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chAPTER FIVE

ThE AcTUAL SINS

how did a people who thought themselves free end up 
subjugating so much of the world ... how did an empire 
of the free become an empire of slaves? how, despite 
their “good intentions”, did the British sacrifice “com-
mon humanity” to “the fetish of the market”?

Niall Ferguson.1 

As your Ambassador can see for himself, we possess 
all things. I set no value on objects strange or  ingenious, 
and have no use for your country’s manufactures.

Qianlong Emperor in a letter to King George III (1793).

The opening sentences of the much acclaimed work by David Edward 
Owen (1934) about the British opium policy tell us, that it concerns ‘the 
most curious chapters in the annals of European expansion.’2 This must 
be perceived as an intentional understatement. his astonishment is real: 
how is it possible that one-seventh of the revenue of British India was 
drawn from the subjects of another state as payment for a habit-forming 
drug: this must be ‘one of the most unique facts that the history of finance 
affords.’ Again, a stiff upper-lip exclamation, which continues with the 
qualifying phrase, ‘still more grotesque’, that the opium sent to china was 
produced ‘under the aegis of a state-administered monopoly which exist-
ed principally for supplying that market’. Owen points to only a part of the 
problem faced in this study. As so often when subjects are hotly debated, 
some authors try to get an “above the parties” position to acclaim author-
ity and objectivity. Owen’s book is an excellent example of this genre; a 
chinese contemporary wrote less abstractly about this opium import: ‘.. 

1 Quoted by N. Ferguson, p. xiii. It is a pity that Ferguson did not try to answer this 
question. Apparently because in the end ( p. 365, 366) he was quite satisfied with the 
Empire’s performance in world history, notwithstanding his demonstration ‘how often it 
failed to live up to its own ideal.’ happily P. Brendon has done a more relevant job.

2 D. E. Owen, p. vii. See the relevant remarks of c.Trocki (1999a), p. 174 about Owen 
and Morse and their approach.
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the import ...it was thought, led to a moral and physical deterioration of 
the chinese.’3 

Eighty years earlier as a direct comment on what happened in china, 
Karl Marx wrote in the New York Daily Tribune (20 September 1858):

Besides its negative result, the first opium-war succeeded in stimulating the 
opium trade at the expense of legitimate commerce, and so will this second 
opium-war do if England be not forced by the general pressure of the civi-
lized world to abandon the compulsory opium cultivation in India and the 
armed opium propaganda to china. We forbear dwelling on the morality 
of that trade, described by Montgomery Martin, himself an Englishman, in 
the following terms: ‘Why, the “slave trade” was merciful compared with 
the “opium trade”. We did not destroy the bodies of the Africans, for it was 
our immediate interest to keep them alive; we did not debase their natures, 
corrupt their minds, nor destroy their souls. But the opium seller slays the 
body after he has corrupted, degraded and annihilated the moral being of 
unhappy sinners, while, every hour is bringing new victims to a Moloch 
which knows no satiety, and where the English murderer and chinese sui-
cide vie with each other in offerings at his shrine.

The man quoted by Marx was not simply ‘himself an Englishman’. 
Montgomery Martin (c. 1801-1868) was a British author and civil servant. 
he was the first Colonial Treasurer of Hong Kong from 1844 to 1845. he 
was a founding member of the Statistical Society of London (1834), the 
Colonial Society (1837), and the East India Association (1867). In short, a 
high-placed and esteemed official, supporter of the imperialist adven-
tures of the British Empire. A stronger confession of the British bad con-
science is difficult to find.4

The “original sin” had several other moral and sometimes theological 
elements. Take the case of the effects of opium eating or smoking. In the 
Middle East authorities warned against opium use or prohibited it from 
the middle of the 16th-century. Despite this ban, the available trade data 
from the “Arabian” side talk about marginal quantities in the overall trade. 
Its function was largely: providing medicine and, sometimes, giving pres-

3 S. G. cheng, p. 149.
4 A relevant reminiscence to this comparison between slavery and opium addiction 

can be found in L. Blussé (2008), p. 65 where he states: ‘It is indeed ironic that Britain, the 
nation that prided itself on having first exposed the excrescences of the American slave 
trade (in which it had been by far the greatest participant) after it had lost the American 
colonies ... was engaged in the master planning of another kind of enslavement in Asia: 
opium addiction.’ For M. Martin see also c. Munn, p. 47 ff. and a long quote on Idem, p. 
21.  
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ents to smooth the trade; a method soon copied by the Portuguese or 
British.5 

This could prove that in the prehistorical phase of our story, the bad 
effects on individual health and society were already known. In moralistic 
terms: opium was branded as something rotten, which had to be eradi-
cated. Two centuries later, successive chinese and other governments 
prohibited the production and/ or use of opium. They acted accordingly 
with strong measures but failed for many reasons, as we will see. 

At that time they must have reacted mainly to the effects of the 
Portuguese and Dutch trade results, which will be discussed in part three. 
From the foreign perpetrator’s side, there were not so many criticisms on 
the use or selling of opium. Protestant religious circles in America and 
England started a Western anti-movement at the end of the 19th-century 
(see ch. 29). Apart from the existence of a dubious double morality (one 
for own people and one for foreigners; let alone for the racially “underval-
ued” and uncivilized ones), double institutional moralities were asking 
for trouble. In our case it concerns an immanent contradiction: the nor-
mal bourgeois morality perceived opium production, distribution and 
trading as criminal acts, but the state earning huge profits with them, was 
accepted for a long period in the West.

 A Private English Asian Trading Company

The many East Indies companies were in fact all ventures of combined 
state and private interests. Which element dominated varied per country, 
the strength of the private interests involved and per period. The first 
English activities in which private interests dominated struggled for sur-
vival in Surat on the northwestern Indian coast. This was where the cor-
nerstone of the British Empire in India was build, while everybody thought 
that the real future of the British in the East was to be found in the spice 
trade of the Moluccas. In 1920 Rawlinson wrote about the first factors in 
the beginning of the 17th-century:

… there is nothing romantic about the sturdy merchants who founded the 
factory at Surat. They were not consciously empire-builders. They did not 
come, like the Portuguese, with drum and trumpet to convert the East to 
the True Faith. They had no camoens to sing their praises. They were not 
even supported, like the Dutch, by the State, from which, indeed, they 

5 D. hall, p. 277.
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received scant encouragement. They combined, in Puritan fashion, piety 
and profit; their objects were the glory of God, and the advancement of the 
company’s (and, incidentally, their own) interests.6 

It may be that the English did not have a superb poet like the Portuguese 
camoens, but Rawlinson’s references to Milton (‘the greatest of the 
Puritans’) and his Paradise Lost was not a bad compensation.7 certainly, 
the Jesuits were eager to convert the pagans and, in particular, to do this 
together with the rulers of some realm. As a second step, they decided 
that everybody else in it must be Roman catholic as well. They were 
excellent mediators between State and Trade, metropolis and colony. 

Maybe the Puritan ‘objects were the glory of God’, but they had quite 
different problems: their God and the supporting clergy were theologi-
cally in variance with trade and money deals, the very source of all evil in 
the world. If not or if they had to strike a balance between God and the 
Mammon, they were fully hypocritical. That was their normal way of life 
with a bad conscience. But conversion of the naked heathens of India was 
a clear objective; their moral conduct was distasteful, and if not baptized, 
they could be killed at will; if baptized, they always remained racially 
“undervalued”. The Dutch were more extreme in this than the English, 
since the English colonizers had a large proportion of Anglican and more 
cultivated aristocrats, which largely failed among the Dutch. Both were 
colonizers like the Portuguese and Spaniards, and both were, in the end, 
empire builders, while sending a large part of their underworlds to the 
East.

Whether all this supports the famous Max Weber thesis remains to be 
seen.8 here in India the English company may be ‘founded and supported 
by the Puritan middle class’ (as if the Anglicans were absent), but in par-

6 h. Rawlinson, p. 2. The first and second English trips to the East were ca. 1600-1605 
and directed to Sumatra and Bantam looking for spices. At nearly the same time, the 
Dutch traveled to the same destination. The Portuguese and Spaniards preceded them by 
nearly a century, but that story cannot be told here. During the third English voyage (1608) 
part of the fleet under hawkins sailed not to the spice countries, but to India. he arrived 
at its west coast in Surat, which became the first English basis in India. For Surat and the 
first Englishmen, see K. de Schweinitz Jr., p. 73-80. See for the differences between EIc and 
VOc also Idem, p. 75 and M. Roelofsz, p. 70, K. chaudhuri (1978), p. 6ff. and 19 ff.  

7 h. Rawlinson, p. 19, 20. For the action of the Jesuits, Idem, p. 31 ff. and passim.
8 Without studying Weber in an appropriate way and very critically, this is simply not 

done. Even the always interesting Jack Goody forgot his critical mind and did not study the 
recent literature, while devoting a whole book in order to prove how the ‘brilliant’ Weber 
still gave the right answers to Western questioning “The East”. See J. Goody. See my writ-
ings on Marx and Weber 1978-1, 1978-2, 1999, etc.

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:31PM

via free access



the actual sins 39

ticular in its function of ‘inveterate enemies of the catholic powers’.9 Still 
in 1920 Rawlinson treats the first masters of the inexperienced English 
pupils, the Portuguese who had lived there a century already, in a classi-
cally hypocritical way:

At Goa, and throughout Portuguese India, corruption and venality were 
widespread, for the Portuguese, too proud to earn money honestly by trade, 
were driven to make it by less honourable means … rotten to the core ... 
justice was bought, public offices were put up for sale, and the martial spirit 
degenerated into effeminacy, sloth, and indolence, as in the last days of the 
Roman Empire.10 

Why hypocritical? Not that the facts mentioned were false, but because 
he did not refer to the similar situations in the “Puritan” British and Dutch 
Empires existing long before their last days. By 1630 Rawlinson reports 
exactly the same stupidities of the English in Surat.11 Alas, the power of 
the Puritan God reached far into the East and punished this Sodom by 
sending a devastating famine in 1631. One did not understand this heav-
enly message, and hypocrisy continued to rule the deeds of the Westerners 
in conquering the East and spreading opium. 

These Puritan or Anglican Englishmen arriving in Surat (ca. 1607) start-
ed practically the largest of these East Indies companies, the British East 
Indies company (below: EIc) and the most extensive colonizing practice 
in India. however, it took these ‘sturdy’ Puritan merchants nearly 150 
years before they definitely ousted their main competitor from India, the 
Dutch with their company (below: VOc), and later from the position as 
main profiteer of the opium trade, the most hypocritical trade ever dealt 
with.12 

9 h. Rawlinson, p. 19.  
10 Idem, p. 15, 16. he refers to J.h. van Linschoten’s story of how the Portuguese women 

made love to men ‘before the very eyes of their husbands, whom they drugged with datura’ 
(see also W. Schouten’s stories in ch. 10). On p. 19 he continues with: Surat, where the Eng-
lish stayed, ‘was not, like Goa, overrun with degenerate half-castes.’

11 Idem, p. 98. Discipline was poor, prayers neglected: ‘Sundays were spent in feasting, 
drinking and gambling and the beastly sin of whoredom and most polluted filthy talk ... 
Bribes were freely taken by the authorities ... and all, from the President downwards, 
indulged in private trade.’ See also p. 130, 131. For bribes see also note 42.

12 For the rigorous competition in the East between the Dutch and English in the early 
17th-century, see O. Prakash (2005). This competition had everything to do with the Euro-
pean competition of the two nations in the 17th and 18th centuries. For the different strat-
egies of the Dutch and English and for the dominating mercantile elements among the 
latter, see also R. Brenner, p. 168 ff. Brenner sketches the internal English transformation 
of the trade landscape by the “New Merchants”. Typical may be an English commentator 
at the time quoted by Brenner (p. 172): ‘The Dutch as they gain ground secure it by vast 
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While in the EIc the mercantile element may have been much stronger 
at first than in the VOc, inherent to these companies were continuous 
conflicts between the headquarters in London or Amsterdam and the 
companies in the East and their regional headquarters. In England and 
the Netherlands, the national political changes and ideologies (including 
moralities) seriously influenced the decisions of the companies. They 
were more often than not in variance with the trade and military plans in 
the Far East. And in the Far East serious tensions arose between the 
bureaucrats of the company headquarters and the commanders or trad-
ers in the fields. 

In addition, the EIc suffered from competition with other English trad-
ing activities of, for instance, the tycoon courteen, who could even bribe 
the king with £10,000 to grant a full royal patent.13 That was not the case 
with the VOc. After an initial period in which several private companies 
were set up and voyages to the Indies financed, the VOc received an abso-
lute monopoly in 1602. It became a state within the state, as the EIc did 
150 years later.

Opium on a List

At the very start of the EIc adventure, however, all these tensions were far 
in the future. The first trips to the East did not yield much profit, but every 
time Londoners were willing to spend capital to build ships and gather 
enough people to make these dangerous voyages. 

The sixth trip of 1609 was a most remarkable one. The King himself was 
heavily involved and the help of the Puritan and Anglican Gods were 
invoked since ‘blasphemy, swearing, drunkenness, and gambling’ were 
severely punished, and every morning and evening the captains were 
ordered to join together with prayers to these Almighty Gods for their 
protection. In all things they were to uphold also ‘the honour of our King 
and the reputation of our traffick’. 

From “London” the captains received strict instructions about what 
had to be their cargo to India and what they had to bring back. One may 

expenses, raising forts and maintaining soldiers; ours are for raising auctions and retrench-
ing charges; bidding the next age grow rich, as they have done, but not affording them the 
means.’ For the early history of the EIc see Idem, p. 21 ff. It makes no sense to mention the 
internal English development, not in the least because in Brenner’s 734 pages the word 
“opium” cannot be found.

13 R. Brenner, p. 171; K. de Schweinitz Jr., p. 40-54.
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suspect that this choice was based on the experience of the previous five 
voyages and of the demands of English consumers:

Their cargo consisted of cloth, lead, red lead, tin, quicksilver, vermilion, 
sword-blades, kerseys, and red caps. They were to load up with indigo, 
calico, cotton yarn, cinnamon, sandal, ginger, opium, gum benjamin, oliba-
num, aloes and lac ... and above all pepper (400 tons if they could) ..., but 
too much anxiety for pepper was not to be displayed for fear of putting up 
the price.14

This must be the first time that a Western source asked for Eastern opium. 
It is in variance with Om Prakash’s reasonable opinion concerning the 
17th- and 18th-century opium trade:

Unlike most other tropical agricultural raw materials, Europe did not take 
any Indian opium whatever. Indeed, the trade in the product had tradition-
ally been confined to Asia.15

Rawlinson does not give an explanation for “opium” in this list; it had 
apparently no specific meaning for him. There is no proof given whether 
opium was shipped to London. Still: there is no reason to doubt the quota-
tion and, therefore, the question can be posed: who was in need of opium 
in England at that time? 

certainly, the first decades of the 17th-century were marked by a sig-
nificant increase in luxury imports as there was, for instance, the sky-
rocketing consumption of tobacco.16 Probably this product would have 
been brought to other Eastern ports in the beginning of the intra-Asian 
trade, as the Dutch were doing with opium or qat later? Was it used as a 
medicine or as a luxury? 

One knew from Van Linschoten’s Itinerario, the bible for this sixth voy-
age also, what the qualities of and problems with this product were.17 
Notwithstanding this knowledge, at this juncture one can only conclude 
that it must have concerned a small amount of opium relative to the very 
small profit on many products made on this trip and that somebody in 
London wants to eat from this “forbidden fruit”. 

14 h. Rawlinson, p. 48. Later (p. 127, 128) he gives a list of goods which were transported 
to Surat from all directions by caravan and ship. From Persia were imported ‘drugs and 
fine carmanian wool’ and from calicut came ‘garnets, opium and salpetre’. Persia (Egypt, 
Turkey) was the classical land of opium production used as medicine. For calicut, see  
part 3. 

15 O. Prakash (1988), p. 73.
16 R. Brenner, p. 42 ff.
17 Probably they had read another Linschoten book, because Rawlinson always talks 

about the Itineratio, p. 31, 34, 153, etc.
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A second example of hypocritical behavior is related to the historiogra-
phy of the opium problem. This concerns the period just before the First 
Opium War, discussed in the next chapter. 

Priscilla Napier wants to defend the highly criticized deeds of a famous 
family member, the unsuccessful Lord Napier (1786-1834), creator of a 
fiasco called the ‘Napier Fizzle’.18 This ‘chief Superintendent of Trade at 
canton’ was the first sent by Palmerston to show the chinese the practice 
of “free trade with a gun to the head” and to force the “opening of china”. 
In Priscilla’s ambiguous defense, however, it is said that this was not 
Napier’s intention but originated ‘from the 19th-century American cap-
tain’ who abruptly ordered ‘open up or we fire’ in Japan.19 No, a reapprais-
al is needed: ‘William John’, it is true, played his part ‘to open up normal 

18 J. Beeching, chapter 2; J. Lovell, p. 5-8.
19 P. Napier, p. ix.

Ill. 3. The Opium War and china in the cartoons 
Source: published on “holachina.blog”, 29-3-2009, but originally these are French cartoons 
designed by honoré Daumier ca. 1860: a British or French admiral forcing opium down the 
throat of a chinese person (mandarin?), used time and again on book covers and  posters. 
The other is called ‘The Royal cake or the Western Empires sharing china between them’, 

published in Le Petit Journal, 1898.
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trade with china’ but, alas, he was onfronted with ‘the disastrous results 
of Imperial china’s refusal to play along with this plan.’ 

Priscilla Napier went far in her reappraisal and in blaming the victims 
of the British assault. She dares to stress the

determination of the British Government ... and of the East India company’s 
directors in London not to sell opium to china ... Dutch merchant seamen, 
Americans, Parsee entrepreneurs and British get-rich-quick adventurers … 
were the bad guys (italics from P.N.).20 

On the cover of her book Priscilla shows a scene from 9 September 1834: 
the hMS Imogene and Andromache bombarding Tiger Island ‘in their 
forcing of the Bocca Tigris passage’ up to canton.21 The picture does not 
show what happened thereafter: both ships were rendered totally useless 
by simple chinese measures (some cables and twelve sunken barges load-
ed with stones); they could neither go on nor go back and were complete-
ly under chinese control. Napier failed in a miserable way and died a few 
days later. however, Priscilla did not mention how Lord Napier was urged 
to attack by his friends, the most rigorous opium traders and smugglers 
Matheson and Jardine (see next example).

On the back cover of the book there is a skyline of hong Kong two years 
before the handover to china (1997). A text erroneously suggests that 
Napier established it, although in 1841 the barren, rocky site got its first 
houses as a result of a new and more successful “free trade’s bombarding 
policy” in order to transform the chinese into opium addicts.

Long before Priscilla, it was the important American official, 
Willoughby, who wrote in the 1920s about the hypocrisy of the English in 
forcing the import of opium and war upon china as follows: 

No mention was made of opium in the Treaty of Nanking, and, therefore, 
the importation of the drug into china remained illegal under the chinese 
law. By a treaty supplementary to that of Nanking, signed a year later, the 
British Government pledged itself to discourage the smuggling [1843]. This 
pledge was, however, almost immediately broken, and hongkong became 
a base of operations for the contraband trade in opium ... As a further facil-
itation to this illegal trade, a British ordinance was passed which enabled 
chinese boats, many of which were engaged in this trade, to fly the British 

20 Idem, p. 65.
21 It concerns a many times pictured event. See also J. Beeching, plate 3 after p. 192 and 

the map near the title page. M. collis, p. 192. The destruction brought by the world’s first 
all-iron steamer, Nemesis (1841), is the alternative. See J. Lovell, opposite p. 171.
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flag, and out of this permission arose the “Arrow” incident which led to the 
second war between Great Britain and china22

A last example concerns a more complicated case of what could be called 
“in-built hypocrisy” of the British colonizers from the same pre-Opium 
War period. The leading figure at the time was Sir Stamford Raffles, one of 
the main builders of the British Empire in the East. In the British histori-
ography he is still pictured as a most humane, enlightened, erudite and 
competent man; from a Dutch colonial point of view at the time and for 
later Dutch commentators (like Baud) he was a most controversial man, 
but that is something like the calling the kettle black. As far as the colo-
nized have a voice, they are or should be rather critical about the man. 

Anyway, around 1814 he helped his friend Alexander hare to build a 
colony on 1400 square miles of land privately acquired in a dubious way 
from the Sultan of Banjarmasin.23 Raffles assisted hare, a man who could 
have been described in Joseph conrad’s Heart of Darkness, who peopled 
his colony with convicts, slaves and kidnapped women (‘of loose morals’). 
In the middle of it hare build himself a residence surrounded by dwell-
ings of women. his house was ‘higher than the tallest tree and [with] 1,650 
poles’ for which a hundred convicts had to work for twenty months. After 
Raffles had to leave his job as Governor- General of Java (1816), hare’s col-
ony began running at a loss. hare had to start a new life going from scan-
dal to scandal. Like in Australia, this was an example of how colonization 
was practized by the British.

It was around 1820 that Raffles himself started the very young settle-
ment of Singapore as a model for all colonial ventures to come. 
Immediately, it was clear who would be the fiercest enemies of this plan: 
the English bureaucrats and the traders in India. Raffles had to establish 
Singapore by keeping expenses to a minimum. his representative, 
Farquhar, however,

defying Raffles’s instructions … introduced a tax-farming system, auctioning 
monopoly rights to sell opium and arrack, or Asian spirits, and to run gam-
bling dens.24 

The above mentioned James Matheson, the most vigilant opium trader, 
cooperated with Farquhar. From Matheson is told and quoted:

22 W. Willoughby, vol. 2, p. 1092.
23 S. Alatas, p. 36 ff.
24 c. Turnbull, p. 15.
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In May 1819, when Singapore had hardly been taken possession of by Sir 
Stamford Raffles, its commercial possibilities were foreseen by the 22 year-
old James Matheson, making his second voyage to china as Supercargo of 
the opium ship Marquis of hastings: “As far as two or three observations 
and conversations enable me to speak, I have formed the highest opinion 
of Singapore as a place of trade ... the situation of the settlement is truly 
delightful, being within 4 miles of the direct tract for china; and the mild 
sway of Major Farquhar has attracted settlers from all parts of the village, 
which consisted of 200 houses and containing now upwards of 2,000 ... the 
Java Government having declined to interfere with our possession.25

The cooperation of English and Dutch bureaucrats with this drugs baron 
was too much even for Raffles. Upon his return, he intended to eradicate 
gambling, opium smoking and the opium trade. But at the very beginning 
of the most profitable opium century for the English and Dutch, and 
twenty years before the start of the Opium Wars, Singapore had fallen 
already prey to Matheson’s business:

The well-to-do, who included the Europeans, Jews, Armenians, Eurasians, 
Parsees and rich chinese, suffered mainly from over-indulgence in food and 
alcohol ... Among the mass of the population, poverty, malnutrition, over-
crowding and excessive opium smoking took the heaviest toll.’ ... ‘Much of 
this misery stemmed from the deadly habit of opium smoking which was 
the centre of controversy. Most Europeans regarded it merely as a bad habit, 
soothing and soporific, harmful only if taken to excess. [Those who] cam-
paigned to open the eyes of the government and the community at large to 
the medical and social evils of opium smoking ... estimated in 1848 that 20 
per cent of the entire population and more than half the chinese adults 
were opium addicts. Rich chinese, who smoked high-quality opium, were 
not seriously harmed, but the poor smoked the refuse. Addicts were reduced 
to begging and living on rotten fish and decaying vegetables around the 
market, ending up in prison or the pauper hospital, or driven to suicide ... 
The well-to-do chinese found the opium farm lucrative, the less wealthy 
Asians made no protest, while European merchants were content to see 
taxes levied on opium rather than on commerce, property or salaries ... the 
opium farm continued to be the mainstay of the revenue up to the twenti-
eth-century.26 

25 M. Greenberg, p. 97.
26 c. Turnbull, p. 62 and 63. In S. couling’s Encyclopaedia (p. 258) Jardine, Matheson 

& co is described without the word ‘opium’, only that it sent ‘the first free ship with free 
tea from Whampoa, March 22, 1834’! Also with the text: ‘In 1842 business was transferred 
to hongkong. The firm has always been prominent in all efforts for the welfare of the col-
ony.’ See also c.Munn, p. 42 ff.
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In the next decades Singapore, still a settlement under the direct respon-
sibility of the EIc (“calcutta”) became infamous world-wide for its crimi-
nal milieu, many brothels, robbed and beaten sailors and, of course, the 
opium business. In the 1880s the world-wide antisemitic movement was 
also fostered, thanks to a concentration of Jews in the opium business. 
This, however, does not mean the reverse, that opium business was a 
Jewish affair, as a Singapore merchant remarked:

For the opium trade, pure and simple, in itself, I care nothing; it is wholly 
in the hands of Jews and Armenians, and I know little about its ins and outs: 
but there is no doubt that Opium enters largely into, and forms an impor-
tant part of, the Native trade of this city ... All those prahus and junks which 
we see lying off Tanjong Ru ... are all small parts of one great trade.27

The remark again says something about life in Singapore and, further-
more, about the new hypocrisy which was added to the older ones. 

A Moral Question

It was at the turn of the century that the anti-opium movement grew 
strong enough in the several mother countries to put some pressure on 
(colonial) governments. But, for instance in Singapore, this movement 
encountered opposition from the tax-farmers, most European and 
chinese merchants and the English language press. A commission 
appointed by the colonial Office advised that opium smoking was a ‘fairly 
harmless, fashionable vice among the rich’ but relatively ‘pernicious’ 
among the poor; only some rickshaw pullers were addicts, etc. 

In 1907 this local controversy resulted in what was called a ‘compro-
mise’: the government took over the manufacture and sale of opium, a 
move the Dutch government had already made in Java a century earlier.28 
In the 1930s Singapore became superficially a more peaceful and safe 
place: opium dens were disappearing under the controls and restrictions 
on opium smoking and brothels, with mostly imported East European 
girls, were declared illegal. Behind secret doors, however, the criminal 
societies flourished more than ever and gang fights were common. An 
underworld and upperworld divided the hypocritical Society. 

27 Quoted in c.Trocki (1999a), p. 117. Trocki himself adds to the confusing by naming 
his chapter 6 ‘In the hands of Jews and Armenians’ without brackets. 

28 Idem, p. 114. Around 1870 the French colonial government of cochinchina came 
with an innovation of this governmental involvement in the opium business, the Opium-
regie-model (see ch. 19 and 23).
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The examples, one of a start and another of a developed constellation, 
show the characteristics of the perpetrator side in this opium dossier. At 
least until the beginning of the Second World War this all belongs to rath-
er common scenarios, reactions and developments among the colonial 
powers and their settler and immigrant populations in the British, French, 
Dutch and other colonies. There were, however, substantial differences 
due to the scale of the opium problems in the East Asian region, the 
accompanying violence, the money interests or the involvement of gov-
ernments. 

These differences are analyzed in detail below. Then it will become 
apparent that something special exists between “victim country china 
and Opium”. The chinese inside china are clearly the most affected vic-
tims of the European assaults. however, the Singapore example could 
lead to the question of whether this was also true for the chinese outside 
china? This perpetrator-victim relationship requires concrete analysis 
and differentiation not generalizations (see ch. 15 and 25). 

As mentioned earlier, I am not intending to tell a chronological story of 
the use or trade of opium29, but rather provide a historical analysis of “The 
Opium Problem”: this concerns the introduction of opium as a luxury 
(not as a medicine which was or is not a problem before the 19th-century), 
as a mass product and as a major element of imperialist policy in the Far 
East. When can this specific combination be signaled in history? And what 
are the consequences for the course of the opium problem in the main 
countries affected?

What matters, furthermore, are the enormous profits of the monopoly 
position in production and trade sustained by the power of arms and 
always extending the scale of consumption. No chinese in china had or 
achieved such a monopoly position, only Western colonial governments. 
Next, it is also a geographical problem: as one of the most important chap-
ters in the history of Western imperialism, this opium history is first and 
foremost confined to the whole of East Asia before it became a Western 
problem around the First World War. Therefore, the start of the present 
drug problem is given here.

But apart from the narrative and its (quantitative) analysis of these 
subjects, we have to discuss the problem arising from the policy of the 
British colonial state to become compensated for what it considered  
the unbalanced trade and monetary relationship with china. That was a 

29 A useful chronology is given in E. Vanvugt, p. 416-423.
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circumstance which was so fundamental that two wars were fought with 
the chinese Empire in order to arrive at a “balanced” situation. 

Until the beginning of the 19th-century the British Empire was the 
most important slave-trading “nation”; thanks to these opium wars it 
remained a “mind-trading nation” as well for more than a century. The 
question posed above this chapter has been complicated by the same 
Niall Ferguson (in the end a remarkable defender of the British Empire30), 
in the following comment on these wars: 

The only real benefit of acquiring hong Kong as a result of the war of 1841 
was that it provided firms like Jardine Matheson with a base for their opium-
smuggling operation. It is indeed one of the richer ironies of the Victorian 
value-system that the same navy that was deployed to abolish the slave 
trade was also active in expanding the narcotics trade.31 

This seems to be the best start for the following chapter.

30 N. Ferguson, p. 366.
31 Idem, p. 166. An interesting illustration of the moral element is, that in the period 

1850-1870 of all the cases before the Magistrate (in average about 5,000 a year) less than  
1 % was related to opium problems. See c. Munn, p. 133.
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