 
your course requirements, please talk with your professor(s) or academic Dean. You 
should also connect with our professionals in student support services for your specific 
physical or mental health needs.  
 
Academic integrity 
Plagiarism (a form of academic dishonesty in which one person submits or presents the 
work of another person as their own), self-plagiarism (submitting the same work in 
different courses) and cheating (dishonest behaviour, usually in tests or examinations) are 
not acceptable. For details, see the university calendar section on plagiarism. In group 



work, all members of the group are expected to take an active part and collaborate on the 
work, not pass off another group member’s work as their own.  
 
Submission of written work 
Essays and other written work can be submitted using moodle; there is no need for a 
printed copy. For the simulations, deadlines are firm and, out of fairness to other students, 
will not normally be extended. Late work will be penalized at 5% off per weekday. In 
other words, work worth 76% will be marked down to 71% if one day late, 66% if two 
days late, and so on. The final essay may be handed in late with no penalty, but please let 
me know if you will require more time. 
 
A note on skills 
History courses are not just about content. They teach important skills and understanding. 
This course aims to introduce or enhance skills in 

• Cross-cultural understanding: China has been, for most of recorded history, the 
most important country in the world. It is one of the world’s most important 
countries today. It is the home of Confucian philosophy, which also underpins the 
societies of Japan, Korea and other East Asian countries. In any field involving 
trade, diplomacy or cultural exchange, it is important to understand Chinese 
history and Confucian thought.  

• Understanding of belief systems and governance: different belief systems 
shape different ways of governing different societies. Sometimes these systems 
are religious, sometimes philosophical, sometimes ideological. Chinese ways of 
thought include legalism, Daoism and others. These have shaped Chinese and 
other societies, including the West -- where Confucius, Chinese Buddhism, and 
Sun Tzu’s Art of War, among others, are influential. Through simulations, the 
course relates belief systems to ways of governing and seeing the world.  

• Research in primary and secondary sources: you are asked to locate and use 
secondary sources (research by authorities on a topic) and primary sources 
(produced at the time by historical actors – including everything from government 
documents, letters, census data, newspaper articles, painting and photographs to 
interviews and transcripts of debates). You are then asked to compare the 
information you have found to paint as true a picture as possible of historical 
events and processes.  

• Summarizing and analyzing information: you will find a large volume of 
information, and you cannot use it all. You must identify the key points and key 
information, summarize it, compare different interpretations by different authors, 
and different information offered by different primary sources, and analyze what 
you’ve found. In this, you will need to consider the perspective (bias) of each 
source, its intended audience and what each document aims to achieve, weeding 
out “fake news” as you assess each source. Summary and analysis of large 
amounts of information is crucial in fields from law to business to government.  

• Writing: you must construct an essay with a clear style that answers a question, 
using language effectively to support you main points.  

 
Bishop’s University is proudly located on Abenaki traditional territory. 



Class schedule and readings 
The readings should be completed prior to class. Some will be discussed during class 
time and the expectation is that all students will have read them. Class topics are subject 
to change.  
 
Thursday, September 5 Introduction to course  
 
Geographic setting of China; Farms and families 
Watch: The Story of China, episode 1 
 
Tuesday, September 10 The geographical setting: What and Where is China? 
Thursday, September 12 Farms, families, and rites  
 
Three Ways of Thought during the Warring States period 
Reading: The Discourses on Salt and Iron (Confucianism 73-76 or online); Excerpts 
from Sima Qian, Warlords and Jesters (moodle) 
 
Tuesday, September 17 The Warring States period; introducing mini-simulation 
Thursday, September 19 Three Ways of Thought; mini-simulation groups; Map Quiz 
 
The unification of China  
Reading: none, work on mini-simulation 
 
Tuesday, September 24 Chinese and Barbarians; group meetings 
Thursday, September 26 The debate: mini-simulation plenary and submission of 
proposals 
 
Unification: Qin and Han 
Reading: Confucianism pp. 15-22, 69-72 
 
Tuesday, October 1 The Qin and the first united empire 
Thursday, October 3 The Han as greatest dynasty? The Han and the world 
 
Facing West, Facing North: Buddhism and division 
Reading: Confucianism pp. 1-14 
 
Tuesday, October 8 Buddhism and technological development in a time of division  
Thursday, October 10 Confucian thought and empire; RTTP class #1 
 
Return to Greatness? The Tang dynasty 
Watch: The Story of China, episode 2 
 
Tuesday, October 15 China’s cosmopolitan dynasty 
Thursday, October 17 Simulation set-up: RTTP class #2 
 
 



Flowering? The Song dynasty 
Reading: Confucianism 23-68 
 
Tuesday, October 22 The Song economic revolution 
Thursday, October 24 Confucianism as state ideology: RTTP class #3 
 
Confucianism in action- simulation I 
Reading: none – presentation of memorials to the emperor in class 
 
Tuesday, October 29 RTTP class #4 – presentation of memorials. Memorial #1 due 
Thursday, October 31 RTTP class #5 – responses to memorials & discussion 
 
Confucianism in action- simulation II 
Reading: none 
 
Tuesday, November 5 STUDY DAY, no class.  
Thursday, November 7 RTTP class #6 – presentation of memorials, discussion, decisions. 
Memorial #2 due 
 
Confucianism in action III /Mongols and Chinese 
Reading: The Mongols in China, http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/mongols/index.html 
 
Tuesday, November 12 RTTP class #7 – debrief; Elites, exams and scholars 
Thursday, November 14 Crisis & revival: The Yuan (Mongol) dynasty 
 
The Ming dynasty 
Watch: The Story of China, episode 4 
 
Tuesday, November 19 The coming of the Ming and the concept of Chineseness 
Thursday, November 21 The Ming at Sea 
 
The Great Qing: Manchus and Chinese 
Watch: The Story of China, episode 5 
 
Tuesday, November 26 The Qing: A multi-ethnic empire  
Thursday, November 28 Make-up day for study day. The Qing as pinnacle of Chinese 
civilization?  
 
Essays due before the beginning of exam period (December 2) 

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/mongols/index.html


Map of China and East Asia 



History 283 – Essay Topics Fall 2019 

All essays should have a clear and strong thesis statement, supported through the essay by 
evidence from a range of primary and secondary sources (at least three of each). This is a 
research essay and must show evidence of research in these two types of source. It must also 
make a clear argument, not simply describe. A thesis statement makes an argument that 
addresses the question of “why?” For instance, “China managed to stay united” is a thesis, but a 
weak one. A strong thesis identifies why China managed to stay united for most of its imperial 
history. In effect, your thesis is your answer to the essay question.  

Primary sources are source documents from the period being studied. For the purposes of this 
course, they may of course be translated into English or French, rather than in the original 
Chinese. There are sourcebooks available through the library and online sources can also be 
found. A secondary source is a scholarly book or article that can be found using the library or 
inter-library loan system. You may consult non-academic online sources such as wikipedia if you 
wish, but they are not always reliable and do not count as scholarly secondary sources, so use 
with caution. If in doubt, please feel free to ask. 

Scholarly journals worth checking include: Journal of Asian Studies; Modern Asian Studies; 
Pacific Affairs; Chinese Historical Review; Critical Asian Studies; Cross-Currents; International 
Journal of Asian Studies; Modern China; Late Imperial China; Early China; Journal of Sung-Yuan 
Studies; Ming Studies; etc. 

Your essays should be double-spaced and about 10 pages, doubles-spaced. Please submit by 
moodle. Please number your pages. Footnoting should be done using Chicago style (see how to 
cite guide, linked from moodle). 

Topics: 

These are broad topics designed to allow you scope for pursue your interests. Be careful not to 
try to do everything – it may be necessary to narrow down your focus by concentrating on one 
major dynasty or comparing two periods, and/or to focus on one approach (such as a focus on 
economic factors). Again, try to be sure that your choices make sense in terms of supporting a 
central argument and that you can find evidence to support that argument. I am happy to read 
earlier drafts, up to one week before the deadline, if you wish. 

1. How did China manage to maintain its unity as a single country over most of the past two 
millennia? What were the most important economic, social, political and/or other factors? 

2. Was Buddhism “sinified” into a Chinese religion, or did it alter China in its own image? 
3. Discuss the role of Confucianism in bolstering or undermining state control over China’s 

people and territory in one or more major dynasties.  
4. How did Chinese cultural views of their own centrality shift in response to encounters with 

foreigners? Illustrate using examples from one or more dynastic periods and one or more 
outside peoples. 

5. How did economic change shape social change in China? Discuss with reference to China’s 
“medieval economic revolution.” 

6. Should the Mongols be condemned as brutal conquerors, or praised as builders of a multi-
ethnic trading empire? 



7. What factors altered the status of women in one or more major Chinese dynastic periods?  
8. In global terms, China was usually the most urbanized and technologically advanced country 

in the world, yet it did not develop into a capitalist society. Why not?  
9. Is “neo-Confucianism” best understood as a reinvention of an old tradition, a new way of 

thought, or in other terms? 
10. What factors (economic, social, political and/or other) led to the loss of Chinese global 

centrality during the Qing dynasty?  
11. How did changing patterns of food production alter Chinese society? Discuss with reference 

to one or more dynastic periods. 
12. Why did Christianity fail to take hold in China during the Ming and Qing dynasties?  
13. What was the major cause of China’s medieval economic revolution? 
14. What were the causes of the Ming “treasure fleet” voyages, and why did they end abruptly? 
15. Choose your own topic (must be approved in advance by instructor). 

 
Grading expectations 

A range 80-100% Strong argument sustained with evidence; excellent research using a 
wide range of sources; judicious use of evidence drawn from research 
to back up main argument; argument is consistent throughout paper; 
clear writing style; well-organized; demonstrates excellent mastery of 
the topic; shows insight into Chinese historical currents 

B range 70-79% Strong argument sustained with evidence; good research using a wide 
range of both primary and secondary sources; uses evidence from 
these sources to support argument; argument remains internally 
consistent; well-written; mostly well-organized; demonstrates a good 
command of the topic; some useful insights demonstrated 

C range 60-69% Makes an argument and provides some support for it; meets 
minimum standards for research; some of the evidence presented 
supports the argument; argument is not entirely clear and consistent 
at all times but on the whole it holds together; writing acceptable; not 
well-organized; one or two insights that are not fully developed 

D range 50-59% Weak thesis not sufficiently supported; limited research evident; 
evidence presented does not support thesis; no clear argument made 
in paper; weak understanding of chosen topic; writing unclear and 
hard to follow; disorganized presentation; no original insights  

F range 0-49% No clear thesis or argument; little or no research evident; little or no 
evidence presented in support of a thesis; no consistent argument; no 
learning about topic demonstrated; poorly-written; disorganized 
presentation; no original insights 

 
 



Mini-simulation: Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China  
 

In this simulation, students will divide into groups to simulate one of the three 
schools of thought in ancient China. You will research the views of your school of 
thought, and represent them in a debate to convince the emperor of the best policy 
decision. You will have a chance to meet in your group, then to develop proposals. Each 
group should come up with talking points, and then collaborate on writing them up. 
Finally, each group will present and advocate its stance in class.  

 
Groups: The three groups are: the School of Virtue (Confucians), the Followers 

of the Way (Daoists), and the School of Statecraft (Legalists). You will be assigned to 
school of thought. Each school should then divide in two, and each of the smaller groups 
should concentrate on one of the two issues to be debated. The two smaller groups within 
each school may collaborate or not, depending on their own preference.  

You will be randomly assigned to groups.  
Time will be allotted in class to work in groups. You may also wish to work 

together outside class time. Each school will have a private forum on the HIS 283 moodle 
site to do their collaborative writing work. Your mark for this exercise will based on a 
combination of your group’s work and your individual contribution to that work.  

There will be, then, six groups, with one from each of the three schools each 
addressing a separate issue.  

 
School The Debate on Land  The Debate on Taxes  
Confucians Group C1 Group C2 
Daoists Group D1 Group D2 
Legalists Group L1 Group D3 

 
The debate questions: An imperial edict from a new Emperor of united China asks 
learned men from three major schools of thought to advise him on the policy to be taken 
on two issues. Remember in considering these issues that Chinese society is ideally 
divided into four classes: scholars, peasants, artisans, and merchants. The Debate on Salt 
and Iron provides an example of one debate (between Legalists and Confucians). You 
should familiarize yourself with your school’s general philosophy and apply it to the 
specific issue at hand. At the same time, it is worth familiarizing yourself with the other 
school’s general approaches: this will help you to anticipate their arguments. 
 
The first issue:  
The Emperor says: “Since the unification of All Under Heaven, the classic well-field 
system has fallen into disuse. Some own their land and are taxed by the state; others work 
land they do not own, while some own land they do not work. There are those who say 
the changes are good, and those who say it is an ill wind that brought such change. How 
should land best be divided amongst the people?” 
 
The second issue:  
The Emperor says: “The Middle Kingdom needs cash income to carry out good works 
and defend the people from bandits and barbarians. How should the tax system be 



structured? At present, peasant families are taxed as a share (10%) of their production 
from farms. The state needs to increase its revenue. How may this best be 
accomplished?” 
 
Task: Each group should design a presentation advocating a solution to the Emperor’s 
inquiries. Each group will (1) write their proposal and (2) present it in class. Groups 
should propose solutions that will both solve the problem, and accord with their school’s 
general philosophical approach.  
 
Outcomes: Each group will write a proposal, which should be no more than 500 words 
long.  It should list your key proposed solutions. (For instance: all farmers should be 
forced into collectivized state-owned farms and work for the state – this was Mao 
Zedong’s solution, not one of those any of the schools of ancient China would have 
advocated.) It should also list some of the reasons why this is the best solution, drawing 
on your school’s general approach to social issues. This should be posted to the moodle 
site before class on the debate day. 
 Each student will hand in a response sheet at the end of the simulation debates, 
summarizing the key points of other groups’ proposals.  
 Each student will hand in a rubric assessing their own and their fellow group 
members’ work, by the start of the class after the debate. 
 
Assessment:    
You will be graded based on  
(1) your group’s written proposal – posted to moodle  
(2) your group’s presentation of its proposal and subsequent debate – in class  
(3) your own contributions to the group’s proposal – based on your posts in the private 
moodle forum  
(4) your response sheet from listening to other groups present in class 
(5) your self-assessment and peer assessment of your fellow group members, based on 
the assessment rubric 
 


