
Study Guide: Imperial China 
 
1.  Recognize the meaning/significance of the following key terms: 
 
bureaucracy = provides specialization of 
gov’t functions and a hierarchy of authority 
 
clans = groups of families that claim a 
common ancestor. Feudal lord was head of 
clan. Clans governed most of land. 
 
dynasty = Chinese ruling family 
 
feudalism = system where lords (heads of 
clans) governed their own land but owed 
military service and support to the ruler 
 
filial piety = respect for parents 
 
Genghis Khan = man credited with uniting 
rival Mongol clans 
 
Kublai Khan = man credited with conquering 
China and establishing the Yuan dynasty 
 
the Great Wall of China = wall built along 
northern border to keep nomadic invaders 
out of China 
      
hierarchy = levels (as in levels of authority) 
 
land reform = way to strengthen central 
gov’t by transferring land from wealthy to 

peasants thereby weakening the power of 
large landholders 
 
 
loess = fine yellow sand that caused 
frequent flooding of the Yellow River; 
central gov’t first organized to build 
infrastructure to control flooding 
 
the Mandate of Heaven = Chinese belief in 
the divine right to rule 
 
Marco Polo = man credited with influencing 
European interest in China through his 
writings 
 
merchant class = class considered lower 
than peasants because they acquired their 
wealth from the labor of others 
 
monopoly = complete control of a resource 
or product, giving gov’t a source of income 
 
the Silk Road = a network of trade routes 
along which many different goods were 
transported to trade w/ the West 
 
tributary state = a self-governing country 
forced to make monetary payments to and 
acknowledge the supremacy of another 
 

 
2.  Be able to distinguish between basic tenets of Taoism, Confucianism, and Legalism. 
 
Taoism (or Daoism) = man should be one with nature. 

• become one with nature — known as the Dao (the Way) — to gain peace and happiness. 
• accept what comes their way, and governments should do little to control people.  
• government should support people in achieving what they naturally desire. 
• Yin & yang: Polar opposites complement each other completely, forming a perfect whole together. Those 

things that are perfectly balanced and in harmony are at peace. 
 

Confucianism = if everyone followed li – proper behavior — society would be ordered and peaceful.  
• Everyone has duties & responsibilities 
• five key relationships:  ruler & subject; parent & child; spouse & spouse; older sibling & younger sibling; 

and friend & friend 
• superior shows benevolence to inferior & good role model; inferior shows respect and obeys superior. 

 



Legalism = people are naturally evil and selfish and require detailed laws w/ severe punishments. 
• a system of clear punishments and rewards. 

 
  
3.  Be able to recognize the dynastic cycle and the role of the Mandate of Heaven 
 
The Mandate of Heaven was the divine right to rule. When rulers came into disfavor – due to any 
number of reasons, including corruption, an increase in taxes, a decrease in government services, 
attacks from invaders, natural catastrophes, etc. – the people took it as a sign that the dynasty had lost 
its favor from heaven. The people were then justified in rebelling against the dynasty and putting a new 
ruler — a new dynasty — in its place. 
 

• A signal for the various clans to try to secure the imperial title by a show of superiority in battle 
with other clans. Victor established new ruling dynasty, showing that he had won the Mandate 
of Heaven to rule. 

 
4.  China’s Geography Challenge: Be able to identify China’s interest in the Tibetan Plateau, its interest in 
the South China Sea, and its interest in Africa  
 

• Several major rivers begin in the Tibetan Plateau; this source of water is vital to grow crops so 
that China has its needed agricultural production to support its people. 

• The South China Sea a key commercial thoroughfare connecting Asia with Europe and Africa. Its 
seabed is rich with natural resources (e.g., natural gas & oil). It has 10% of world’s fisheries; 
more than 1/3 of global shipping passes through the South China Sea.  

• Africa is China’s China: it supplies the country (with natural resources, crops, etc.) that supplies 
the world 

 
5.  Current events: the economy (U.S. debt and U.S. trade imbalance) 
 

A.  Know the difference between the U.S. deficit and the U.S. debt 
 

• U.S. deficit = amount of money federal government overspends in a given year. When the 
federal government spends more money than it collects, a deficit occurs. 

• The deficit for the coming year has been forecasted to reach $1 trillion — primarily due to the 
tax cuts passed in 2017.  

• Add deficits up to get the U.S. debt = the total amount the U.S. gov’t owes; expect the U.S. 
debt to increase from $23 trillion to $24 trillion this coming year. 

• due to the large trade deficit the U.S. has with China, the Chinese use U.S. dollars from the 
sale of Chinese imports to buy U.S. debt. 

 
B.  Understand basic concepts in the U.S. – China trade war: imports, exports, trade deficit, tariffs 

 
• Goods and services that are exchanged between nations are described as either imports or 

exports: 
• Imports = Foreign goods and services purchased from sellers in other countries. 
• Exports = Domestic goods and services sold to buyers in other countries. 
• In 2017, imports from China to the U.S. exceeded the value of U.S. exports to China by $375 

billion — meaning that the U.S. imported $375 billion more from China than it exported to 
China. This difference is called a trade deficit, the amount by which a country’s imports 
exceeds the value of its exports. 

• President Trump, who calls himself “Tariff Man,” maintains that U.S. trade deficit w/China and 
other trading partners has hurt U.S. manufacturing and jobs



 


