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Curriculum Project for Modern East Asia. Fall 2021 

Rationale. The purpose of this 3-part lesson is to teach about the “Century of Humiliation” 

(1839-1949) in order to meet the teaching/learning content in the national standards below.  

 

This is the first lesson in a class on Modern China 1800-2020. 

  

Skills and Content Objectives. National Standards in World History, Era 7.  

AN AGE OF REVOLUTIONS, 1750-1914 

Standard 1: The causes and consequences of political revolutions in the late 18th and early 

19th centuries 

Standard 2: The causes and consequences of the agricultural and industrial revolutions, 1700-

1850 

Standard 3: The transformation of Eurasian societies in an era of global trade and rising 

European power, 1750-1870 

Standard 4: Patterns of nationalism, state-building, and social reform in Europe and the 

Americas, 1830-1914 

Standard 5: Patterns of global change in the era of Western military and economic domination, 

1800-1914 

Standard 6: Major global trends from 1750-1914 

 

Learning materials used in class  

USC Documentary. China's Century of Humiliation located at https://china.usc.edu/ or on 

YouTube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=_6INqNwFF20.    

PowerPoint presentation. China’s Century of Humiliation (1839-1949). Located in forums. 

  



2 
 

Day 1 Plan 

 

Introduction. Introduce the topic in the context of the “Age of Revolutions, 1750-1914”. In 

particular, ‘Standard 3: The transformation of Eurasian societies in an era of global trade and 

rising European power’. 

 

Ask students questions about post-1500 international exploration, colonization and imperialism 

to engage their interest and to determine knowledge. Where did the famous explorers like 

Christopher Columbus, Hernán Cortés, and Ferdinand Magellan come from? Where did they 

explore (The Pacific Ocean, Americas, Asia, Africa)? Did any explorers from China come to 

North America or Europe?  Question to see if students understand the idea of American 

Manifest Destiny and the drive to “conquer” the West.  

 

Context. Show a world map, preferably centered on East Asia, to visually engage students. 

Explain how the territorial ambitions of Manifest Destiny increased and moved further West 

over time. This westward expansion of US power resulted in the conquest of the lower 48 

states, exploration of the Pacific Ocean, the decisions to increase trade with China and the 

imposition of unequal treaties on China during the era. The westward drive resulted ultimately 

in the annexation of Hawaii, and the colonization of the Philippines.    

 

Video. Watch part 1 of the USC documentary on China’s Century of Humiliation (35 minutes) 

Do Q&A on Video. 

 

Comprehension check. Have students write down what they think about the US influence on 

China. Good or bad? Consider the contrast between the missionaries delivering sermons and 

the American traders delivering opium. Have students share what they wrote in their summary. 

 

Reflection. Have students write about the period of international exploration and imperialism. 

Who benefitted from this international relationship between strong countries and weak 

countries? What other situations might compare to this? (e.g., the colonization of North 

America by the English and French).   
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Day 2 Plan   

 

Introduction.  Ask students to write a few sentences about the effects of Western influences 

on China – the missionaries to the opium traders. Have Q&A and encourage students to ask 

questions. Have a discussion about responses. 

 

Video. Watch part 2 of the USC documentary on China’s Century of Humiliation (36 minutes).  

 

Comprehension check. Do Q&A on video. Then discuss what students saw and understood. 

Ask what they did not understand or want to better understand. Discuss. 

 

Reflect. Have students think about the relationship between Western colonizers and Chinese 

people during the era. Was the West fair or unfair in treatment of China? Ask how they would 

feel if foreigners exploited their country, treated them badly and discriminated against them? 

 

Day 3 Plan 

 

Introduction. In reference to ‘Standard 5: Patterns of global change in the era of Western 

military and economic domination’, ask students to consider why the 1839-1949 period is 

considered a century of humiliation for China? 

 

Video/PPT. Present the PDF/PPT on the Century of Humiliation. Do Q&A on presentation. 

 

Comprehension check. After seeing presentation, ask students to reconsider why the 1839-

1949 period is called the Century of Humiliation for China?  

 

Reflection. In relation to ‘Standard 3: The transformation of Eurasian societies in an era of 

global trade and rising European power’, have students write about the winners and losers of 

the period. What was it like to be a foreigner in China then, compared to the lower status of the 

Chinese people?  Would they like to live then? If you were Chinese, would the experience 

make you more nationalistic? What do you think? 
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USC Documentary China's Century of Humiliation  

Review: China's Century of Humiliation Documentary (2011) 

This documentary tells the history of East-West relations and China’s Century of Humiliation 

(1839-1949) from both an Asian and Western perspective.  The documentary stands out for its 

exceptional access to top experts, with 6 PhD professors being interviewed.  With so many 

PhDs involved, and with the director’s emphasis on achieving a balanced perspective, the 

educational quality of the documentary is outstanding. 

The documentary touches on many ideas that make it educational and relevant to students. 

These ideas include the importance of education, war, imperialism, the opium trade and opium 

wars, the problems of drug addiction, racism, the fall of the last dynasty in 1911, missionaries 

and religion, the scientific method, Confucianism, economic development, family relationships, 

industrial revolution, social class relations, the Magna Carta and idea of personal liberty, the 

“divine right” of kings and the idea of the “mandate of heaven”, Japanese imperialism in Asia 

as China was weakened by Western imperialism, international trade, the importance of the 

China tea trade which can be related to the Boston Tea Party, white supremacy, unequal 

international treaties, the evils of nationalism, and far more. These ideas can be explored 

through Q&A after or before the video. 

Expert Voices from Asia & The West 

The documentary highlights the opinions of both Asian & Western scholars in a very balanced 

way.  This focus promotes international understanding.  The lesson for students is that “there 

are at least two sides to every story” and wisdom requires studying and understating other 

cultures in addition to our own.  

The fair depiction of the Western predation of China should also make it clear that history is full 

of examples of racism and imperialism perpetrated by the West (whites) against weaker 

peoples.  This exploitation has taken place within the territory now claimed by the USA and in 

many places abroad including China, Korea, Vietnam, Japan, and The Philippines. 

Expert Asian opinions include: Jianli Yang PhD;  Yang Rui (Chinese Journalist); Yunxiang Yan 

PhD (阎云翔 UCLA Department of Anthropology); and  Professor Gungwu Wang (王赓武), 
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Chairman of the East Asian Institute and Professor, National University of Singapore. Western 

scholars include:  Clayton Dube (杜克雷), PhD (Director, USC U.S.-China Institute); Kenneth 

Pomeranz, PhD; and Richard Baum (包瑞嘉), PhD, (late of UCLA).    

How to use documentary in your classroom teaching?   

The 77-minute documentary could be shown in one long class or used in two or more classes.  

I think it is more educational to review in 2 classes because there is a great deal of information 

covered and a Q & A session after each part would promote better learning and retention.      

The Introduction and Part 1 are 35 minutes long in total (intro is about 4 minutes, Part I is 

about 32 minutes).   I would show Part I in the first class, followed by a Q&A and discussion.   

Part II is about 36 minutes long. I would show it in the second class, followed by a Q&A and 

discussion.   

Where to obtain documentary for free? 

https://china.usc.edu/ 

YouTube. www.youtube.com/watch?v=_6INqNwFF20.    

Kanopy.  Stream for free from your school library or access via public library. 
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