Opium’s History in China summary

This is the introduction from the book Opium Regimes: China, Japan and Britain by Timothy Brook and Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi. The introduction starts off with a bold statement, ‘without opium, Chinese history in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries would have been far different’. While this statement is bold it is also incredibly true. Opium dominated Chinese history for a long time. The extract from the book has a strong non-bias theme throughout. The author is constantly inputting valid arguments from each side while still including the necessary facts. The debate within this chapter in my opinion is whether opium’s history in China is a positive or negative. He shows this through quotes like ‘It presented Chinese states from the Qing empire to the People’s Republic with unparalleled opportunities’ and referring to the trading of the opium as ‘deadly traffic’. The source includes quotes from other scholars such as H.B Morse where he argues that if a writer is a supporter of the opium trade they will have a strong tendency to compare the smoking of opium to ‘a relatively harmless ante-prandial glass of sherry,’ unlike writers who are against the trade, who will publicly denounce the opium trade and stand on a moral high ground (Brook, Wakabayashi, 2000). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The authors make sure to mention historiographies talking about one popular one in particular, ‘Targets foreigners as morally culpable for having used opium to intoxicate, impoverish and demoralize the Chinese people’. The authors focus largely on the impact it had on Chinese people, but it does mention that in Britain there was moral outrage aimed towards the opium trades, but once the king gave the trade his blessing, a lot of this outrage died down. The king claimed the trade was necessary to keep the empire afloat - as long as the trade ‘did not cross to the whites’ it was too attractive to resist. The extract then goes forward in talking about the history of China and opium. It was originally used in medicine and was really a substance used by coastal men and no one else, however it does describe how by the mid 1850’s the type of people who used this substance had grown from coastal men to men and women of all social classes, whether it be for medicinal uses or recreational. The introduction also provides visual sources of the Chinese’s connection with opium such as opium dens where the lower-class people would smoke, and images of upper-class opium smokers surrounded by their wealth. The introduction concludes with the illegalisation of opium in China where some of the consequences of smoking opium included execution in the republican era. This, however, was saved for the true addicts and was not widely used. The introduction also touches briefly on the history of opium as a substance and the history of opium within Japan.
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