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chAPTER NINE

A FIRST REFLEcTION

As mentioned earlier, this opium history of the British Empire serves as a 
kind of model for the whole history in this study. The aim is to discover 
through a short overview the main practical features of The Opium 
Problem, helping the reader to systematize the whole study of a new and 
complicated opium history. In part 7 one can read the result of this 
attempt. The following is only a first reflection on this model.

The most general conclusion is that two contradictory developments 
were documented in this mainly 19th-century history: the first concerns 
British imperialism in Asia with its specific consequences for British (and 
other) perpetrators and chinese, Indian and other victims. The second 
development has a largely European impact, in many respects contrary to 
the Asian one. The former is the subject of this study; the other will be 
explored in several places below (ch. 10, 13 and 22). conclusions relevant 
for the whole study are difficult to make now, but how can we understand 
this first practical description of a new opium history? Astonishment is an 
obvious reaction, reflecting that of a contemporary critical supporter of 
the whole opium business, the Dutch traveler Jacob Wiselius (1886). his 
painstakingly detailed analysis of the British Indian opium culture led to 
his complaint that the budget of the British colony

has formed itself to the easily received and conspicuously flowing opium-
revenues ... the attentive traveler ... is confronted everywhere and with each 
step by the extravagant wealth of the governmental services. Thanks to the 
opium British India could establish itself in grand style and in the develop-
ment of this means to wealth it could itself perceive as a state, which not 
only consumes money, but is able to manage [the colony] so that money is 
produced as well. It leads, however, to carelessness … Notwithstanding its 
fabulous profits and heavy taxing ... it is not enough to compensate the 
expenses, so that the British-Indian deficit increases per year with three 
million pound sterling.1

1 J. Wiselius (1886), p. 204. To support this opinion, Wiselius reminds not only of the 
construction of 30 railways at the same time, highly speculative public works, etc., but also 
the 8-9 month exodus of the entire British administration to a cool mountainous environ-
ment or the conspicuous salaries of the highest officials. All made possible by opium.
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Wiselius’s economic reflection and comparison between the English and 
Dutch colonial system leads to his conclusion that if the British would 
lose the opium revenues, ‘it should be the financial destruction of the 
colony’. Reason: opium was a major part of the British budget, while this 
was not the case in the Dutch East Indies, according to Wiselius. The 
British knew this: ‘But what can we do about it—as has already been 
asked for years.’2 The only thing Wiselius wants to criticize about the 
British opium policy is the hypocrisy of announcing that the continuation 
with the opium production and trade is ‘in the interest of the Indian peas-
ant, to his advantage and happiness’. 

Backed by these ambiguous thoughts, the following reflections receive 
more than a couleur locale. 

1.

A core problem of the Opium Question seems to be the compensation of 
the British state for a “non-balanced” situation with the chinese empire 
or, eventually, the Indian colony. To understand what is at stake here, let’s 
give a not overly simplistic example.

On local shop level it already looks like a quite remarkable problem: if 
a client wants to buy a chinese teapot in a shop, he has to pay $ 20 in cash. 
The normal (and decent) reaction after this transaction is that he or she 
leaves the shop and goes at home to enjoy the pot. It’s a good case of sup-
ply and demand. however, the state balance theory and related practice 
at issue says something very different: After paying for the teapot with the 
$20, the client tells the shopkeeper: ‘Mister, I have a problem: now that I 
have paid with these dollars, my stock of dollars at home has decreased by 
twenty, and therefore, I need compensation from you for this loss!’ Of 
course, the shopkeeper is embarrassed (“This is not my problem!”), and 
after pointing in vain to the fact that the client received a teapot in 
exchange for $20, the client starts threatening him with hell and the devil. 
The shopkeeper tries again: ‘But I do not ask you for compensation 
because my stock of teapots has been decreased by one,’ but his client 
insists on getting compensation. The shopkeeper, still polite, after asking 
which kind of compensation the client proposes: ‘You have to buy this 
white powder from me!’ he becomes really upset. Now he can only choose 
between two serious, bad alternatives: consuming the opium  himself and 

2 Idem, p. 208.
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risking becoming an addict or starting to sell this prohibited article and 
becoming a criminal.3 While both alternatives lead to a morally and eco-
nomically based firm denial by the shopkeeper, the next day the client 
comes back with a gang of thugs and destroys the whole shop. This hap-
pens so often that the shopkeeper surrenders and becomes a client of his 
own client. 

This “transaction” was demonstrated by the British colonial state twice 
in china, and it concerned the triangle relationship between the deliver-
ies of tea, porcelain and silk by the chinese which were paid through 
“India” by “London” with the silver coins used at the time, whereupon the 
English (through India) asked for compensation, and the chinese had to 
buy opium from the British Empire ... for silver. 

2.

I have demonstrated how closely “a criminal State and illicit capital” 
worked together in the colonies under the dictum of ‘Free Trade’. It had 
nothing to do with ‘free’ or ‘trade’, but only with a monopoly of violence. 
Niall Ferguson, as quoted above, should be more critical. Below, the major 
theme is elucidating this fundamental contradiction between the 
European capitalist and market-oriented economic development and the 
oikoidal economic development oriented to state exploitation of Western 
colonies in Asia.

Indeed, the opium history reveals that in these colonies, Western, 
strict, narco-military regimes were established, which would have been 
impossible in the home country. It concerned the cooperation between 
the English State, its military-imperial arm, imperial bureaucracy and pri-
vate entrepreneurs in the colonies. The most “spectacular” members were 
the smugglers, pirates, traders, bankers, gangsters like the Jardines, 
Mathesons, Dents, Sassoons, etc. with their collaborators in china and 
India (see further ch. 31). It is a specific cooperation with a history going 
back to the 16th and 17th-centuries, when pirates did the “dirty work” in 
European waters for their English, Dutch or French governments. 

Now, this cooperation went much further: the pirates are immediately 
supported and sometimes replaced by the regular army and navy. They 

3 A third alternative is also demonstrated in china: throw the stuff away (in the sea), 
upon which the client is enraged. he cannot get the compensation asked, while the “value” 
of his product is also denied.
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all, including the British government representatives, were dealing 
 violently in only a few products, among which opium often made up the 
largest share. In addition, they knew perfectly well that they were per-
forming illicit and criminal acts with a product that was undermining the 
public health and society . 

The picture is more complicated: the private entrepreneurs often were 
or became the English landowners of the poppy fields or their representa-
tives, the English opium factory proprietors or their representatives, the 
English opium ship builders or the English opium propagandists and 
church-owners, or the English tax and duty payers and not only the 
English smugglers. 

It is even more complicated: the Jardines or Sassoons became aristo-
crats; they frequented Queen Victoria’s court with all possible pomp and 
were, therefore, sanctioned by the Queen. She was honored as the 
Empress of opium-producing colonies. This calls for new investigations 
in, for instance, the sources of the European monarchical wealth, but also 
the remarkable fact that the Western narco-military regimes in Asia were 
of a monarchical nature. Even the republicans at home (Dutch in 17th and 
18th centuries, the French at least in the 19th-century) acted as if they 
were monarchs in the Far East (see for instance ch. 14).

3.

contradictions between West and East can be found in abundance. Take 
the Sassoons who became probably the richest family in the world, thanks 
to their extensive Asian opium empire and including their financial and 
familial cooperation with the Rothschilds. however, they also gave the 
growing anti-Semitic movement the “hard” proof that a so-called “World 
Government of Jews” existed. Nonsensical accusations but the realities 
behind them had, ultimately, far-reaching and lethal effects for other 
Jews. They also led to the appropriate renewal of problems like “the guilt 
of the victims” or much better: ethnic cleansing, taking the relation 
between the irresponsible behavior of an elite, calling itself Jewish, and 
the large majority of people who were Jews (or labeled so by others) as a 
pretext for pogroms.4

4 My analysis of the thought of hannah Arendt (h. Derks, 2004) is, among others, 
devoted to this problem. For reactions on the opium trade in England see J. Miskel,  
p. 189-229.
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As Dr. Richardson demonstrated in the previous chapter, this “Jewish 
racism” was immediately connected to the chinese and Oriental “dan-
ger”. Apparently, they both triggered a xenophobic and racist movement, 
but there must have been serious differences between the repression of 
Jews and that of chinese. Regarding this relationship between Jews and 
chinese, one could suggest that in the East, Jews were among the top opi-
um dealers and chinese, their main victims.

An influential part of the chinese elite in Southeast Asia, however, did 
not act differently from those Jewish dealers (see ch. 25). And in the East 
Indies, several serious pogroms against the chinese were organized by 
both the Dutch colonizers and later the Indonesian authorities. This puz-
zling constellation did not exist in the West, where too often both Jews 
and chinese were the victims. In short: opium played a main role in all 
these events, and it is worth exploring these relationships in detail in the 
colonial histories. 

4.

Other contradictions between the British opium history in England and 
its colonies concerned the decision-making political systems.

Under the influence of the French Revolution and Enlightenment in 
Europe, a separation between the three powers in the state was realized, 
but—more importantly—a strong separation was achieved between reli-
gion and state and between the private economy and public (state) econ-
omy, between the civilian-bourgeois and the aristocratic-feudal 
(aristocracy and church) worlds. What is called the “Industrial Revolution” 
aggravated all these cleavages in the classical monarchic-aristocratic tra-
ditions and countries from 1750, and civilian, bourgeois governments 
called ‘democracies’ were established.5 

But “abroad”, through colonialism and imperialism, fully “new” values, 
norms and customs developed which created the new phenomenon of 
state-capitalism, which was nothing but a restoration of old practices 
(aristocratic, absolutist, monarchical, religious) in a new framework. They 
were important differences, notwithstanding the generally racist atti-
tudes of all colonialists as part of the legitimization of their repression and 
exploitation: these differences existed between Roman catholic (Spanish, 
Portuguese and French) and Protestant (English, Dutch, USA) imperial-

5 See further h. Derks (2008).
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ism and colonialism. It should be obvious that these differences became 
apparent in the opium history as well. 

5.

The opium performance of the British lead to exaggerations in the histo-
riography as well. A few examples will suffice. Spence showed how ‘pro-
foundly important’ opium was between 1830 and 1950 

but they do not prove that without opium there would have been no British 
Empire, or no state building and anti-communist victories by the GMD. 
Both regimes were larger and more enduring than the juice of the poppy 
that in part sustained them.6 

chinese historians and commentators pointed early on to different con-
nections and their consequences. huang (1935), for instance, wrote:

Few friends of china ever realized the important role the evil of narcotic 
drugs played in ruining this great nation .... opium and its allied drugs serv-
ing as a check to hold china back from developing into a modern state. In 
fact, opium has been the source of official corruption, civil strife, famine, 
banditry, poverty, military tyranny, and other kindred social and economic 
vices which handicap china’s progress ...7 

Both provocative opinions are worth testing in the following study. To 
which extent did the British Empire depend on opium? What victory 
would chiang Kai-shek have had without opium? And which of the evils 
listed by huang were committed by chinese leaders or regimes? It is cer-
tain that huang’s verdict cannot concern china alone. It has to be related 
to India and Southeast Asia, including the Indonesian archipelago as well. 

Until recently, the opium historiography was not more complicated 
than Spence’s or huang’s views. Full attention must be paid to the many 
contradictions. It is time to incorporate other important elements of the 
“opium argument”, for example, that the West received “a bad cigar from 
its own Asian box”, a tremendous drug problem which is a daily concern 
of governments in the USA and Europe.

And regarding the earlier periods in this history, one has to consider as 
well that the current Opium Problem is not simply the historical conse-

6 In the American Historical Review, February 2002, p. 171. GMD is an abbreviation for 
the Kwomintang of chiang Kai-shek.

7 Quoted from Garfield huang, Secretary General National Anti-Opium Association of 
china (21 October 1935) by J. Marshall, p. 19.
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quence of Western imperialism in Asia, there is a second source more or 
less independent of the former. This concerns the lively trade and cultural 
relations between the Levant and Western European countries from the 
early modern period onwards. 

6.

Arabian and older medical knowledge inspired European pharmacists, 
apothecaries, doctors, quacks or sorcerers to use opium and opiates in 
their preparations. Many medical resources, including opium-related 
products, were traded from the Middle East into Western European ports, 
from Venice and Marseille to Antwerp, London and Amsterdam. Over 
several centuries the “doctors” experimented with aristocrats and mon-
archs, who could not avoid death and pain. Nomadic healers added their 
experiences about how to cure pains and sorrows to the existing common 
knowledge among peasants and urban workers. certainly until the mid-
18th-century, the rich enjoyed no longer life expectancy than the poor: ‘… 
it was not possible simply to purchase better health’.8 Then came a 
European century with regional and temporary differences in this respect. 

One assumes that the unhealthy industrialization in England did not 
improve the health in town and country. Some even talk of a deteriora-
tion; some improvements could have been negated by the unhealthy situ-
ation. Whatever the case, even at the end of the century, child mortality 
did not differ in proportion to the family income. 

The impact of the public health movement must have been limited, 
although sewer drainage, clean water supplies and a certain professional-
ization of health officials were not unimportant. This public health ‘was 
supplied “from above “ to a public not fully cognizant of its benefits, and 
even against its will ... the result of paternalistic measures’.9 Only at the 
end of the century did improvements appear because this health move-

8 J. de Vries (2008), p. 190. De Vries’s fifth chapter, from which the quotation is derived, 
is full of opinions about the 19th-century English health situation and a search for the 
‘primary cause’ of an improvement at the very end of the century. Whatever the many 
merits of this book, De Vries has no affinity to the ideological backgrounds of this public 
health movement or the theory of disease as described by Berridge-Edwards already a 
quarter of a century earlier. About the consumption of medicines in the household, not a 
word, let alone one about opium in whatever form. The household-market contradictions 
(see p. 204 ff.) and their underlying concepts remain too shallow in a book about house-
holds. See h. Derks (2008).

9 J. de Vries (2008), p. 192.
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ment ‘met with a new positive response “from below” ... a happy conjunc-
ture ..’

Based on the “opium experiences” in the English households, it seems 
obvious that after 1860, the learned definitely ousted the experienced, and 
a new development started with serious consequences for the Opium 
Problem in the West. This concerned something like a permanent strug-
gle between the old “homeopathic” and the new academic medical knowl-
edge. 

De Vries still perceives of the household as a production unit. In my 
view, this is an anachronism at best, and the opium history demonstrates 
it. In the second part of the 19th-century, something new happened in 
England. As if they had to colonize a primitive world full of superstition 
and magic, the new “medical or health foreigners” in their white uniforms 
(apparently inherited from the colonial dress of the masters) acted rigor-
ously: no quarter was given to the home remedies by this new army; 
household medicalization had to be replaced by external production 
units and professional people in the pharmaceutical, chemical and medi-
cal realms. 

Their professional knowledge became a monopolized one. Their kind 
of knowledge became isolated, specialized and one-sided, without com-
prehensive relations with other external social or economic relations and 
realities. Their products were intended for a market which had first to be 
created: the households had to be stripped of any “production-unit” abili-
ties and transformed into “consumption units” first. Next phase: they had 
to become consumption units oriented only to specific products and to 
swallow more of these new products every time, stimulated by the new 
distribution channels from the same professionals.

The consequences were far-reaching. I only point to the fact that the 
English consumption of that bad, immoral, sinful, unhealthy product of 
opium (in whatever form) doubled and tripled under the new market 
conditions in England. Not enough: brand new products like heroin, mor-
phine, chlorodyne, chloral, cocaine, codeine arose ... all successful prod-
ucts from the same sources. All these new products needed consumers; 
especially major consumers called “addicts”. household opium products 
and recipes had to vanish or were criminalized; only monopoly market 
opium was available. Still, the household traditions remained alive in cor-
ners of society where they gradually became “utopianized”. 

This transformation from household medicalization (and its typical 
infrastructure and internal European opium trade) to industrialization of 
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new chemical products (and its new infrastructure) seems to be a major 
precondition for a worldwide transformation also in the opium trade, 
business and production. 

In the same period, but concerning the other side of the globe, a British 
Royal Commission (1890s) had not yet complained that the British ‘had 
fixed a terrible evil upon the chinese people by the pressure put upon 
that society to accept the import of Indian opium’.10 In fact, this commis-
sion was one of the most effective supporters of the use of opium ... in the 
East, which was a last demonstration of an invented Western tradition 
from the beginning of colonialism. This commission also showed what 
the medical profession brought to the fore in a most urgent social 
 question. Indeed, at the end of the 19th-century, the new high priests over 
life and death had occupied the subject and its discourse without much 
knowledge or experience about it or only with one-sided technical 
 methods.. 

Around 1900, a new “opium-wave” was organized in the reverse direc-
tion within the British Empire: from the East to the West. The traditional 
dealers in the Far Eastern opium markets were awake and had discovered 
new opportunities in ‘homeland’ markets. Their products started to 
appear as well on the domestic market: the War On Drugs could begin.

It should be a matter of major concern to investigate the role of the 
pharmaceutical and medical industries and professions in this war. In my 
view, they occupied a pivotal position in the transformation of an Asian 
Opium complex organized by “the West” into a Western Opium complex 
organized by “the East”. 

7.

The tables give an estimate of the opium profits of the British Empire. Is it 
possible to compare them with the revenues of other products? In this 

10 This Royal Commission on Opium ultimately produced seven volumes and 2500 
closely printed pages, examined 723 witnesses and held 70 days of public hearings in India, 
because it had to investigate the role of the British colonial government of India in the 
production and highly lucrative trade. The front of “anti-opiumists” (a majority of chris-
tian Protestant missionaries) was well represented with many witnesses, but in the end 
the commission struck a balance and compromised, a fact which meant that the govern-
ment won the battle. In hindsight, however, it was the beginning of the end of this rather 
shocking chapter in the imperialist history. In the official Oxford history of the British 
Empire, it is still a subject which has to be treated in passing. That was not the case in the 
past as one of the interesting sources for opium proves, George Watt’s Dictionary of eco-
nomic products of India, vol. VI-1, p. 17-105 (ca. 1893).  

Hans Derks - 9789004225893
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:34PM

via free access



chapter nine130

case, there is a difficulty. however spectacular these British profits were, 
their calculation was for several reasons greatly underestimated. First, the 
data used concern only the profits received through the exploitation of 
the British-Indian colony and its trade relations with china. In addition, it 
is necessary to include the opium profits of some other colonies and their 
trade relations, like hong Kong, Burma or Singapore, which gathered 
immense capital through opium tax farming, etc. Next, one has to con-
sider that these revenues only concern colonial government profits and 
not the immense profits of private smugglers, bankers or shipping compa-
nies.

Still, this does not produce a realistic answer to a highly relevant ques-
tion like: how much has the West gained by exploiting the East through 
opium? This British story was copied by Dutch or French, Portuguese or 
American opium exploitation. In particular, the Dutch opium history is 
reconstructed below in some detail, so that by the end of this book we can 
come to a more realistic assessment. Future researchers have to ponder 
another problem closely connected with this one: should compensation 
be given to “The East” for their opium exploitation? If the main victims of 
crimes could be named, they can ask for some form of financial satisfac-
tion. couldn’t they? 

8.

Finally, everywhere in Asia and elsewhere in the Third World, “indige-
nous” voices of protest were heard. One cannot forget the experiences of 
the victims of Western exploitation. Now that china, India and Brazil are 
becoming the leading nations economically, they also want to rewrite 
their histories, and this time not in an Eurocentric or American way. This 
will unavoidably lead to many very unpleasant histories surfacing about 
the colonial and imperialistic frameworks, to which also this opium his-
tory belongs. A recent study by Madhusree Mukerjee is, for instance, a 
relevant example from the Indian context.11 

It discloses how the classic British imperialist, Winston churchill, 
while an inspiring war-leader for the British home front, was actually a 
menace for the whole British Empire. his role in the ridiculous partition 
plans in Palestine or India served only British interests, while burdening 

11 M. Mukerjee, Churchill’s Secret War. The British Empire and the Ravaging of India 
during World War II (New York: Basic Books, 2010). which I know only from a book review 
of D. Rothermund in H-Soz-u-Kult, 16-9-2010.
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those countries with a very bloody future. Furthermore, he sent two mil-
lion Indian men into battle to defend their foreign master’s interests. 
Next, churchill deliberately did not provide any relief or help during  
the terrible famine in Bengal for mainly racist reasons. In 1943, two to 
three million people fell victim to this calamity, which could have been 
avoided.12 

This history was “forgotten”, a fate which could easily happen to the 
opium history of the Dutch, which will now be described in more detail 
than the British one. The Dutch role in the opium trade and related busi-
nesses is known to some Dutch experts or amateur historians, but not to 
foreign scholars and a broader public, including a Dutch one. That is a 
pity, because the Dutch role is historically of much greater importance 
than the British one, although the latter earned the largest profits from it.

12 In India itself the situation was aggravated by mismanagement of the British colo-
nial government and the speculation of Indian traders, as Amartya Sen already disclosed. 
churchill, however, kept his substantial grain reserves for his own use, among others to 
support the British position in southern Europe at the end of World War II. See also  
D. Kumar, M. Desai (ed.), vol. 2, p. 530 ff.; I. c. Dear, M. Foot (ed.), p. 438 ff. about the Indian 
army and p. 891 about the major imperial crisis in India during the war. See Idem, p. 183-
188, for a flattering article about ‘churchill as war leader’ written by John Gooch. 
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