	
	
	



What do you consider to be the most important long-term impacts of the Opium Wars in shaping modern China?

[bookmark: _Int_b07OvLFu]This essay will attempt to uncover the long-term impacts of the Opium Wars and on modern China and if the socio-economic consequences of a 200-year-old drug trade are still present in Chinese society.
[bookmark: _Int_yl7slaI7][bookmark: _Int_hV5Dp5aA][bookmark: _Int_VtATRizt][bookmark: _Int_Y00AvwGk] The 19th century was rife with colonialism and the expansion of Western influence throughout the globe. Countries such as the Netherlands, The USA, France and most importantly: Great Britain and the long-standing East India Company began to expand their sphere of influence in many east Asian countries, creating various colonies in Burma, Malaya and Vietnam. Although China was subject to Western influence through trade and Christian missionaries attempting to convert a section of population to Christianity; China’s long standing empirical and Confucian systems dominated the way that China was run politically, economically and socially. While these systems of government made China less malleable to the influence of Western powers, one could assume that it instantly made China an obstacle to Western influence throughout the East and is possibly why the bloody conquest of China began to break down the Confucian and empirical systems into more Western ‘modernised’ systems of government.
[bookmark: _Int_GNoWqiW7][bookmark: _Int_QVe3NR44][bookmark: _Int_L0AEFR19][bookmark: _Int_OMDexaI2][bookmark: _Int_jdZABUDm][bookmark: _Int_T5nS0s2i]The first Opium war could be seen as a clash of Western European expansionism versus the isolationist Chinese way of life during the early 19th and late 18th century. British and Chinese trade was based around the port city of Canton, allowing a strict control of trade goods entering the Chinese mainland. Furthermore, China’s exports: porcelain, tea and silk began to take huge interest in Western aristocracy and therefore its demand rose. While the want for Chinese was at an all-time high, subsequently British exports into China were not seen with the same reverence and therefore mainly favoured silver. Due to this imbalance of trade goods, Britain and its overseas East India Company began to import opium, grown in India, into China through Canton. The “balance of trade was reversed”[footnoteRef:28368], Chinese traders began to pay for opium with silver, creating a trade partnership onehandedly benefiting the British empire. The gradual induction of opium into the common Chinese populace, which was once “served as a cure for numerous ailments”[footnoteRef:15185], began to show great societal effects. Opium was becoming a recreational drug throughout the working-class population of China due to the unprecedented quantity being introduced into the country. This forced the Qing government to introduce anti Opium laws in the years 1800, banning the growth and importation of opium. It is important to note that in the 18th century prohibitive laws “punished sellers of opium, especially those who ran opium shops”[footnoteRef:4468]. This may highlight the spreading of opium was already known to be a societally harmful drugs and preventative measures were taken against it. Yet, one could assume that the vast quantity of opium was never considered, as domestic production of opium itself was not popularised until after the opium wars. The beginnings of the first opium war were a result of mass prohibitive attempts, forwarded by Lin Zexu, dubbed Lin ‘Of the Clear Skies’ for his unwavering morality, in which opium crates were confiscated in Canton, the hub of all Sino-Anglo trade, and mixed the substance with salt and lime before dumping it into the water. Chinese author Peng Yangou portrayed “smoke ghosts standing around taking whiffs,”[footnoteRef:22255] shells of ordinary working-class men subdued to idleness by the drug. This act of opposition prompted the start of the first Opium war, in 1840, British warships “many leased from the primary British opium producer, Jardine Matheson & Co.”[footnoteRef:18354] began to occupy Canton and Hong Kong. Fighting continued for 2 years until 1842. The superiority of modern warfare, seen with ships such as the Nemesis, called the “devil’s ship”[footnoteRef:11860] by the Chinese forces. The conclusion of the 1st Opium war resulted in the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing, practically held at British gunpoint. This treaty eliminated most isolationist policies that China held during the trading periods before the war, the control of trade due to the single port of Canton. The treaty opened many new ‘treaty ports’ which greatly extended the sphere of British influence in China. Subsequently, the importation of opium rose vastly. The opium trade peaked post the 2nd Opium war, ending in 1860, when Western Anglo-Franco forces captured Beijing and imposed more treaties to further increase Western trade in China.  It is estimated that 6.5 thousand metric tonnes of opium was imported in the year 1879[footnoteRef:21451], these unprecedented amounts of opium would have only risen the socio-economic degradation of China and its working-class people; “The wastrel opium smoker will spend all he has on opium until he has nothing left.”[footnoteRef:5551] [28368:  Patrick Hayes, J., 2022. The Opium Wars in China. [online] Asia Pacific Curriculum. Available at: <https://asiapacificcurriculum.ca/learning-module/opium-wars-China> [Accessed 9 October 2022].]  [15185:  McMahon, K., 2002. The fall of the god of money. Lanham (Md.): Rowman & Littlefield publ., p.33.]  [4468:  McMahon, K., 2002. The fall of the god of money. Lanham (Md.): Rowman & Littlefield publ., p.36]  [22255:  Yangou, P., 1909. Souls from the Land of Darkness.]  [18354:  Patrick Hayes, J., 2022. The Opium Wars in China. [online] Asia Pacific Curriculum. Available at: <https://asiapacificcurriculum.ca/learning-module/opium-wars-China> [Accessed 9 October 2022].]  [11860:  Paine, Lincoln P. (2000). Warships of the World to 1900. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. p. 115.]  [21451: Patrick Hayes, J., 2022. The Opium Wars in China. [online] Asia Pacific Curriculum. Available at: <https://asiapacificcurriculum.ca/learning-module/opium-wars-china> [Accessed 9 October 2022].
]  [5551:  McMahon, K., 2000. Opium and Sexuality in late Qing Fiction. NAN NÜ, 2(1).] 

[bookmark: _Int_J2GgQXlL][bookmark: _Int_vUhzCv6X][bookmark: _Int_8CFcvYd9][bookmark: _Int_rVmDoz1o][bookmark: _Int_6y1eZ4vD]Keith McMahon describes opium smokers as “wastrel[s]”, who will “spend all he has on opium”, this great dehumanisation is prevalent throughout modern and 19th century descriptions. Much like McMahon, 19th century writer Peng Yangou describes opium addicts as “smoke ghosts”, again, both removed from human sensitives and shows the addicts as helpless fools begotten by society. Both writers, especially Yangou, may highlight how the Chinese looked upon the addicts of opium in society, fallen into the great trap of evil Western forces. Furthermore, McMahon shows that opium was used as a drug for “ailments”, perhaps the masse drug trade changed the perception of opium as a whole. No longer a simple remedy for illnesses it became a vice for the everyday worker and even for the aristocrat. Late 19th century writer R. H. Graves highlighted the vice-like grip that opium had on the Chinese people: “The devil never made a wiser move than when he introduced opium smoking in China.” He would later go on to compare the West’s love for alcohol, as it “suits the active, impetuous nature of the West”, whereas “the slow, inward-turned China” had a taste of opium. Graves’ comparison of the “impetuous” West and the “slow” and “apathetic” Chinese people may highlight the opinions of the West on themselves and more importantly, the outlook of the Chinese from a foreigner’s outlook. Graves shows them as introspective and uncaring to others, in comparison to the Western people's “impetuous” lifestyle.
[bookmark: _Int_gWx3k6iN][bookmark: _Int_Esu3Ek9N]The Opium wars began the ‘Century of Humiliation’, China only coming out the self-proclaimed 100 years of humiliation at the blossoming's of the Chinese communist party under the leadership of Mao Zedong. The genesis of the ‘Century of Humiliation’ left deep imprints in Chinese culture and it’s effects on the socio-economic structure of the country, many years after the stranglehold that Western forces had on the country. Mao Zedong, chairman of the PRC, declared the end of the ‘Century of Humiliation’ at the defeat of the Japanese in 1945. With this, the 1950’s Maoist government introduced the largest eradication of opium supply and consumption.[footnoteRef:15570] Opium dealers were executed, and an approximate 10 million addicts were put into forced treatment. Following suit of large opium farms, Mao’s policies could have been inferred to set clear social precedents of a society removed from the vices that took a grasp on their people for hundreds of years. [15570:  Zheng Bu, N., 1956. Chinese communists' world-wide narcotic war. Taipei, Taiwan: Committee for the Investigation of the Chinese Communist Narcotic Traffic, Ministry of Interior, Republic of China.] 

[bookmark: _Int_DhqxpR9X][bookmark: _Int_3b5JwMMN]Compared to Mao Zedong’s relentless fight against opium dealers and the domestic growth and trade of opium itself, Britain no longer being the main importer of opium ever since the early 20th century, it is important to highlight how the wars have affected the people of modern-day China and what actions has the General Secretary Xi Jinping taken to provide social relief. Much like the 19th century trade, and drug trade, hub of Canton (now Guangdong), is still the major manufacturer of drugs in mainland China. Jinping launched a counter-narcotics operation named ‘Operation Thunder’, showing a 20% decrease, from 60% to 40%, in drug related crimes[footnoteRef:21447]. The historic resemblance is not forgotten by the locals; ”they draw attention to them with occasional public burnings of seized drugs.”[footnoteRef:4134], symbolically and visually striking, a stark message of progress in a place that has been historically rife with drug use and production. [21447:  The Economist. 2022. The Opium Wars still shape China’s view of the West. [online] Available at: <https://www.economist.com/christmas-specials/2017/12/19/the-opium-wars-still-shape-chinas-view-of-the-west> [Accessed 9 October 2022].]  [4134: The Economist. 2022. The Opium Wars still shape China’s view of the West. [online] Available at: <https://www.economist.com/christmas-specials/2017/12/19/the-opium-wars-still-shape-chinas-view-of-the-west> [Accessed 9 October 2022].] 

[bookmark: _Int_hLk5EY2h][bookmark: _Int_uJSMKHBu][bookmark: _Int_kHvg4Ey1][bookmark: _Int_pdUqAp3b][bookmark: _Int_dD4VK1ud]Xi Jinping’s aggressive strategy against the narcotics trade in China highlights the long-standing social changes of the Chinese way of thinking. It is evident that through centuries of large economic change, seen through Mao Zedong’s and more importantly Deng Xiaoping’s novel economic policies, that modern China has become a global superpower, no longer the lesser trade partner, and does not suffer from the treaties of the Opium wars. However, the lessons of social change taken away from the Opium wars were never lost on the Chinese people. A way of life to promise constant progress, in fear of falling behind the competition and succumbing to the will of those stronger than you. “If you talk to many Chinese about the Opium War, a phrase you will quickly hear is … if you are backward you will take a beating.”[footnoteRef:5760] The fear of falling behind is the longest standing effect of the Opium wars, the impetus for great Chinese progression and invention in recent decades is in fear of falling behind and the need to become the aggressor, the innovator, and the leader in geo-politics. ”To Mr Xi, China’s defeats in the Opium Wars are proof that weak countries will be defeated.”[footnoteRef:32125] China’s previous isolation towards the West is another lesson, and warning, of the Opium wars and as a result of this: China has opened” itself out to political, economic, and cultural global influences,” no longer the one put under the influence of the West but now itself spreads it’s influence; namely countries in Africa through the ’Belt and Road’ initiative. [5760:  Moody, A. (2012). Lessons of the Opium War|Last Word|chinadaily.com.cn. [online] usa.chinadaily.com.cn. Available at: http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/weekly/2012-02/24/content_14681839.htm.
]  [32125:  The Economist. 2022. The Opium Wars still shape China’s view of the West. [online] Available at: <https://www.economist.com/christmas-specials/2017/12/19/the-opium-wars-still-shape-chinas-view-of-the-west> [Accessed 9 October 2022].
] 

Even though China’s recent innovation and progress has opened itself to more global competition and cooperation, the ever-present memories of the Opium wars remain throughout the modern day populace, whereas such ideas don’t exist in the West. Formal apologies for previous atrocities have become prevalent, yet no Prime Minister has issued a formal apology for the Opium wars and the debilitation of thousand-year system of government. “The war, which is largely forgotten in Britain and elsewhere, remains a seminal moment in Chinese history.”[footnoteRef:6469] The topic is taught in schools at an early age, highlighting that China’s past was full of loss and death yet the unity under people such as Zedong, Xiaoping and now Jinping transformed the country into a global superpower. [6469: Moody, A. (2012). Lessons of the Opium War|Last Word|chinadaily.com.cn. [online] usa.chinadaily.com.cn. Available at: http://usa.chinadaily.com.cn/weekly/2012-02/24/content_14681839.htm.
] 

In conclusion, although the economic effects of the Opium wars are not present in modern day China, the deep societal values and teachings of the wars are very much present in China and its people. A seminal shift in political thinking, no longer the “wastrel[s]” and “smoke ghosts” opium addicts, China now poses themselves as a leader in trade and modern world development. The “seminal moment in Chinese history” author Julia Lovell describes the Opium wars, a great retrospective moment as it invites the Chinese people to learn on the mistakes of an isolated “backward” government. [footnoteRef:15613] [15613:  ] 
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