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A Question of Territorial Sovereignty: British and French Military
Intervention in the Taiping Civil War
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In 1860 and 1862 British and French military and naval forces were deployed in defence of
the treaty port of Shanghai against an attacking Taiping army. This intervention has been
seen by many historians as just one in a series of episodes of blunt imperialism that
characterised the foreign presence in nineteenth-century China. The British and French
helped to put down a popular rebellion against minority Manchu rule in pursuit of their own
interests. The reality was far more complex. As Robert Bickers and others have pointed out,
the foreign presence in China cannot be reduced to a simplistic relationship between
coloniser and colonised. Multiple interest groups were at work in China in an environment
where sovereignty was divided and foreign governments rarely had, or were able to deploy,
a coherent strategy. In this context the extent of foreign power in China was far from clear.

The foreign military intervention against the Taiping and what it reveals about the nature
and development of power relations in China can be better understood as a question of
sovereignty. The bounded territorial sovereignty of modern nation states was foreign to the
Qing regime which saw sovereignty as divisible into a package of rights that might be held
by different sovereign authorities within the same area. These included sovereignty over
territory, sovereignty over people and sovereignty over property. Sovereignty in China was
already divided by the granting of extraterritoriality to foreign citizens, meaning that they
were no longer subject to Qing laws while in Chinese territory. Eileen Scully has suggested
that this extraterritoriality took on a ‘midas touch’ and was extended to foreigners’ property,
territory and even to their Chinese employees. This created tensions which were brought
out by the Taiping advance on Shanghai.

As the Taiping armies advanced through Jiangsu and Zhejiang, the wealthy merchants of
Suzhou and Hangzhou fled to the relative safety of the foreign settlement at Shanghai. This
broke down the divide between the settlement and the Chinese city and led the foreigners
to realise that they could not maintain neutrality in the face of a Taiping attack. Following
negotiations with the Qing authorities in the city, aided by Chinese merchants who
benefitted from the foreign presence, foreign officials in Shanghai abandoned their policy of
neutrality in the conflict. The limited extent of the intervention, both in terms of space and
duration, suggests that its ultimate aim was the defence of foreign interests at Shanghai
rather than determining the final result of the civil war.
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