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Context:

Amitava Ghosh’s latest book ‘Smoke and Ashes’ explores the remarkable history of the opium poppy, and how it
has shaped – and is shaping – the world around us.

About Opium war

The Opium Wars in the mid-19th century were a critical juncture in modern Chinese history.

The first Opium War was fought between China and Great Britain from 1839 to 1842. In the second Opium War,
from 1856 to 1860, a weakened China fought both Great Britain and France. China lost both wars.

First Opium War (1839-1842): The conflict escalated when British authorities refused to comply with Chinese
demands to end the opium trade. In response, the Chinese attempted to enforce their laws, leading to a military
confrontation. The British, with their advanced military technology, defeated the Chinese and forced them to sign
the Treaty of Nanking in 1842. This treaty opened several Chinese ports for trade, ceded Hong Kong to Britain, and
granted extraterritorial rights to British citizens in China.

Second Opium War (1856-1860): The Treaty of Nanking did not fully address all the issues between China and
Britain, and tensions continued to simmer. The Second Opium War ensued when British and French forces clashed
with the Chinese again. The conflict resulted in the signing of the Treaty of Tientsin in 1858, which further opened
China to foreign trade and allowed for the establishment of foreign diplomatic missions in Beijing.

Causes of Opium war

Opium Trade: During the 18th and 19th centuries, there was a significant trade imbalance between China and
Britain, with the British importing more Chinese goods like tea, silk, and porcelain than they exported to China. To
offset this trade deficit, the British East India Company began smuggling opium grown in British-controlled India
into China illegally. Opium addiction became a severe problem in China, leading to social and economic issues.

Chinese government's response: As opium addiction spread throughout China, the government attempted to
suppress the opium trade. In 1839, Emperor Daoguang appointed Commissioner Lin Zexu to address the issue. Lin
Zexu seized and destroyed large quantities of opium, leading to tensions between China and Britain.

British interests and economic motives: The British saw the Chinese market as highly lucrative but were
restricted by Chinese regulations and their desire for a favorable balance of trade. When their opium shipments
were seized, it provided a pretext for the British to launch military action to force the Chinese to open their ports
and allow more favorable trading conditions.

Clash of cultures and ideologies: The Opium Wars represented a clash between traditional Chinese Confucian
values and British mercantilist ideas of free trade. The Chinese viewed opium as morally corrupting and wanted to
protect their society from foreign influence, while the British were determined to promote their economic interests
and expand their trading opportunities in China.
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Consequences of Opium war

The consequences of the Opium Wars were profound and had far-reaching impacts on China, as well as on the
relationship between China and Western powers. Some of the key consequences of the Opium Wars include:

Unequal Treaties: The Treaty of Nanking (1842) and the Treaty of Tientsin (1858), which ended the First and
Second Opium Wars respectively, were highly unfavorable to China. These treaties forced China to grant
significant concessions to Britain and other Western powers, including the cession of territories, opening of
additional ports for trade, and the establishment of extraterritoriality for foreign nationals. These unequal treaties
weakened China's sovereignty and led to a sense of national humiliation.

Loss of Territory: As a result of the Opium Wars, China was compelled to cede territories to foreign powers. For
instance, the Treaty of Nanking forced China to cede Hong Kong to Britain. Additionally, the Second Opium War
led to the cession of the Kowloon Peninsula, expanding British-controlled territory in the region.

Economic Impact: The Opium Wars had significant economic consequences for China. The influx of opium and
the subsequent opium addiction crisis disrupted the Chinese economy, leading to widespread social problems and
decreased productivity. Furthermore, the unequal treaties opened up Chinese markets to foreign goods, resulting in
a further trade imbalance and the outflow of silver from China.

Opium Addiction: The Opium Wars exacerbated the already severe opium addiction problem in China. Despite
the Chinese government's attempts to suppress opium use, the forced opening of Chinese ports to foreign opium
traders worsened the addiction crisis, leading to immense human suffering and social instability.

Decline of the Qing Dynasty: The Opium Wars exposed the weaknesses of the Qing Dynasty, China's ruling
imperial family. The inability to effectively resist foreign powers and protect Chinese sovereignty eroded public
confidence in the Qing government. This further weakened the dynasty's authority and contributed to a series of
internal rebellions and uprisings in the 19th century.

Nationalism and Modernization Movements: The humiliation and loss of territory during the Opium Wars
sparked a sense of nationalism and anti-foreign sentiment in China. The unequal treaties and foreign influence
motivated Chinese intellectuals and reformers to seek ways to modernize the country and strengthen it against
further foreign encroachment. These efforts eventually paved the way for the May Fourth Movement and other
nationalist movements in the 20th century.

Further Foreign Encroachments: The Opium Wars set a precedent for other Western powers to pursue their
interests in China aggressively. Other countries, including France, Germany, Russia, and Japan, also sought
concessions and spheres of influence within China, further eroding its sovereignty and territorial integrity.

Conclusion

Overall, the Opium Wars marked a significant turning point in China's history, exposing the country to the
influence and domination of foreign powers. The events of this period would shape China's trajectory into the
modern era and influence its relationships with the international community for decades to come.
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