What do you consider to be the most important long-term impacts of the Opium Wars in shaping modern China (1949 or 2000s) ? 

Introduction

To say the Opium wars had a devastating effect on both the attitudes towards and amongst the Chinese people, would be an understatement. The very fact that during the 19th century, Britain could only trade them bullion due to the progressive Chinese state at the time; they merely did not require anything that the West could supply. Ahead of its time, China founded the silk road, notorious for its trade links; invented gunpowder and used it in such manners (fireworks) that differentiated from Western idea (gunpowder); this is an incredible contrast to post civil war China where they have been condemned for their way of governing and of life. I believe that the time of the West, and all its characteristics, is up and we have an emerging superpower on our hands. 
Defining ‘Modern China’
There are many scholars who would place the dates of modern China from 1949 to today. As this is the end of the Century of Humiliation, it implies a new beginning with new systems – those which will come to be labelled as Communist. Therefore, the structure of the country has been stabilised. This is a convincing argument as stability is often associated with longevity but this dismisses the subtle changes that can occur within the system. This can have an effect on disregarding certain shorter periods or lead to a focus on a specific amount of time. I would argue that modern China, or contemporary China, dates to today. This is because while the actions of the Century of Humiliation have finished, there is still the recovery period where the effects are still taking place today. Such effects include the attitude toward China today where many people view this great nation as totalitarian and as though the Chinese people are suffering; this is far from the case. Unfortunately, this is mainly the view that not only the leaders but also the people of the West hold. This means they are hesitant to enter into trade relations with. As the west, as looked upon the world stage, tends to be the dominate economy, and therefore is supposedly known how to lead a country and even interact with the rest of the world under ‘capitalism’. This then leads to negative connotations towards ideals of communism as it seeks to bring their so- called thriving society to an end which fundamentally benefits a small proportion of the world scale (being rich and politically relevant tend to be synonymous in such a system). 
The term modern tends to be equated with the term capitalism. This is one of the many faults we are educated to believe. 
Economic impacts 
 One of the most drastic impacts from the Opium Wars, and the first one I will be exploring, was the effect on the economy. It can be argued that the West had a rather positive contribution to China such as trade policy, which allowed the foundation of British firms; customs system which supervised a tariff system; and legal jurisdiction[footnoteRef:1], which meant the British were not subjected to Chinese laws even when in their country. [1:  Wolfgang Keller and Carol Shiue, ‘The Economic Consequences of the Opium War’ NBER working Paper, No. 29404 (2022), 2-20, p. 6 <https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29404/w29404.pdf> [accessed 04 October 2022].] 

Now while in theory this all seems very generous and helpful of the West, in practise this was not the case. Firstly, these enterprises belonging to Britain in the ports of the Chinese meant that the money was being circulated back into the hands of the West rather than contributing to the Chinese economy. This is not an uncommon practise for immigrants to distribute their money amongst local businesses run by the same ethnic group due to cultural similarities. However, the issue with the British executing this is that it was not the same situation. The very fact they established their own foreign municipalities and schools likely meant they controlled a territory, education (and therefore arguably propaganda) and some powers of autonomous government (this is the definition of a municipality according to Cornell Law School[footnoteRef:2]); albeit on a small scale, this was an act of colonialism.  [2:  Cornell Law School, Municipality, <https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/municipality> [accessed 05 October 2022].] 

Secondly, the tariff collection, although led by the Chinese Maritime Customs (CMC), actually generated a vast amount of funds for the West as it was assembled by them and therefore, they mostly controlled the system. As this was the case, when it came to the tariff collection, they would deduct this cost which would leave Qing government with the profits.[footnoteRef:3] Now it’s undeniable that this organisation created a quarter of the government’s revenue[footnoteRef:4] but what can be implied is the amount of exploitation that took place. Not only did the West feel it necessary to instruct China on the way they lead their country but also physically involved themselves. It is not difficult to imagine how a country that swapped bullion for drugs could take advantage of such a system. This implies a deep lack of respect for the Chinese which is ironic considering China was far more advanced than Britain at the time.  [3:  Wolfgang Keller and Carol Shiue, ‘The Economic Consequences of the Opium War’, p.7=9.]  [4:  Special Collections SOAS, Chinese Maritime Customs, (2014) <https://blogs.soas.ac.uk/archives/2014/04/24/chinese-maritime-customs-2/> [accessed 07 October]. ] 

Again, this argument of respect, or lack thereof, is seen in the legal jurisdiction aspect. Rather than complying with the country they are in, they felt it best to ignore. So, to sum it up, Britain was making money from selling the opium drugs as well as the ports where they were supplied and traded whilst governing their own territory nearby. This can imply so much more than economic damage; this is what began the century of humiliation. To be able to exploit them like that would alter the West’s view of China significantly, similar to the superiority seen in India and Africa. This has had long lasting effects evident from current news channels and the opinions of the right wing along with the ending of their five-thousand-year period of prospering. Not only did their economy decline but so did their interactions with the world which are intrinsically linked. 
Political impacts
To explore this link further, it is necessary to explore the role of the Qing government during the Opium wars and their history. Here we have the political aspects of the impacts.
The Qing dynasty rose to power in 1644 after betraying their predecessors, the Ming, who had called on them to fight a common enemy. This led to many Manchus acquiring high ranking occupations within government and the military[footnoteRef:5]. As a result, a new upper class was formed.  [5:  Britannica, Qing dynasty, (2022) <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Qing-dynasty> [accessed 06 October 2022].] 

The failure of this new class to prevent opium from being smuggled into the country could be largely attributed to their lack of concern for those effected and therefore led to resentment towards the ruling class. This resentment became one of the main causes for the rise of communism. This is especially the case when it is taken into account that many of the officials and merchants, the ruling class, were accepting bribes to allow the opium in. This means the income from these bribes accounted for the loss of money spent on opium but when it came to the working class, they were simply losing money. So the effects on them were much more severe in a ‘contemporary trickledown’ economics way[footnoteRef:6]. Furthermore, whilst the problems of the Opium war occuring, internal conflict was happening; population pressure, floods, corruption[footnoteRef:7] amongst other issues which mainly saw the working-class suffering. Moreover, one of the first of its kind between two great nations had resulted in a diminishment of confidence for the Chinese as the battle was lost and the Treaty of Nanjing was signed. People wanted someone or something to blame and so the governing body was targeted. This dissatisfaction in the leadership led to the Taiping revolt in 1850 - 64 and the Nian rebellion in 1853 – 68. Exacerbated by the warlord period, which again saw a major class difference, the rise of communism became evident. [footnoteRef:8] [6:  Kimberly, Amadeo, ‘Why Trickle Down Economic Works in Theory But Not in Fact’, the balance, 29 December 2021. <https://www.thebalancemoney.com/trickle-down-economics-theory-effect-does-it-work-3305572> [accessed 15 October 2022]]  [7:  Britannica, 2022.]  [8:  Daniel Cone, An Indefensible Defence: The Incompetence of Qing Dynastry Officials in the Opium Wars, and the Consequences of Defeat (Atlanta: Emory University, n/d.) ] 

This also meant China had a new chance to reinvent itself. An important contextual note here is around the same time that China was figuring out its next step, the rise of the Bolsheviks and Karl Marx became apparent in Russia. Having had conflict with Britain, it is understandable as to why they would turn away from Western ideals and invest in a system that meant no more imperialism from Britain nor their own country. However, communism to the westerner has connotations of fascism, which is the opposite, in theory, of what their ideals stand for. From Mcarthyism to the cold war, witnessing both the Korean and Vietnam war, western countries (not naming names) have attempted to prevent the domino effect. This being the fall of countries to communism after witnessing neighbouring nations submit (a western definition of course). From this, it is feasible to imply that the change to what has been labelled communism would mean a negative effect on their role on the world stage. Unfortunately, the decision that ultimately influences one’s stance on the world stage is rather Eurocentric so when right wing characteristics that make up the main ideals of Europe become threatened, they are more than willing to criticise fellow countries. This self-advocacy heavily ties into the investment in technology which promotes modernism. 
The idea that modernity is complimentary to capitalism relates to the fact that technology – a modern day phenomenon - contributes to the production of consumer goods. This leads to cheaper production costs, resulting in reduced costs which means the average household has access to these items. This fundamentally links technology to capitalism as it increases the means of production, without further expenditure on human labour, and therefore the profits for the bourgeois. This then is used to promote capitalist ideals as they become connotated with this idea of advancement and ahead-of-its-time which in turn degrades its fellow countries, especially as their situation has emerged from the exploitation of said countries. As a result, any idea that is not capitalism is often associated with being backwards even though the reason for their lack of resources can be contributed to the years of colonialism in which the bearings are still being felt today; history is written by its victors. 
When in 1949, China proclaimed itself a follower of Communism, it became regarded as a lost cause (back to this idea of the domino effect). From an eastern perspective, this had very different implications. In fact, during early twentieth century, following the rise of the Bolsheviks, Trotsky, using the works of Marx and Engles dialectic and historical materialism theory[footnoteRef:9], promoted this idea of permanent revolution. This theory poses that the class gap should dilate over time starting with stages such as slavery and feudalism and ending with socialism and finally communism. This places capitalism somewhere in the middle which explains why China wanted their rightful place on the world stage, just like they were before the Opium Wars, as this theory places them on the map as a progressive state as they’ve already had their revolution and now they are waiting for the others to join; this is the idea of a permanent revolution. Furthermore, this also spurred a sense of nationalism as a sense of pride was felt in being on top, which is rare to see in today’s day and age let alone one-hundred years ago. Ultimately, this threatened their long-standing reign of rulers and therefore felt a need to prevent this nationalism associated with dictatorships and communism. I believe that these ideas of communism became so appealing to the Chinese people after the destruction of their legacy left behind from the Opium Wars alongside the failure of their government to protect them against such a threat. This makes sense as to why China would turn away from the west and towards something that completely separated them because they no longer wanted to even be associated with them.  [9:  Chris Arthur, The New Dialectic and Marx’s Capital (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2004), p. 17-19.] 

We are only just beginning to see China interact again with the west in which they have to build their reputation back up from scratch after the devastation of the Opium wars. Although both China and Britain are raising living standards they are differing in the methods used. A term that links to this idea is called “contested modernity” and it is used to explain that there are multiple modernisations possible[footnoteRef:10]. Perhaps in a world that was not Eurocentric, or as al-Shehabi calls the “ethno=sectarian colonial gaze”[footnoteRef:11], the east would be celebrated for its non-technological methods used to ensure this idea of a modern society. Although al-Shehabi writes from an Arab perspective, his case is very much the same; healing from western influence. On the surface level, Britain was nominated a powerful nation due to their violent methods and their forced influence which meant that their way was deemed the ‘correct way’ and so should be followed by the rest of the world. The separation of first and third world countries are evident of this idea and there is a striking arrogance of those in the former. Chinese customs such as a cashless system and the one belt one road initiative make for a convincing case when China is questioned to be modern. Even though China were the victims, they have to work twice, thrice, four times as hard due to a world that glorifies colonialists while the marginalised struggle to prove themselves worthy. [10:  Martin Jacques, When China Rules the World (London: Penguin books, 2009), p.100-151.]  [11:  Omar Al-Shehabi, Contested Modernity: Sectarianiam, Nationalism, and Colonialism in Bahrain, Contemprary Arab Affairs, 15.1 (2022), p.177,] 

Conclusion
To conclude, the Opium Wars included both some positive and negative impacts upon China. To examine the years following the Century of Humiliation is to achieve an authentic insight into the making of contemporary China where the effects still resonate. In addition, more fundamentally, the West stepped in – as they have a habit of doing – and fabricated a system to benefit themselves. This was a gross incompetence with a minute regard for the Chinese which ultimately brought down a nation that was at the height of its generation. The lasting effects of this are still witnessed today in that China is suffering the consequences and the West has been let off lightly. Had this been the other way around, China would not have been granted the opportunity to forget it. This is simply an act of white privilege. It is no surprise as to why China is cautious to fall behind the rest of the world after the situation landed after the Opium Wars. 
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