Both the Opium Wars of 1839 and 1856 and the ‘Century of Humiliation’ which followed played a significant role in shaping the People’s Republic of China (PRC) from its founding in 1949 through to current times.[footnoteRef:1]  Arguably, the most important impacts of these events can be largely placed under the heading of ‘interactions’.  The consequences of the Opium Wars have influenced, directly and indirectly, some of the major interactions between the Chinese people and their own government and are still a key factor in the PRC’s foreign policy.[footnoteRef:2]  They removed part of China’s geography, in ceding Hong Kong to Britain, and a principal part of China’s economic autonomy, in setting tariffs to foreign power’s preference, and handing control of trade flow in trade ports to the same, decisions which haunt China’s internal and external policies to date.[footnoteRef:3]  The Wars also ravished much of China’s tangible culture, which has motivated the PRC to have a particularly active role in world heritage and UNESCO’s efforts to protect it.[footnoteRef:4]  The physical, emotional and political effects of the Opium Wars are a web of issues further entangled by the shifted perceptions of the government and public, and the ideas the government have sought to promote at various times in China’s modern history, by citing the events and their aftermath.[footnoteRef:5]  The most important impacts of the Opium Wars and the subsequent ‘Century of Humiliation’ have shaped modern China in law, sense of nation and everyday life for many, if not all in the PRC. [1:  Julia Lovell, ‘The Opium War and China’s “Century of Humiliation”, Naomi Standen (ed.), Demystifying China; new understandings of Chinese history, (Plymouth, 2013), pp. 153-154]  [2:  ibid.]  [3:  John K Fairbank, The Cambridge History of China: Volume 10 1800 –1911, part 1, (Cambridge, 1978) pp. 212-213]  [4:  Olivia L E Blessing, ‘The Opium Wars and China’s Stolen History’, Collections, vol. 11, (2015), p27]  [5:  Qing Cao, Hailong Tian, Paul Chilton (ed.), Discourse, Politics and Media in Contemporary China, (Amsterdam, 2014), pp.40, 172] 

An important, though often overlooked, impact still relevant in Chinese politics as well as in the minds of the Chinese people, is the loss of and quest to reclaim pillaged heritage.  More especially in the War of 1860, with the well-known destruction and looting of the Summer Palaces in Beijing and Changde, a large portion of valuable ancient artifacts were taken by British and French soldiers.  The magnitude of history and wealth lost in these events is not to be overlooked. Olivia E Blessing quotes F. Stephenson (1915) who says; “...All these were plundered and pulled to pieces...floors were literally covered with fur robes, jade ornaments... and beautiful wood carvings”.[footnoteRef:6]   The greed with which foreign powers snatched up China’s treasures has influenced some modern scholars in the PRC to surmise that the west still seeks only the subjugation and humiliation of weaker countries; China can only avoid this by becoming a strong world player.[footnoteRef:7]  These items were and are the affirmation of Chinese civilization, a part of China’s identity as a nation. They are the tangible manifestation of what makes China’s beliefs, behaviours, and wisdom unique to China; a reflection of the people who made them and a physical connection to the past.[footnoteRef:8]  Understandably, as modern China has reached an age of relative internal peace and global power its government and people seek to reclaim what they can of their plundered past.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Sarah Hui Zhong, ‘The Return of Chinese Cultural Treasures Taken from the Second Opium War (1856-18600)’, International Proceedings of Economics Development and Research, Vol. 71, (2014), p29]  [7:  Alison Adock Kaufman, ‘The “Century of Humiliation”, then and now Chinese perceptions of the international order’, Pacific Focus, vol 25 (2010) pp.1-2]  [8:  Zhong, ‘The Return of Chinese Cultural Treasures Taken from the Second Opium War’, p29]  [9:  Blessing, ‘The Opium Wars and China’s Stolen History’, pp.32-37] 

The effort to reclaim their heritage is no half-hearted attempt.  One case – that of two bronze statues - involved over 80 Chinese lawyers and, though still ending in a loss, the PRC were not to be defeated, announcing restrictions on the company which had denied them what they saw to be theirs already.[footnoteRef:10]  Four years later, the French family who now owned the statues donated them back to the Chinese people.[footnoteRef:11]  The PRC lost the case due to the late legislation preventing plunder of cultural heritage and heritage sites during wars, and the even later piece demanding the return of any such pilfered profits. These were the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907.[footnoteRef:12]  The legislation, it was decided, did not apply in retrospect to the period before it was ratified by the UN as well as other countries, notably (and perhaps a little in protest of their own treatment during the Opium Wars) also by China, though at the time it was not the global power it had once been.[footnoteRef:13]  Since they have begun to emerge as a significant player on the world stage, they have also ratified many UNESCO conventions and pushed for more, pertaining to the moral duty of returning property their nation views as being stolen.[footnoteRef:14]  They experience much the same problem Athens did though, when its government pled multiple times for the return of the Pantheon Marbles, among other artifacts, which were taken in similar dubious fashion to the Summer Palaces’ loot.[footnoteRef:15]  Athens, however, did not have the means to merely buy back its heritage rather than wait for the inching cogs of international politics to turn, whilst their cultural treasures were passed around the world like birthday parcels.  China has opted in many cases to spend millions to retrieve their stolen history.[footnoteRef:16] [10:  Zhong, ‘The Return of Chinese Cultural Treasures Taken from the Second Opium War’, p28]  [11:  ibid.]  [12:  Blessing, ‘The Opium Wars and China’s Stolen History’, p35]  [13:  Zhong, ‘The Return of Chinese Cultural Treasures Taken from the Second Opium War’, p29-31 ]  [14:  ibid. pp. 31]  [15:  Rodney Harrison, ‘The Politics of Heritage’, Harrison Rodney (ed.), Understanding the Politics of Heritage, (Manchester, 2010), pp.174-179]  [16:  Blessing, ‘The Opium Wars and China’s Stolen History’, pp. 36-38] 

This is also a telling difference in the far more recent regime of PRC, as Xi Jinping, and to some extent his father, have sought more of the connection to the ancient past which these objects provide.[footnoteRef:17]  Mao Zedong was also interested in this heritage, though for completely opposite reasons, as slogans from the cultural revolution read “destroy the old world, forge the new world” and posters show the young red guard crushing symbols of previous Chinese history.[footnoteRef:18]  Ironically, not only has the plunder of the Summer Palaces shaped China’s interactions with other countries and global organisations such as UNESCO, it may have also preserved the ancient history which China now seeks to reconnect to and present to the world.  [17:  https://www.e3s-conferences.org/articles/e3sconf/pdf/2021/51/e3sconf_eilcd2021_03059.pdf (Accessed 03/10/22) and video of Beijing Olympic’s opening ceremony from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tOijH0xinTE (Accessed 03/10/22)]  [18:  https://menso.wordpress.com/2010/08/02/destroy-the-old-world-forge-a-new-world-posters-and-the-cultural-revolution/ (Accessed 03/10/22) and Lecture by Dr Thomas Jansen, Perspectives on Chinese Civilization, (Lampeter, 03/10/22)] 

 The Treaty of Nanking, concluding the first Opium War, produced more prominent, lasting impacts on modern China, stemming from foreigners, the west, being given Hong Kong in its entirety and control of Treaty ports such as Shanghai.[footnoteRef:19]  Viewed by Chinese leaders from the founding of the PRC as a remnant of the ‘Century of Humiliation’, the ceding of Hong Kong to the British Empire and reclaiming it was a major goal of the PRC until it’s return in 1997.[footnoteRef:20]  Despite now being politically part of the Chinese nation, a majority of Hong Kong citizens still feel separated from the mainland by more than geography.[footnoteRef:21]  Until very recently, the Chinese government upheld the ‘one country, two systems’ agreement made between Deng Xiaoping and Margret Thatcher, leaving the fundamentally capitalist nature of Hong Kong largely intact.[footnoteRef:22]  Though viewed by many officials of the PRC as “cultural imperialism” this system, stemming from over 150 years of British rule in Hong Kong, is one of the markers many in Hong Kong use to identify themselves as ‘Hongkongese’.[footnoteRef:23]  One man even stated to Gorden Mathews in 1997, “…without the Opium Wars, Hong Kong would not be what it is today.”[footnoteRef:24]  The idea of distinct identity in Hong Kong is very modern, arising in the late 60’s and 70’s, when the rift between mainland China’s politics, economics and language grew wider.  It could also be said to have influenced the changes made by the Communist Party of China (CPC) since the handover in 1997.[footnoteRef:25]  More recently, trying to return the cultural identity of those who now consider themselves ‘Hongkongese’ to Chinese, may be behind the new National Security Law the CPC began enforcing in 2020, to the protest of many Hong Kong citizens.[footnoteRef:26]  Martin Jacques suggested that China was capable and more than willing to adhere to the ‘one country, two systems’ agreement, but in light of this development, Hong Kong seems marginally above one of the Special Economic Zones established by Deng in the 1980’s.[footnoteRef:27]  Trying to erase the remnants of the Opium War and the “Century of Humiliation”, in this case, as many people in Hong Kong see it, is an effort to erase the ‘Hongkongese’.[footnoteRef:28] [19:  Fairbank, The Cambridge History of China: Volume 10 1800 –1911, part 1, p 212]  [20:  Alison Adock Kaufman, ‘Testimony before the US-China Economic and security review commission, Hearing on “China’s Narratives Regarding National Security”, The “Century of Humiliation” and China’s National Narratives, (2011)]  [21:  Gorden Mathews, ‘Heunggoongyohn: On the Past, Present and Future of Hong Kong Identity’, Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, (1997), vol. 29, p 3
]  [22:  Part 3 of documentary China: a century of revolution, available at: https://archive.org/details/china..a.century.of.revolution (Accessed 04/10/22)]  [23:  Mathews, ‘Heunggoongyohn: On the Past, Present and Future of Hong Kong Identity’, pp. 10, 12]  [24:  Ibid. p 6]  [25:  Ibid. pp. 7,11-13]  [26:  Article on the New Security Law, available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-52765838  (Accessed 29/09/2022)]  [27:  Lecture by Martain Jacques, When China Rules the World, (Melbourne, 2012), available at: www.bing.com/videos/search?q=when+china+rules+the+world&&view=detail&mid=206AA71707E3A6FED550206AA71707E3A6FED550&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dwhen%2Bchina%2Brules%2Bthe%2Bworld%26FORM%3DHDRSC3 (Accessed 19/09/22) and Part 3 of documentary China: a century of revolution, available at: https://archive.org/details/china..a.century.of.revolution (Accessed 04/10/22)]  [28:  Mathews, ‘Heunggoongyohn: On the Past, Present and Future of Hong Kong Identity’, pp. 12-13] 

Hong Kong is not the only geographic part of China transformed by the Treaty, as previously mentioned.  Treaty ports have helped define even China’s modern economy, despite no longer having the same political implications.[footnoteRef:29]  Originally, the Treaty ports were essentially run by foreign traders, and Westerners had immunity from China’s laws; only their own country’s laws and punishments applying, similar to Hong Kong.[footnoteRef:30]  Though this changed, the precedent they established never quite left, and nor did the smuggling routes they had reinforced;  these ports had, by now, long been the centres for the legalised trade of opium among many other commodities.[footnoteRef:31]  During the Opium Wars, and after, they continued to be hubs for illegal trading as well.  Routes were established from them by sea and by land which remain, with some alterations, intact today.[footnoteRef:32]  To establish why the illicit trade links helped shape modern China, the definition of smuggling must be examined.  The definition has been rather flexible in China’s history since the Opium Wars, during the Qing period following them, opium was traded alongside other goods such as shoes, watches, jewellery and clothes from the west, and smuggling was synonymous, largely, with tariff dodging.[footnoteRef:33]  Since 1949, however, smuggling grew to incorporate any uncontrolled trade, leading to mixed feelings from ordinary citizens.  For example, when famine ruled rural areas in Mao Zedong’s Great Leap, food was limited by the state, thus many of those who survived, did so via smuggled food-goods.  Shanghai and Hong Kong, among treaty ports, were hubs of covert traders, selling watches, silk scarves, and jewellery.[footnoteRef:34]  In more recent times, however, these same practices which saved lives, or introduced people to new western materials, have created problems for a government attempting to stamp out the heroin trade. This is because the routes and methods of smuggling are so well established, from their beginnings in the Opium Wars.  The practices from the Opium Wars have also impacted in part, the government’s financial treatment of overseas nationals and minority groups in China, providing financial breaks and incentives, as traditionally these groups, among others were used to smuggle goods to various locations.[footnoteRef:35]  [29:  Enrico V. Gloria, The Development of Treaty Ports and its Impact on China’s Economy, (2014) pp. 2-5]  [30:  Fairbank, The Cambridge History of China: Volume 10 1800 –1911, part 1, (Cambridge, 1978) p 229-231 and  Lee, Ivan, ‘From Reciprocity to Territoriality: Extradition, the Opium War, and the Idea of British Sovereignty in Hong Kong 1842-44’, Law and History Review, (2022) pp. 5-8]  [31:  Alfred W McCoy, ‘Coercion and its unintended consequences; A study in heroin trafficking in Southeast and Southwest Asia’, Crime, law and social change, Vol. 33, (2000), pp. 192-193]  [32:  Phillip Thai, China’s War on Smuggling: Law and economic life, and the making of the modern state 1842-1965, (Colombia, 2018) pp.26-28, 246]  [33:  Ibid. pp. 36-37]  [34:  Thai, China’s War on Smuggling: Law and economic life, and the making of the modern state 1842-1965, pp. 260-265]  [35:  Ibid. pp. 255-258] 

The treaty ports may have also set a precedent for allowing the West to penetrate trade borders.  In the 1980’s when Deng Xiaoping established Special Economic Zones, two zones, Shanghai and Xiamen, correlated to previous treaty ports.[footnoteRef:36] Although no one wanted a repeat of the destructive influences the western trade at these ports had, it was also hard to forget the positive influences, the affluence and construction which had accompanied it. They also helped cement China’s success in external trade, rather than the traditional insistence on success from within.[footnoteRef:37]  [36:  Douglas Zhihua Zeng, China’s Special Economic Zones and Industrial Clusters: Successes and Challenges, (2012), p 4 and Gregory Bracken, ‘Treaty Ports in China: Their genesis, development and influence’, Journal of Urban History, vol. 45, p.1]  [37:  Gloria, The Development of Treaty Ports and its Impact on China’s Economy, p. 15] 

Perhaps the most interesting, if not the most important impact of the Opium Wars deals not with the physical changes treaties made, but the changed perception of the events.  The current CPC rhetoric about the Opium Wars is that they were the first in a long and heinous century of humiliations placed upon the people of China, ending only when the CPC overthrew Chang Kai-shek and established the PRC.  This image of the Opium Wars and following ‘Century of Humiliation’ has driven many foreign policies as well as internal changes, as already discussed.[footnoteRef:38]  It is used to demonise western influence and to place blame on western ‘bourgeoise’ for most major unrest such as Tianiman square and the Hong Kong protests.[footnoteRef:39]  However, it is arguably China taking an active role to ‘lose’ a part of its heritage.  At the time, and for several decades after, the Opium Wars were viewed as several local disagreements resolved by arms, in which the participating British were considered ‘clowns’ and ‘bandits’.  The Qing emperor of the time was not even aware he was supposed to be at war until 1840.  Years later, just before and after 1911, both the nationalist and communists in China used the Opium Wars as a rallying call to throw off the yoke of Western oppression.[footnoteRef:40]  Before this time, though there had been a gradual build-up of resentment towards the foreign trader and with the Qing government for continued concessions to said foreigners, the Opium Wars had rarely been cited as ‘the example’ of the Qing dynasty’s weakness.[footnoteRef:41]  Nor had the idea that overthrowing the West was the reason for overthrowing the Qing government really been raised.  The communists would argue the nationalists did no such thing during their revolution, still allying themselves with foreign powers.[footnoteRef:42]  This changed perception of the Opium Wars and the humiliation of the Chinese people is a legitimising tool for the CPC, and thus taught in schools as factual history.[footnoteRef:43]  Whether or not it is true is a complex and lengthy issue to discuss, which is not addressed here here.  Regardless, it likely spurred many people to join the anti-USA parades during the Korean war, and even justifies the changes made to Hong Kong.[footnoteRef:44]  This narrative ignores the slaughters commenced by Chinese political parties on their own people during both the revolution and civil war, of the cultural revolution and during attempts to silence any, even constructive criticism of the party, citing the evil behind every tragedy as ‘the West’.[footnoteRef:45] It has also, however helped unify the PRC, and has encouraged ideas about economy, trade and the world stage, which are alternate to Western views.[footnoteRef:46] [38:  Alison Adock Kaufman, ‘The “Century of Humiliation”, then and now Chinese perceptions of the international order’, Pacific Focus, vol 25 (2010) pp.1-2]  [39:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-52765838  (Accessed 29/09/2022)]  [40:  Lovell, ‘The Opium War and China’s “Century of Humiliation”, pp. 155-156]  [41:  Kent G Deng, China’s Political Economy in Modern Times: Changes and economic Consequences 1800-2000, (Oxon, 2012), pp. 29-32]  [42:  Lovell, ‘The Opium War and China’s “Century of Humiliation”, pp. 154-157]  [43:  Ibid. p154]  [44:  https://archive.org/details/china..a.century.of.revolution (Accessed 04/10/22)]  [45:  Lovell, ‘The Opium War and China’s “Century of Humiliation”, p 158]  [46:  Kaufman, ‘The “Century of Humiliation”, then and now Chinese perceptions of the international order’, pp.1-2 and Lovell, ‘The Opium War and China’s “Century of Humiliation”, p 157-158] 

Though there are other impacts the Opium Wars had on China, most are slight, or short lived, such as the tariffs, which at the time were considered a major problem.[footnoteRef:47]  The most important long term impacts stem from the vast quantities of stolen cultural items, the treaties which ended both wars, though more especially the treaty of Nanjing, and the changed perception of the West, which the Opium Wars encouraged.  The impacts of these shaped modern China economically, both positively and negatively.  Politically, they led to drastic reforms in foreign and internal policy, even triggering a revolution and civil war.  Culturally, the Opium Wars and their impacts became a significant part of Chinese identity, creating ‘Hongkongese’ and providing a drive for both suspicion of and trade with the west.  Geographically, the Opium Wars established and consolidated links to the West and other countries, as well as changing the political geography of the nation in removing Hong Kong. The impacts of the Opium Wars shape modern China now and will likely continue to do so in the future.  [47:  Thai, China’s War on Smuggling: Law and economic life, and the making of the modern state 1842-1965, pp. 59, 70] 
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