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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain why Britain ran a trade deficit with Qing China in the early 1800s.
2. Describe how the opium trade reversed the flow of silver into China.
3. Analyze Lin Zexu's 1839 enforcement and his letter to Queen Victoria.
4. Explain how industrial technology shaped the First Opium War's outcome.
5. Evaluate the Treaty of Nanjing and why it is called an unequal treaty.

SECTION 1
The Canton System: Trade on Qing Terms
One Port, Licensed Firms
Qing China limited all foreign sea trade to one port, Canton (Guangzhou).
Licensed Chinese firms called the Cohong handled all foreign trade at Canton.
Under this system trade was a privilege the Qing court granted, not a right.
Britain sent envoys in 1793 and 1816 to ask for more ports; both were refused.
 
SECTION 2
Britain's Trade Deficit With Qing China
Tea In, Silver Out
British demand for Chinese tea grew every decade.
China accepted payment in silver, not in British goods.
Chinese buyers had little demand for British wool or metal goods.
Rhubarb root, sold in Britain as medicine, was another Chinese export Britain wanted.
 
SECTION 3
Opium as the Balancing Commodity
A Prohibited Import
The East India Company grew opium in Bengal, in British-ruled India.
Qing edicts banned opium sales in 1729 and banned imports from 1796.
About 4,500 chests a year arrived in the early 1820s.
By the late 1830s the figure was over 30,000 chests a year.
 
SECTION 4
The Silver Flow Reverses
Why the Qing Court Called It a Crisis
The outflow hit the treasury directly because Qing tax revenue was counted in silver.
Silver's value rose against the copper coins farmers used.
Peasants earned in copper but owed taxes in silver, so real taxes rose.
Qing memorials called it a law problem as well as a public-health problem.
 
SECTION 5
The Qing Debate: Legalize or Prohibit?
Two Arguments Before the Throne
Some officials wanted to legalize the trade so it could be measured and taxed.
They argued enforcement along the coast was already failing before 1839.
Others argued the state could not enforce its own law against the trade.
In 1838 the Daoguang Emperor chose strict prohibition and sent an official to Canton.
 
SECTION 6
Lin Zexu Is Sent to Canton
The Commissioner Arrives
Lin Zexu was named imperial commissioner in late 1838 and reached Canton in 1839.
Lin ordered foreign merchants to surrender all opium held on their ships.
He demanded written bonds promising never to bring the cargo again.
British Superintendent Charles Elliot first refused, then ordered surrender.
Merchants handed over more than 20,000 chests in the spring of 1839.
 
SECTION 7
The Destruction at Humen, June 1839
Enforcement in Public View
Lin took custody of 20,283 chests surrendered by foreign merchants at Canton.
The cargo was carried to Humen (the Bogue), a coastal site at the Pearl River mouth.
Workers destroyed the chests in trenches dug at the shore.
The work ran for over three weeks in public view, with foreign observers present.
 
SECTION 8
Lin Zexu Writes to Queen Victoria
The Argument in Lin's Letter
Lin wrote that in Britain opium was prohibited with the utmost strictness and severity.
He argued China exported only beneficial goods such as tea, silk, and rhubarb.
Lin asked the Queen to have the poppy fields plowed up and grain sown instead.
No evidence shows the letter ever reached Queen Victoria, the monarch it addressed.
 
SECTION 9
From Standoff to War
Whose Law Applied?
In July 1839 a villager was killed in a brawl involving British sailors.
Lin demanded the accused be handed over for trial in a Qing court rather than a British one.
Elliot refused and tried them himself, claiming British jurisdiction over his sailors.
In April 1840 the Commons rejected a motion censuring the government on China.
 
SECTION 10
Why the War Went the Way It Did
Industrial Technology at Sea
The Nemesis was an iron-hulled steam warship built in 1839.
Steam power let ships move against wind and current.
Qing coastal forts held fixed positions with older cannon.
In 1842 British ships moved up the Yangtze toward Nanjing.
Cutting the Grand Canal threatened the empire's grain supply.
 
SECTION 11
The War, 1839-1842
From Chusan to Nanjing
In 1840 a British fleet blockaded Canton and seized the island of Chusan.
British forces took the Bogue forts guarding the Pearl River, and Canton, in 1841.
In 1841 Britain occupied Hong Kong Island as a base.
In 1842 British forces captured Shanghai and Zhenjiang.
With Nanjing threatened, the Qing court agreed to a treaty.
The First Opium War lasted from 1839 to 1842.
 
SECTION 12
The Treaty of Nanjing, 1842
Five Terms Britain Imposed
The treaty required China to pay an indemnity of 21 million silver dollars.
The treaty opened five treaty ports, including Canton and Shanghai.
Hong Kong Island was ceded to Britain.
The treaty ended the Cohong monopoly so British merchants could trade freely.
The treaty also required a published tariff rather than duties set by China alone.
 
SECTION 13
Why Historians Call These Unequal Treaties
One-Sided Terms and Extraterritoriality
An unequal treaty gives a stronger power rights the weaker one does not get.
The 1843 supplementary treaty was named for the same coastal place as Humen: the Treaty of the Bogue, not Nanjing.
That 1843 treaty added extraterritoriality, which the 1842 treaty did not contain.
Under extraterritoriality, British subjects faced British law, not Qing law.
The United States and France signed similar treaties in 1844.
A second war from 1856 to 1860 opened more ports.
 
SECTION 14
What the Wars Left Behind
The Treaty System Takes Hold
Qing China kept its government but lost control over key trade rules such as tariffs.
Treaty ports became centers of foreign residence and business.
Chinese reformers pointed to the defeat as proof change was needed.
Later writers called this the start of a century of humiliation in modern Chinese history.
 
SECTION 15
Reference Guide: Trade and Prohibition
Five Exact Definitions
Canton System: The Qing rule limiting foreign sea trade to the single port of Canton through licensed merchant firms.
Trade deficit: When a country buys more from a trading partner than it sells to that partner.
Opium: A plant-based commodity, prohibited by Qing law, that British merchants shipped from India into China.
Lin Zexu: The Qing imperial commissioner sent to Canton in 1839 to enforce the ban on the opium trade.
Humen: The coastal site near Canton where Lin Zexu had over 20,000 confiscated chests destroyed in 1839.
 
SECTION 16
Reference Guide: War and Treaty Terms
Five Exact Definitions
First Opium War: The 1839 to 1842 war between Britain and Qing China over trade and legal jurisdiction.
Treaty of Nanjing: The 1842 treaty that ended the First Opium War on Britain's terms.
Indemnity: A payment a defeated country is forced to make to the victor for war costs and losses.
Extraterritoriality: The right of foreigners to be tried under their own country's laws instead of the host country's laws.
Unequal treaty: A treaty imposed by a stronger power that gives it rights the weaker country does not receive in return.
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