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Regional depth: the HL option
IB Diploma Programme History HL (the guide first assessed in 2017). This topic
prepares Paper 3, which only HL students sit. Schools choose one of four regions

: Africa and the Middle East, the Americas, Asia and Oceania, or Europe. Each
region has 18 sections, and schools usually teach three of them in depth. In the exam
you write three essays in 2 hours 30 minutes, each marked out of 15 (45 marks,
35% of the HL grade). The essays are marked like Paper 2, but examiners expect more
precise regional detail and knowledge of how historians disagree.
In 1853 four American warships sailed into Edo Bay and demanded that Japan open
its ports. Fifty years later Japan had a constitution, railways, a modern army and
navy, and had defeated China (1895) and Russia (1905). China had faced the same
Western pressure, and had also tried to reform, but in 1912 its last emperor gave
up the throne. Why did two neighbours respond so differently? That is a typical
Paper 3 question: it needs deep knowledge of one region and an understanding of how
historians have answered it.
Must-know for Paper 3:
Area Key content
the paper three essays in 2 hours 30 minutes; 45 marks; HL only
regions Africa and the Middle East; the Americas; Asia and Oceania;

Europe
depth precise detail: names, laws, dates, places, numbers
historiography named historians or schools, their arguments, and why they

disagree
worked depth modernisation in Japan and China, 1860–1912

What “depth” means
Paper 2 asks about the world; Paper 3 asks about one region in more detail. Compare
two answers about Japan’s reforms:
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General
(Paper 2
level)

Precise (Paper 3 level)

Japan
modernised its
army.

The 1873 conscription law replaced the samurai class with an
army of ordinary men who served for three years.

Japan got a
constitution.

The 1889 Meiji Constitution created an elected lower house but
kept the army under the emperor, not the cabinet.

Use the same essay plan as Paper 2: a thesis, three argued paragraphs with evidence,
a counter-argument and a judgement. Spend about 45 minutes on each essay, with 5
minutes to plan. Choose the questions where your knowledge is deepest, not the ones
that look shortest.

Historiography
Historiography is the study of how historians have written about the past.
Historians disagree because they use different sources, ask different questions, and
write at different times. In a Paper 3 essay:
1. Name the historian or school of thought (”Fairbank argued ...”, ”Marxist

historians ...”).
2. State their interpretation in one sentence.
3. Explain why it differs from others (sources, time, approach).
4. Use evidence to decide which view is more convincing.

one debate, three schools (the empire example)

orthodox

empire brought
prosperity

nationalist
critique

empire drained
the colonies

post-revisionist

a synthesis that
weighs both

your essay asks

why do they disagree?

   sources · politics · decade

what does the evidence favour?

judgement: the counter-case professionalised, with historians named

Name the schools, explain why they disagree, then judge on the evidence.
Historiography supports your argument; it does not replace it. A list of historians’
names without your own judgement earns few marks.
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The four regions

Region Commonly taught sections
Africa
and the
Middle
East

European imperialism and the partition of Africa; independence
movements; the Arab–Israeli conflict; post-independence politics

the
Americas

the US Civil War ; the Mexican Revolution; the Great
Depression and the New Deal; the Cold War in the Americas; civil
rights

Asia and
Oceania

early modernisation and imperial decline in East Asia (1860–1912);
China and Korea (1910–1950); Japan in the 20th century;
independence in South and Southeast Asia

Europe the French Revolution and Napoleon; the unification of Italy and
Germany; imperial Russia and the revolutions of 1917; interwar
Germany and Italy; the Second World War; the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe after 1945

Worked depth: Japan and China, 1860–1912

Japan: the Meiji Restoration

Date Event
1853–54 US warships under Commodore Perry force Japan to open ports
1868 the Meiji Restoration : the shogun’s rule ends; power

returns to the emperor; the Charter Oath promises reform
1871 the old domains are abolished and replaced with prefectures
1871–73 the Iwakura Mission studies the US and Europe
1872–73 a national school system; the conscription law; a new land tax
1889 the Meiji Constitution
1894–95 victory over China; the Treaty of Shimonoseki gives Japan Taiwan
1902 the Anglo-Japanese Alliance
1904–05 victory over Russia
1910 Japan annexes Korea
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China: reform from within the Qing

Date Event
1861–95 the Self-Strengthening Movement : arsenals, shipyards,

a modern navy, translation schools
1895 defeat by Japan; the navy is destroyed
1898 the Hundred Days’ Reform : the Guangxu Emperor,

advised by Kang Youwei, orders changes to exams, schools and the
army; after 103 days, Empress Dowager Cixi stops them

1899–1901 the Boxer Uprising; foreign armies take Beijing; a large payment, the
Boxer Indemnity

1901–11 the late Qing reforms: the civil service exams are abolished (1905);
plans for a constitution

1911–12 the Xinhai Revolution ; the last emperor, Puyi,
abdicates in February 1912

Why the difference?

Factor Japan China
political power a new group of

young leaders took
control of the state

reform depended on officials and on the
court, where Cixi held power

scale a small, compact
country

a huge empire with weak central control
of the provinces

aims of reform change the whole
state: law, army,
schools, tax

at first, add Western technology to keep
traditional institutions (“Chinese learning
as the base, Western learning for use”)

outside pressure unequal treaties,
but no foreign
invasion

foreign wars, a huge rebellion (Taiping,
1850–64) and indemnities drained money

How historians have explained it
• The “impact–response” model. John K. Fairbank and others in the 1950s

and 1960s saw China’s history after 1840 mainly as a response to the Western im-
pact. China responded slowly because its traditional institutions and ideas resisted
change; Japan responded fast.
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• The China-centred approach. Paul Cohen (Discovering History in China, 1984)
argued that this model made China passive. Many changes came from inside China
(population growth, local reformers, the provinces) and were not just reactions to
the West.

• Modernisation theory and its critics on Japan. Some historians writing in
the US in the 1960s presented Meiji Japan as a model of successful modernisation.
Marxist historians in Japan (the Kōza school, from the 1930s) saw the Restoration
as an incomplete revolution that created an authoritarian state and led to mili-
tarism. Later historians stressed that Tokugawa Japan already had high literacy
and strong markets before 1868.

Worked essay plan. ”To what extent was the failure of reform in late Qing China
caused by the Qing court itself?”
1. Thesis: to a large extent, but the court acted within limits set by China’s size,

rebellions and foreign pressure.
2. The court: Cixi ended the Hundred Days’ Reform in 1898, and Self-Strengthening

was never allowed to change institutions.
3. Structural limits: provincial officials such as Li Hongzhang controlled the new

industries and armies; the Taiping war and indemnities left little money.
4. Counter-argument: the post-1901 reforms were real (exams abolished in 1905), and

Cohen’s approach shows change coming from below; the reforms came too late to
save the dynasty, not because the court did nothing.

5. Judgement: the court’s choices before 1900 were decisive; after 1901 it reformed,
but by then reform raised expectations that it could not meet.

Checklist
• The format: three essays in 2 hours 30 minutes, 45 marks, 35% of HL.
• Depth: precise names, laws, dates and numbers, not general statements.
• Historiography: name the historian or school, state the view, explain the disagree-

ment, judge with evidence.
• The four regions and their commonly taught sections.
• Japan 1853–1910 and China 1861–1912: the key dates; the factors that explain the

different results.
• Fairbank’s impact–response model and Cohen’s China-centred approach; moderni-

sation theory and the Kōza school.
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