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Article 6

In 1838, a Chinese drug czar confronted the Age of Addiction

Samuel M., Wilson

In 1839, China’s commissioner for
foreign trade, Lin Zexu (Lin Tse-hsii),
was running out of diplomatic options.
Traders from the East India Company
and other European enterprises were
pressing him ever more forcefully to turn
a blind eye to the illegal importation of
opium into his country. They were im-
plicitly backed by Britain’s heavily ar-
mored warships—such as the Blenheim
and Wellesley, carrying seventy-four can-
nons each—which could crush China’s
navy and lay waste to her poris. But the
opium trade was damaging public health
and bleeding China of her wealth. In
1838, the Manchu emperor had given Lin
extensive power and ordered him £0 con-
trol the demand of China’s people for
opium and force the barbartan merchants
to cut off the supply.

After his appointment, Lin began to
study European culture, looking for clues
to barbarian behavior. He obtained a par-
tial translation of Emer de Vatiel’s 1758
Le Droit des Gens (“The Law of Na-
tions™), and he bought and stwdied the
British ship Cambridge. Although it was
not the largest of the “East Indiamen™—
big defended freighters—and although it
had heen stripped of its guns and its intri-
cate rigging was a mystery to Lin’s sail-
ors, the ship was ample evidence that
these British were clever at naval warfare.

Lin also visited Macao, the Portuguese
trading entrepdt near Canton, and carried
out some anthropological fieldwork:

As soon as [ entered the wail of
Maeao, a hundred barbarian sol-

diers dressed in barbarian military
uniform, led Dby the barbarian
headman, greeted wme. They
marched in front of my sedan play-
ing barbarian music and led me
into the city.... On this day, every-
one, man and wormnan, came out on
the street or leaned from the win-
dow to take a look. Unfortunately
the barbarian costume was too
absurd. The men, their bodies
wrapped tightly in short coats and
long “legs,” resembled in shape
foxes and rabbits as impersonated
in the plays.... Their beards, with
abundant whiskers, were half
shaved off and only a piece was
kept. Looking at them all of a sud-
den was frightening. That the Can-
tonese referred to them as “devils”
was indeed not vicious disparage-
ment. [Chang Hsin-pao, Commis-
sioner Lin and the Opium War
(Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, [964)]

Although the Chinese forbade opium
importation, willing trading partners
were easily found among the Chinese
merchants. Aad if trade became too dif-
ficult for the foreigners in the principal
port of Canton, there were a thousand
miles of coastline, and thousands of
miles more of inland borders, through
which opium could be transported. Lin
saw that the opium trade was ruining
China. Informed by his reading of de
Vattel and by his extensive dealings with
the British representatives, in early 1839
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he appealed to Queen Victoria, attempt-
ing to conceal the sense of superiority
that the Chinese rulers felt toward West-
CIrners:

We have heard that in your honor-
abie nation, too, the people are not
permitted to smoke [opium], and
that offenders in this particular ex-
pose themselves to sure punish-
ment.... Though not making use of
it one’s seif, to venture neverthe-
less to manufacture and sell it, and
with it to seduce the simple folk of
this land, is 1o seek one’s own live-
lihood by exposing others to death,
to see one’s own advantage by
other men’s injury. Such acts are
bitterly abhorrent to the nature of
man and are uiterly opposed to the
ways of heaven.... We now wish
to find, in cooperation with your
honorable  sovereignty, some
means of bringing to a perpetual
end this opium, so hurtful to man-
kind: we in this land forbidding the
use of it, and you, in the nations of
your dominion, forbidding its
manufacture. [Chang Hsin-pao,
Commissioner Lin and the Opium
War]

The British were the biggest traders in
China, but merchants from the United
States were present too. Lin considered
petitioning this other, possibly signifi-
cant state, but understood that twenty-
four chiefs governed the American
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people, and thought that communicating
with them all would be too difficult.

In his letter to Queen Victoria, Lin
sought to explain the situation logically.
Farlier communications from the Chi-
nese government had not been so diplo-
matic. The commander of Canton had
sent an edict to the Western traders de-
manding, “Could your various countries
stand one day without trading with
China?” This threat came in part from
the Chinese leaders’ delusion that the
British would die if deprived of tea,
China's largest export (a delusion the
British may have shared). The same edjct
took note that, according (o the Western
press,

your motives are to deplete the
Middle Kingdom’s wealth and de-
stroy the lives of the Chinese peo-
ple. There is no need to dwell on
the topic that the wealth of the Ce-
lestial Empire, where all five met-
als are produced and precious
deposits abound, could not be ex-
hausted by such a mere trifle, but
for what enmity do you want to kill
the Chinese people?

China had withstood barbarian trad-
ers without difficulty for two thousand
years. But now it was feeling the after-
shock of the Western encounter with the
Americas and with the closely related
expansion of European influence across
the globe. The importation of opium
reached staggering proportions in the
carly nineteenth century after the Brit-
ish-run East India Company took control
of the drug’s production in India. During
the trading season of 1816-17, about
ferty-six hundred 130-pound chests of
opium entered China. This number rose
to 22,000 by 1831-32 and 335,000 by
1837-38. That was more than 5.25 mil-
lion pounds of opium, the carefully col-
lected and dried sap extruded from 4.8
trillion opium poppies.

The period from the seventeenth cen-
tury to the present could be termed the
Age of Addiction, for the international
economy and the fortunes of nations de-
pended on trade in addictive or semiad-
dictive agricultural products. The young
United States exported tobacco, the habit
for which spread rapidly across Europe,

Africa, and Asia. The Spaniards carried
the New World practice of tobacco
smoking to Europe and the East Indies,
and as its popularity spread, the plant
came to be widely cultivated throughout
the Old World. In their Indonesian colo-
nies the Dutch tried filling their pipes
with a combination of opium and to-
bacco. The Chinese continued to smoke
theé opium, but left out the tobacco.

The British became addicted to the
carefully processed leaves of Camellia
sinensis, or Chinese tea (originally,
China was the only exporter). Caffeine-
rich coffee was another drug for which
Europeans and others developed a crav-
ing. A native plant of Ethiopia, coffee’s
range of cultivation expanded hand in
hand with European colonialism. Perfect
growing conditions were found in both
the New World and Southeast Asia, giv-
ing rise to the exotic names for coffee
familiar today: Jamaica Blue Mountain,
Mocha Java, Guatemalan, Sumatran,
and Colombian. These and other non-
essential but deeply desired plant
products—cocaine, chocolate, and mari-
Juana—have captured huge markets.

Addictive substances are wonderful
exports for the countries that produce
and ship them. They are highly valuable
and compact agricultural products that
can be exchanged for hard currency, and
the demand of addicts is—for physiolog-
ical reasons—what economists would
call highly inelastic. Farmers get much
more from their land and effort than they
would by growing things for a local mar-
ket, and middlemen on both sides of the
border get rich. The losers in the transac-
tion-—apart from the users themselves—
are the importing countries, which run up
uncentrollable trade deficits.

From the opening of the Silk Road in
the Middle Ages, Western countries
were eager to obtain Chinese spices, fab-
rics, and tea, viewing them as superior to
European products. The problem for En-
gland and other nations was that they had
very little that China wanted, so they had
to pay in the most respected and accepted
intemational currency, Spanish silver
dollars. With good reason, the Chinese
thought the British could not live without
tea. About all China would take in trade
was British woolen and cotton cloth.

]

American merchants, lacking England’s
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rextile manufacturing  infrastructure,
struggled still mose to find anything the
Chinese would take in trade. They too
paid mainly with Spanish silver, but they
also brought natural products—sealsking
and other furs from the Northwest Coast,
aromatic wood, cotton, wild American
ginseng-—with which to trade (see “Yan-
kee Doodle Went to Canton,” Natural
History, February 1984).

By capitalizing upon a massive addic-
tion to smoked opium in China—and in
substantial measure helping to create
it—England and the other Western na-
tions shifted the balance of trade in their
favor. As social histortan Fernand Brau-
del put it, “China was now literally being
paid in smoke (and what smoke!).” Most
of the rest of what England traded was
woven cotton, also grown and spun in In-
dia. In return, at the time of Commis-
stoner Lin's appeal to Queen Victoria,
the Chinese were trading about 60 per-
cent tea, 12 percent silks, and most of the
rest, about 25 percent, silver and gold. ..

The opium trade was not the o:_m
alarming foreign influence in Lin's day.
The barbarians seemed to have designs
on Chinese territory. The port of Canton
lay thirty miles upriver from the great
Gulf of Canton, twenty miles wide and
fifty miles long. At the western approach
to the bay was the Portuguese trading
colony of Macao, which the Chinese had
allowed to exist since 1557. On the other
side of the gulf lay the island of Hong
Kong, which the British sought to turn
into a secure headquarters for their trad-
ing operations. Even if the Europeans
had lacked naval superiority, they could
have defended both places from invasion
by land or sea. China had always insisted
thal barbarians of any stripe carry out
their trade and then leave, but instead of
acting as temporary visitors, the Western
traders were staying longer and longer,
becoming in effect permanent residents.

Another major grievance was that the
foreigners would not submit to Chinese
laws when in China. Some European
sailors murdered Chinese citizens, but
their leaders would not turn over the cu}
prits to the Chinese magistrates. Lin's ré
search revealed that foreigners in
England were required to obey British
law, but when he confronted the Britigh
commanders with this double standard,




+hey merely conceded that he had a case
wnn_ again refused to turn over British
subjects to almost certain execution.
Other Euvropean and American traders
acted similarly.

Despite the barbarian offenses, Lin
preferred negotiation and reasoned dis-
cussion to fighting a battle that he felt
would be difficult to win. In a final, care-
fully worded letter to Queen Victoria, he

wrote:

Let us suppose that foreigners
came from another country, and
brought opium intc England, and
seduced the people of your country

to smoke it. Would not you, the

sovereign of the said country, look

upon such a procedure with anger,
and in your just indignation en-
deavor to get rid of it? Now we
have always heard that Your High-
ness possesses a most kind and be-
nevolent heart. Surely then you are
incapable of doing or causing to be
done unto another that which you’
should not wish another to do unto
you, [Chang Hsin-pao, Cormmnis-
sioner Lin and the Opium War]

Moral persuasion has not, histori-
cally, proved very effective in dealing
with drug smuggling orrulers who sanc-
tion it. Unofficially, the contents of the
letter were probably widely known b,
as with his previous attempts, Lin re-
ceived no official response. Britain was
determined that the opium trade would
continue, by force if necessary, and be-
cause China had been unwilling to open
formal diplomatic channels, the British
government would not accept a letter to
the queen from a commissioner.

Lin’s efforts to rein in the barbarians
and subdue the Chinese appetite for
opium were ultimately unsuccessful,
and the emperor harshly accused him of
failing:

Externally you wanted to stop the
trade, but it has not been stopped.
Internally you wanted to wipe out
the outlaws, but they are not
cleared away.... You are just malk-
ing excuses with empty words.
Nothing has been accomplished
but many troubles have been cre-
ated. Thinking of these things 1
cannot contain my rage. What do
you have to say now?

Lin replied that the Chinese should
address the threat and fight the British,
falling back to the interior and fighting a
guerrilla war if necessary. He warned the
emperor not io attempt to placate the
British: “The more they get the more
they demand, and if we do not overcome
them by force of arms there will be no
end to our troubles. Morcover there is
every probability that if the English are
not dealt with, other foreigners will soon
begin to copy and even outdo them.”

In June of 1839, Lin had 20,000
chests of opium destroyed in Canton, and
the foreign merchants fell back fo
Macao. The British sent a fleet of their
most powerful warships on a punitive
expedition, and they overwhelmed the
Chinese fleet whenever they faced it
Among their warships were the “ships-
of-the-line,” massively armed vessels
that demonstrated the advantage of supe-
rior technology over superior numbers in
modern warfare. In the summer of 1842,
China was forced to sign the humiliating
Treaty of Nanking, which required $21
million in reparations, opened five ports
to British trade (including Canton and
Shanghai), and ceded Hong Kong, sur-
rounding islands, and part of the main-
land to Queen Victoria. China also
agreed that future Chinese—British rela-
tions would bz on terms of “complete
equality.” This condition seems ironic,
because the terms of the treaty were cer-
tainly in the Western merchants’ favor.

Article 6. Cofiee, Tea, or Opium?

This wording was insisted upon by the
British, however, because previously
China bad dealt with Westerners as bar-
barian traders, never recognizing them as
official representatives of foreign gov-
ernments. Nowhere did the treaty men-
tion opium, but everyone knew that the
drug had been at the heart of the war,

One hundred fifty years later, China
still feels the sting of this defeat. The re-
cently negotiated treaty for the return of
Hong Kong in 1997 is viewed as just a
fraction of the restitution owed. In 1990,
writing in the Beijing Review, historian
Hu Sheng, president of the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, lamented
the cost of the war in terms of Chinese
health, hard currency, and national
honor. He also observed that for the next
hundred years China was under continu-
ous attack by the West and Fapan, but be-
cause the emperors were willing to
tolerate their presence, the people were
unable to rise up and throw out the for-
eigners. In his view, and in that of many
Chineseé, “Only the Chinese Communist
Party could do this.”

For his failure to curb the barbarians,
Lin Zexu was demoted and disgraced,
and spent the last few years before his
death supervising irrigation projects and
the repair of dikes. In retrospect, he is re-
garded as a hero. “The Chinese army,
commanded by Lin," writes Hu, “re-
sisted the invaders together with the lo-
cal people. However, the corrupt Qing
court was unable to continue the resis-
tance and succumbed to the invaders.”

Commissioner Lin would no doubt
feel vindicated, and perhaps even take
some pleasure in the way many Western
nations are now on the receiving end of
the drug policies they helped invent.

Samuel M. Wilson teaches anthropology at
the University of Texas at Austin,

Reprinted with permission from Natural History, November 1993, pp. 74, 76-79. & MNatural History Magazine, Inc,, 1993,
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QUESTIONS: “Coffee, Tea, or Opium?”

Please answer the following questions in your notebook! Be complete!

Why could the period of time from the 1700°s on be called the “Age of Addiction?” What was
going on in the world? AND Why were the “addictive substances” so good for the places/nations
that exported them?

How did the selling of opium in China “shift” the balance of trade between the Chinese and
England?

Beside the growing opium trade, what other problems existed that were alarming and significant
indications of foreign influence?

What was the response of the English to the repeated attempts at persuasion by the Chinese to
stop the opium trade?

Carefully read (or Re-read) the excerpts from the letters of China’s commissioner for foreign
trade Lin Zexu to England’s Queen Victoria on pages 25, 26, and 27. Identify the arguments and
appeals that he makes to the English crown as he tries to get the opium trade stopped.

What specific event caused the Opium War between China and England to begin in 18397

What were the conditions/terms of the Treaty of Nanking in 18427



