What do you consider to be the most important long-term impacts of the Opium Wars in shaping modern China?
The First Opium War erupted in 1839 and lasted until 1842 as a result of British merchants illegally selling opium to the Chinese public, with the Qing government attempting to put a stop to this. A second Opium War was additionally thought between 1856-1860, this time with France involved. Both wars were disastrous for China, demonstrating how weak their military was compared to the outside world.  Noticing this, the global superpowers took advantage, and the subsequent Century of Humiliation ensued, lasting until 1949, which saw the world powers inflict disastrous defeats on the Chinese military and occupy pieces of Chinese territory. Regions were ripped away from China and occupied by the foreign powers, most notably Hong Kong to the British, Manchuria to the Russian’s, and Korea and Taiwan to the Japanese. Post-revolutionary China, starting from the CCP’s victory in 1949, is often considered the start of modern China, as it is from here that China starts to modernize. As such, the impact of the Opium Wars and of subsequent wars during the Century of Humiliation will be analysed from 1949 onwards. In order to truly determine the impacts of the colonial period on modern China, it is crucial to evaluate various aspects of China post-revolution. When examining Chinas military, it becomes evident that modern China has learnt from the experiences of colonization that a powerful military is crucial for the preservation of State Sovereignty. When delving into the history of the Chinese economy, it becomes apparent that the disastrous consequences of the attempts to modernize during the ‘Great Leap Forward’ can be linked to prior foreign occupation. Finally, when looking at how modern Chinese society reacts to the national humiliation of colonization, it becomes clear that the CCP utilizes fear to promote strong support to entrench its hold on power.
China’s disastrous defeats in both Opium Wars, as well as during the Century of Humiliation, demonstrated to Chinese society the military weaknesses of the Qing, resulting in a negative view of the dynasty from the public. The Qing realised very early on that this was the case, and a period of Self-Strengthening ensued from 1861-1895, aimed at strengthening China militarily so that it could defend itself, though this was of very limited success. Graff and Higham published A Military History of China, a book which goes into detail on Chinese military history and thus helps us to compare the military situation of the Qing and of the PRC. The authors state of the attempts to Westernize the Chinese military that “efforts by self-strengthening advocates to provide official positions for specialists in Western technology were subject to intense opposition by conservatives. Specialists in foreign methods were regarded as small-minded technicians and therefore morally suspect. To conservatives, the self-strengtheners' emphasis on technology was misplaced; a moral renaissance among officials was what was needed.”[footnoteRef:1] This is by direct contrast to Japan, which, since the Meiji Restoration (1868) had made strives to modernize without objection; “In Japan, the leaders of the new Meiji government had made the creation of a modern military their highest priority. A new conscript army was created; organized along the lines of the latest and best European models, it was led by a professionally trained and technically proficient officer corps. By the turn of the century, the Japanese army and navy were among the most efficient military organizations in the world.”[footnoteRef:2] It was therefore clear that Chinas lack of military modernization was holding it behind, whilst by contrast the worlds superpowers were expanding, and once militarily weak nations, such as Japan, were now also expanding due to military modernization. This gives us an understanding of the motives behind China’s military advances in the modern day. Mao Zedong declared the Century of Humiliation to be over when he took power in 1949 and proceeded to modernise the PLA (Peoples Liberation Army), ultimately making China a superpower. He agreed to develop atomic weapons due to the fact that, “Mao was reacting to a threat from the United States, which at the time was developing the doctrine of massive nuclear retaliation to deal with an international Communist movement that increasingly challenged the ‘Free World’ through military and revolutionary actions. In early 1953, the new Eisenhower administration had warned that it might use nuclear weapons to break the deadlock in negotiations at Panmunjom. Over the next five years, the United States also threatened China with nuclear strikes to gain leverage in the two Taiwan Strait crises over the Nationalist-held offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu in 1954 and 1958; another such threat was the U.S. deployment of nuclear-capable Matador surface-to-surface missiles on Taiwan.”[footnoteRef:3] By contrast to the Qing leadership,  Mao aimed to produce modern weaponry to protect China from a global superpower, because the CCP realised that this is what was needed in the defence of China, and proceeded to produce the modern weapons with no constraints. Therefore, a clear long-term impact of the Opium Wars and proceeding Century of Humiliation is that China prioritises military modernization to ensure that they can never be occupied again. In addition to this, a decisive impact of the Opium Wars on modern China was that as a result of the defeats from the wars, trust in the Qing from Chinese society collapsed, resulting in the CCP ultimately coming to power, who brought about modern China, and the CCP want to ensure that this won’t happen with them, so modernizing the military and ensuring that it is powerful is necessary.  [1:  David A. Graff and Robin Higham, A Military History of China, (USA, The University Press of Kentucky, 2012), p.176 ]  [2:  Graff and Higham, A Military History, p.175]  [3:  Graff and Higham, A Military History, p.272 and p.273 ] 

The colonization of China during this period has had a detrimental impact on their economic development. Prior to the Century of Humiliation, China had one of the worlds largest economies, at 22.3% of the global economy in 1700, by comparison to Britain which at the time as 2.9%. As a result of the Century of Humiliation, the Chinese economy had fallen to 11.1% in 1900, by comparison to Britain increasing to 9.4%. By 1950, the Chinese economy had further fallen to 3.8%, further impacted by the 2-decade long civil war (1927-1949) and brutal Japanese occupation (1937-1945). However, by 1970, the economy had begun to increase again to 4.2%.[footnoteRef:4] Evidently, due to wars waged by foreign powers and foreign occupation, the Chinese economy had fallen whilst the economy of the foreign powers had risen. Upon reaching power in 1949 the CCP aimed to fix the economy and overtake the capitalist world. Mao first attempted to fix the economy by establishing a series of 5-Year Plans, inspired by the Soviets, aimed at drastically increasing production. Pantsov and Levine state in Mao: The Real Story that during the first 5-Year Plan 1952-1957, the annual growth rate had reached 16-18%, Industrial production doubled, and the production of pig iron and steel tripled.[footnoteRef:5] However, Mao, feeling inspired by these results, demanded even greater results for his second 5-Year Plans, from 1958-1962, referred to as the ‘Great Leap Forward,’ because there was intended to be a significant increase in production. As a result, an influx of workers from the rural region migrated to the city, in order to provide a larger workforce to meet the production targets. However, consequently the number of people working in food production plummeted, resulting in a famine which killed an estimated 30 million people, the worst famine in history. It is undeniable that Mao is primarily responsible for this famine, however, the catastrophic impact of the Opium Wars on Chinas economy set the chain of events which resulted in Mao desiring to bring back the prosperous Chinese economy. Therefore, to a certain extent, a long-term impact of the Opium Wars on modern China is that China, whilst intending to bring back their prosperous economy, which was ravaged by the conflicts, brought about the worst famine in human history. [4:  BusinessInsider, The rise, fall, and comeback of the Chinese economy over the past 800 years (2017) <https://www.businessinsider.com/history-of-chinese-economy-1200-2017-2017-1?r=US&IR=T> [accessed 16/10/22] ]  [5:  Alexander V. Pantsov and Steven I. Levine, Mao: The Real Story (USA: Simon & Schuster, 2012) p.412 & 413.] 

A powerful effect on modern Chinese society of the Century of Humiliation is the rise of nationalism. Crucial to nationalism is a feeling of historical victimization, meaning periods in a nation’s history where the country is wronged by another, a strong example being invasion and colonization. This is used by nationalists to engulf national unity in the present day by arguing that the same or similar injustices are being committed. Peter Gries published a book titled Chinas New Nationalism Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy, which is very useful in understanding Chinese nationalism. Gries states that, “narratives are the stories we tell about our pasts. These stories, psychologists have argued, infuse our identities with unity, meaning, and purpose.” … “In particular, narratives about the ‘Century of Humiliation’ frame the ways that Chinese interact with the West today.”[footnoteRef:6] The CCP uses the history of the Century of Humiliation to entice strong support from the Chinese public, encouraging Chinese society to see the CCP as their protectors and foreign powers as their enemies, especially former colonizers. “Today, many Chinese nationalists are primed to view American or Japanese actions as aggressive. Their quick judgments following the Belgrade bombing of 1999 and the spy plane collision of 2001 cannot be understood apart from this reencounter with past trauma.”[footnoteRef:7] It is therefore evident that a crucial long-term impact of the Opium Wars is that the CCP is able to use nationalism and victimization as a tool to convince Chinese society to support them as they view the government as their protectors against colonizers. However, the nationalism which the CCP spreads has become more extreme changing in recent years from ideological to ethnic. Instead of promoting Chinese nationalism on the ideological grounds of communism v capitalism and anti-imperialism as they once did, the present CCP now promotes ethnic nationalism, advocating the idea of Han victimhood. How China Sees the World: Han-Centrism and the Balance of Power in International Politics, by Thayer and Friend, provides us with an insight into this new nationalism. They state that “this emphasis on history and the roots of Han- ness within ethnic nationalist narratives has unleashed an aggressive Han- centrism that continues to shape the relationship between the Han and ethnic minorities in Chinese society as well as China’s approach to foreign affairs.”[footnoteRef:8] … “During Mao’s rule (1949– 76), nationalism was deeply ideological and based primarily on Marxism- Leninism. Drawing largely from Communist ideology, this earlier form of nationalism was fiercely anti- imperialist and sought to escape China’s Century of Humiliation by reasserting Chinese exceptionalism in the face of western hegemony.”[footnoteRef:9] However, more recently after the end of Mao’s rule, “since the political and economic reforms of the early 1980s, Chinese policy makers and intellectuals, increasingly concerned with confronting western economic and military power” … have developed …  “a new narrative of the nation that better suits China’s changing role in international politics.” … “To achieve this, Chinese nationalism would become less ideological and more Sinocentric” … “to redeem past humiliations and regain international power.”[footnoteRef:10] Negative interactions with the outside world are used by the CCP as propaganda, being portrayed as an infringement on Han peoples, as can be seen by instances such as the Belgrade embassy bombing of 1999. Ultimately, the Chinese public grow to feel more dependent on the CCP, the result of which is that resistance towards the government, as seen by the 1989 Tiannaman Square demonstrations, is substantially less likely to occur Chinese people will no longer care if their government is a democracy or a dictatorship; as long as this fear exists of ethnic Han victimhood, Chinese society will feel dependant on their government and will support the CCP. Therefore, a crucial long-term impact on modern China of colonization is that the CCP is able to spread nationalism which encourages the Chinese people to view themselves as victims, with only the Party being able to save them. Using this nationalism, the modern Chinese government is able to entrench strong societal support, no matter whether the nationalism is spread on the grounds of ideology or ethnicity. [6:  Peter Gries, Chinas New Nationalism Pride, Politics, and Diplomacy (USA: University of California Press, 2004) p.46 ]  [7:  Gries, Chinas New Nationalism, p.52]  [8:  Bradley A. Thayer and John M. Friend, How China Sees the World: Han-Centrism and the Balance of Power in International Politics (USA: University of Nebraska Press, 2018) p.38]  [9:  Thayer and Friend How China Sees the World, p.38]  [10:  Thayer and Friend How China Sees the World, p.41] 

However, this ethnic nationalism has the potential for dire consequences, especially in regards to Chinas relations on the world stage. “According to this understanding, not only are Taiwan, Tibet, the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR), and Hong Kong part of ‘Greater China,’ but so are the islands and shoals of the South China Sea— anything within the ‘Nine- Dash Line.’” … “When China’s president, Xi Jinping, claims that certain territories, such as the islands in the South China Sea, have been China’s ‘since ancient times,’ he is effectively tapping into a deeply rooted memory of humiliation and exploitation that makes up Han identity.”[footnoteRef:11] This means that this nationalism invokes a call to occupy territory outside of China because the nationalism emphasizes that these regions belong to China and that they were ripped away during the Century of Humiliation. As such this nationalism has the potential to spark military conflict with Chinas neighbours, primarily Taiwan but also nations within the South China Sea such as the Philippines. In a worst-case scenario, this has the potential to escalate to nuclear warfare with the USA, which is further corresponded by the fact that China has threatened nuclear war with America if they came to the aid of Taiwan during a potential annexation of the country. Therefore, a crucial long-term impact of the Opium Wars on modern China is that the Chinese government is able to produce propaganda that promotes an ideology which emphasizes ethnic victimhood, the consequences of which could lead to World War 3. [11:  Thayer and Friend How China Sees the World, p.46] 

In conclusion, the impacts of the Opium Wars on China are far-reaching, effecting numerous aspects of China in the present day. In regards to the military, Chinas experiences of suffering military defeats mean that, in order to ensure that this will not happen in the modern day, China prioritises military development by producing weaponry which is capable of being used against a modern army. By contrast to the armies of the Qing, the PLA is able to defend China against any global superpower of the modern day, and thus Chinese society strongly supports their government. In regards to the economic prosperity of the Chinese people. As a direct result of foreign occupation, the Chinese economy plummeted. Consequently, the first modern Chinese leader, Mao Zedong, felt that he needed to industrialize his nation as fast as possible in order to bring back Chinas economic prosperity, subsequently leading to a famine never before seen. Finally, a catastrophic impact on Chinese society of the national humiliation is that they now feel deeply vulnerable, and CCP propaganda exploits this anxiety to ensure that support for the government will not falter, as although there is strong support societal for the Chinese government from within China, the CCP want to guarantee that instances such as the Tiananmen Square demonstrations will not occur again.
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