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Every Chinese person can talk about the Opium 
War and its importance in history. The Opium 
War redefined China’s relations with the West 

and is regarded as the starting point of modern China. 
Fought between Britain and China from 1839 to 1842, 
the Opium War was the first war between China and 
a Western nation.

This was a watershed event. Before the war, 
Westerners were suitors of commercial relations with 
China’s Qing empire (1644–1911) (see Box 1). In the 
century following the war, Western imperial powers, 
led by the British, dictated the terms of interactions 
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By the 1830s the trade 
in opium had enriched 
British merchants and 
caused major social 
problems in China
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Hong Kong  Became a 

British colony in 1842, 

was extended by the 

lease of the ‘New 

Territories’ in 1898, and 

returned to China in its 

entirety in 1997.

with China. It kickstarted a series of reforms and 
revolutions in China, the impact of which is still 
very much alive.

When did the war start?
Often, we think of a war starting with the first 
gunshot. In the case of the Opium War, there are 
two starting points. One is 4 September 1839, when 
the British navy exchanged fire with the navy of 
the Qing empire on the sea near Hong Kong. The 
British navy was under the command of a chief 
superintendent who oversaw British trade in China. 
The second starting point dates from late June 1840, 
when a British expeditionary force arrived in Chinese 
waters and started to bombard the Chinese ports.

Both dates indicate that the history of the war 
is written from dates of military conflict. In doing 
so, we have put military events at the centre of our 
understanding of the event’s history. Is there another 

way of thinking about the origins of a war that might 
thus redefine our historical understanding?

The start of the Opium War could just as easily be 
dated from the year 1830, when British merchants in 
China started advocating for war against China. By 
viewing the war from an earlier date, we are better 
able to understand the why and the how of this 
important historical event.

The trading restrictions of the  
Qing empire
The Opium War was fought largely over trade. From 
the early eighteenth century, the Qing government 
had strictly regulated the ability of Western traders to 
conduct trade with China. Westerners were allowed 
to trade only in one port: Canton. In Canton, they 
could trade only with authorised Chinese traders, 
known as the Hong merchants. In order to prevent 
foreigners from gaining a deeper understanding 
of China, the Chinese were forbidden to teach the 
Chinese language to Westerners or to sell foreigners 
Chinese books. Trade was also conducted only during 
some months of the year, and during the off-season 
Westerners were required to leave Canton. Also, 
Western women were not allowed to enter the port. 
These Qing administrative restrictions prevented 
Westerners from settling down in China and gaining 
a deeper understanding of the Qing empire.

The regulations were put in place mainly because 
the Qing government feared that Western merchants 
might conspire with Chinese subjects to overthrow 
the dynasty. In the past, Chinese dynasties had 
often been overthrown with the help of foreign 
intervention.

Box I The Qing empire (1644–1911)

The Qing empire was the last and greatest of the 
Chinese imperial dynasties. The Qing empire was 
ruled by an ethnic minority known as the Manchus, 
who hailed from the area that is today northeastern 
China. Under Qing rule, China reached its greatest 
territorial extent, encompassing parts of modern-day 
Russia and all of Mongolia. They brought Chinese 
prosperity to new heights in the eighteenth century. 
The Manchu dynasty went into decline by the early 
nineteenth century at a time when Western empires 
started to colonise Asian countries.
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British forces began 
bombarding Chinese 
ports in 1840
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opium  A drug derived 

from the opium poppy, 

which can be used to 

make a variety of legal 

and illegal drugs such as 

morphine and heroin. 

British merchants become dissatisfied
Qing restrictions on foreign traders in the Canton port 
gradually increased during the eighteenth century as 
trade grew. At first, the Western merchants reluctantly 
accepted the regulations, seeing them as part of the 
conditions for trading with China. By the 1830s, 
however, the British had become vocal critics of the 
trading regulations. There were two major reasons 
for this new development.

Naval might
First, since the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815, 
British power was unrivalled at sea, and no other 
maritime power could challenge this position. 
Supremacy at sea allowed the British to control, 
directly or indirectly, most of the Indian subcontinent 
and other colonies in the East. As representatives 
of the most powerful empire of the day, the British 
merchants felt that they deserved better treatment 
from the Qing government. The trade restrictions 
in Canton were regarded as an insult to Britain’s 
imperial dignity.

Free trade
Second, a new political economic ideology, known as 
free trade, was gaining momentum in Britain. Free-
traders believed that the more a country traded, the 
more prosperous it became. The British merchants 
trading in Canton argued that it was in the interest 
of Britain that British forces should intervene in 
China to force the Qing government to abandon 
trade restrictions.

In the eyes of the British merchants in Canton, 
the Qing government was slowing the great march 
of civilization. They saw the Qing government as out 
of touch with new trade theories and viewed Qing 
trade restrictions as a prime factor that made China 
a backward country. It was in this climate that the 
British merchants in Canton began advocating for a 
war against China. They wanted to use British military 
might to change trade conditions in China. They saw 
trade expansion as a civilising mission.

The warlike merchants
The British merchants who believed in starting a 
war against China were referred to by other British 
merchants in Canton as ‘the warlike party.’ Their 
main arguments were that the Chinese were insulting 
British national honour. They also made an economic 
argument, asserting that a war against China would 
secure the economic benefits of trade for the whole 
nation. The merchants therefore visited London in 
1835 to lobby for war. They did not succeed. Four 
years later, however, during the opium crisis of 1839 
they returned to London to plead their case, and this 
time found success. That the warlike party was made 
up of British traders who dealt in opium ensured that 
their cause was controversial in Britain.

Opium trade as quick money
There were about 300 British merchants in Canton in 
the late 1830s. They traded in tea, silk, porcelain and 
other Chinese products which they sold in Britain 
and other European markets. Indian cotton, British 
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for war. Willian Jardine (1784–1843), a key member 
of the pro-war party and the biggest opium trader 
in Canton, left China in January 1839 after the 
Qing government named him and others as the 
major opium merchants to be expelled. As soon as 
he arrived in London, Jardine started lobbying the 
British government to start a war against China. 
Through the introduction of his London business 
partner, the MP John Abel Smith (1802–71), Jardine 
met the foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston (1784–
1865). Palmerston took up the cause and convinced 
the British government to send an expeditionary 
force to China.

Treaty of Nanjing
The British expeditionary force arrived in Chinese 
waters in June 1840. They bombarded ports and 
cities along the Chinese coast and thus forced the 
Qing government to negotiate. For 2 years, the course 
of the war alternated between bombardments and 
negotiations. A settlement was reached in August 
1842 with the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing, which 
restructured the trade relationship. The Qing agreed 
to open to Western merchants an additional four 
ports along China’s eastern coast and accepted new 
trade regulations that favoured British merchants.

Pacific party and war protest
It is important to remember that while the pro-war 
party in Canton was advocating for war, another 
group of British merchants in the port argued against 
open conflict. They were called the ‘pacific party’. 
The pacific party represented a slim majority among 
the British merchants of Canton in the early 1830s, 
but they were less vocal than the pro-war merchants. 

Anti-war arguments were equally strong back in 
Britain. Anti-war campaigners published pamphlets 
and organised meetings to stop the war. Although 
they failed to prevent the conflict, they succeeded 
in giving it the name the ‘Opium War’, a name that 
has been used ever since. The name conveys the 
anti-war campaigners’ belief that the war was unjust 
and immoral because it was fought on behalf of 
opium merchants who were seeking access to Chinese 
customers in the name of free trade.

wools, Alaskan seal fur and various other exotic 
goods, such as sea cucumber, were carried back by 
British ships and sold in China.

The goods that British merchants attempted to sell 
in China sometimes failed to turn a profit, however, 
and were often subjected to market fluctuations. 
Opium provided a lucrative alternative. Because it 
was addictive, demand increased rapidly. Opium 
quickly became the most important and profitable 
commodity sold in the Chinese market. British 
traders, moreover, had a ready supply of opium in 
British India. And although opium was illegal in 
China, the British shipped opium from India to the 
lower Canton estuary, where Chinese smugglers 
bought it and then sold it clandestinely all over 
China. Corrupt Qing officials took bribes to turn a 
blind eye on the Qing imperial court’s ban of opium 
imports, and the trade flourished.

Opium problems
By the 1830s, China was awash with opium, and 
opium addiction was causing social problems. 
Smokers sold their wives to raise money for more 
opium; soldiers shirked their duties to indulge; and 
Qing officials became addicted both to bribery and 
to the opium itself. The opium trade also introduced 
a dangerous currency problem. The Chinese paid for 
opium with silver, and as the trade grew, silver prices 
went up. As silver became more expensive it caused 
inflation and a shortage of silver currency.

The Qing imperial court debated solutions for the 
opium problem. One group of officials argued for 
legalisation, so that they could control the drug and 
stop the outflow of silver and the widespread bribery. 
The other group argued for outright prohibition. The 
second group prevailed and won the support of the 
emperor.

Opium crisis of 1839
The Qing court appointed Commissioner Lin Zexu 
(1785–1850) to oversee the stamping out of the opium 
trade. When he arrived in Canton in March 1839, he 
forced the British traders to hand over their opium 
stores, which amounted to 20,000 chests. Lin publicly 
burned the opium as a warning to both Chinese and 
foreign dealers. What remained of the burnt opium 
was then cast into the sea to prevent it from being 
recovered. For this, Lin composed and read out a 
letter of apology to the sea creatures and sea spirits 
for polluting their world.

The warlike merchants saw the opium confiscation 
as their best opportunity for successfully lobbying 
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Further reading 

Questions
1 In what ways was the Opium War a trade war?

2 How did the opium trade affect the Qing empire?

3 Was the Opium War inevitable?
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