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Th e Opium War’s fi rst shots were fi red on 4 September 1839 by the British navy 
under orders from Captain Charles Elliot directed at three Qing imperial warships 
in Kowloon Bay, Hong Kong. With a desire to explain himself, Elliot reported the 
encounter to Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston:

I opened fi re from the pinnace, the cutter, and the other vessel, upon the 
three junks. It was answered both from them and the battery, with a spirit not 
at all unexpected by me, for I have already had experience that the Chinese are 
much under-rated in that respect. Aft er a fi re of almost half-an-hour against 
this vastly superior force, we hauled off  from the failure of our ammunition; 
for I already said, anticipating no serious results, we had not come in prepared 
for them.1

Th e confi scation in March that year by Commissioner Lin of opium smuggled into 
China by British merchants had created a tense atmosphere, and this partly explains 
why the underprepared Elliot fi red at the Qing warships.

But was this really the fi rst shot? Historians who have taken the exchange of 
fi re as the war’s starting point have tended to argue that the opium smuggling trade 
was the cause and the confi scation the trigger.2 Another group of historians who argue 
that the war’s purpose was to defend British national honour or to expand British 
trade have dated the war’s starting point as June 1840, when British expedition troops 
arrived in Chinese waters.3

However, though a captain on the frontier may give the order and a soldier of an 
expeditionary force load and fi re the cannon, a war does not necessarily start with 
military action. Given that this was the very fi rst war between China and a European 
country, one may well ask where the idea came from of waging a war against a country 
that was more than 5,000 miles away and about which most Britons knew very little. 
Who made the decision and who was to benefi t from the war? Perhaps more impor-
tantly, how did the decision makers justify the acts of aggression and violence?

Th e short answer is that Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston was the key politician 
behind the war decision made in a cabinet meeting on 1 October 1839. But how did 
Palmerston come to make the recommendation? He was yet to receive Elliot’s report 
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when the cabinet met that day, and prior to 1837 he had seen China as a faraway 
country of negligible interest. His idea of engaging with China through war came 
from a group of British merchants trading in the Chinese port of Canton.

Having sustained extensive contact with the Chinese and knowing Qing China 
far better than any other Europeans, British merchants in Canton in the decade prior 
to the Opium War fought a fi erce war of words among themselves on the question 
of whether to ask their government to take military action against China. A group of 
them then went back to Britain in 1835 and again in 1839 to campaign publicly and 
to lobby politicians. Th ese merchants made politicians in London see the benefi ts of 
military action; together they started the war.

To wage a war, one had fi rst to justify it. Th e war did not begin with soldiers 
and captains, but with the merchants, and it commenced with a clash over British 
knowledge of China. Th is book documents the development of the war arguments in 
Canton and London, and charts how the merchants and politicians came to believe 
they had a just war on their hands.



We say, and we say boldly: as History it will be matter of surprise and doubt, 
that England—the great—the powerful—jealous of her own honor and watchful 
of her national rights should thus, in the height of her power and greatness, have 
tamely submitted to wrong, to insult, to indignity, to oppression, from a govern-
ment and a people, such as this, whom the earliest exhibition of force and fi rm-
ness would have brought to reason and submission . . . ! We say without fear of 
contradiction: as history it will not be believed.1

Th us concluded an editorial printed on 1 November 1831 in the English biweekly 
newspaper Canton Register. Th e Register was published in the Chinese port city 
of Canton (known in Chinese as Guangzhou) for the consumption of the foreign 
trading community there and those in other Asian ports. Its owner was the British—
to be precise Scottish—merchant James Matheson. And it was one of the fi ve English-
language printing presses of the port.

Starting with the news that the British government in India was to send the warship 
HMS Challenger to China delivering a letter to the Canton authorities requesting 
redress for an ‘insult’ that happened in May that year, the editorial was implicit in 
advocating a war against China.

Just what was this ‘insult’ that so incensed the British community? In May, the 
Qing governor of Canton, Zhu Guizhen, came to the English Factory in the foreign 
trading quarters, known as the Th irteen Factories, he ordered the uncovering of a 
portrait on a wall in the main hall. Upon learning that it was a portrait of the British 
king George IV, Zhu then turned the back of his chair towards it. Zhu’s action was 
regarded by the British merchants trading in the port as an insult to the king and 
by extension to British national honour. Th ey believed that an insult such as this 
merited war.

Belligerent language, such as ‘exhibition of force and fi rmness’, started to appear 
in the Register in 1830. By late 1834, arguments for a war against China were com-
monplace and could be found in most issues of the Register until history’s fi rst war 
between China and a European country—the First Opium War—broke out in 1839.

1
Introduction



2 Merchants of War and Peace

Th is book is about the history of this war argument and about how the argument 
created a new British knowledge of China. Th e book brings into focus the role of 
private merchants (British traders in the East other than the staff  of the East India 
Company [EIC]) and their interactions with the Qing government. I argue that the 
merchants’ new conception of China—a China to be engaged with through war—
developed in Canton during the 1830s in their print-based public sphere and was 
primal in starting the war.

Prime movers

One driving force behind the war argument was the merchants’ confi dence in the 
British Empire. In the early nineteenth century, the idea of Britain as a mighty nation 
was at its zenith as a result of its victory in the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 in particu-
lar and imperial expansion worldwide in general. Th e patriotic pride of the British 
community exemplifi ed this imperial confi dence. Waterloo Dinner, for instance, 
was held by the British private merchants in Canton in 1830, to commemorate the 
fi ft eenth anniversary of the British victory. At the dinner party they ate, drank, sang, 
and toasted to British navy, the king, and the heroes of that battle.2

Believing Britain to be ‘the most powerful nation in the world’, some British 
private merchants considered China’s trade restrictions, which confi ned all European 
trade to the port of Canton, as an insult to Britain’s ‘national honour’.3 Th e advance of 
British rule in India and other places in Asia led the merchants to believe the British 
government would intervene in China to restore British national honour. Th ere was 
an ‘imperial state of mind’ emerging in Canton.4

Th e merchants hoped that war would, more importantly, force the Chinese to the 
negotiating table and gain for the British unrestricted access to the Chinese market.5 
Th e Register invited its readers to imagine the following: ‘How vast fi eld would this 
Empire, under a freer system of intercourse aff ord for the consumption of the produce 
of British skill and industry!’6

Trade was considered a matter of national interest, as the British identifi ed their 
country as a nation of trade as early as the fi ft eenth century.7 Th e doctrine of free 
trade, which was fast becoming the dominant political-economic ideology in Britain 
in the 1830s, gave this centuries-old trade argument new momentum. Th e private 
merchants of Canton greeted this with enthusiasm. Th ey believed that a war to secure 
extensive trade privileges in China was in the British national interest and refl ected 
the cold calculations of free trade: the more Britain traded with China, the richer the 
British would become.

Th e war discourse thus boiled down to two main arguments: expanding national 
interest and restoring national honour. Th e group of British private merchants who 
argued for war were known in the port as the Warlike party, and they used the 
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Register as their mouthpiece. Behind their rhetoric of national honour and national 
interest was the profi t motive and the desire to trade in conditions under which the 
merchants believed themselves entitled by right of being British.

Aft er the desire for war took root, the Warlike party went back to London in 1835 
to lobby. Th ey succeeded in 1839 in swaying the British government to act. Th is book 
considers the war argument initiated in Canton to be the key cause of the First Opium 
War. It was neither the infamous opium smuggling per se nor the defence of British 
national honour nor the cultural confl ict between ‘progressive’ Britain and ‘backward’ 
China, which, as the main explanations of the war’s origin, have hitherto dominated 
the historiography.8 Th ese narratives took the national honour argument for granted 
and marginalized the importance of the private merchants’ lobbying and the image 
of China they created through their public campaign for a war. By bringing the focus 
back to the process of war lobbying and the local dynamics of interactions in Canton 
where the war argument was fi rst developed, this book attempts to show that the 
Warlike party was the driving force behind the war.

Before the 1830s, the British acquired their conceptual framework of China mainly 
through the writings of Jesuit missionaries from continental Europe, which depicted 
China as a peaceable country to be admired and imitated. Th e view of China that 
developed in the Canton port in the 1830s displaced the Jesuits’ imagined geogra-
phy of the Peking court, where the Jesuits had served the Ming and Qing imperial 
governments between the late sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries. Th e contrast 
between the conceptualization of China by the Jesuits and the Canton British private 
merchants’ community resulted in a paradigm shift  in British perceptions.9 Th e 
Warlike party accentuated a new British idea of China based on its argument for war 
and its need to justify the confl ict both before and aft er. At the heart of their new 
vision was the idea that China was in isolation and had to be opened up by the British 
through war.

Nobody in London or in the West had the means in the 1830s to know China better 
than the private merchants in Canton. Not only were they—along with the Protestant 
missionaries and a few EIC staff —the major producers of British knowledge about 
China, but they comprised the only group of people at the time to have relatively 
accurate military intelligence of the Qing. Both James Matheson (1796–1878) and 
his business partner William Jardine (1784–1843)—the two leading fi gures of the 
Warlike party—traded in China for more than twenty years, longer than most EIC 
staff , and had superior knowledge of China’s eastern coast and military strength. 
Th ey regularly sent ships up the coast to sell opium. Th eir ship captains engaged in 
skirmishes with Chinese water forces (shuishi), and accounts of such trips and their 
observations on the Chinese military were regularly published in the Register.10

With this new knowledge, they were able to make informed judgements, and 
this made a diff erence in the war decision. Th ey met with Foreign Secretary Lord 
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Palmerston (Henry John Temple, 1784–1865) at least four times and fi nally won his 
support in late 1839.11 Th ey supplied him with a war strategy—the ‘Jardine plan’—
and, crucially, with intelligence of the weakness of the Chinese military defences, 
suggesting that the war was easily winnable. Th is assessment, moreover, provided 
the government with an attractive solution to the domestic political crisis that the 
government was facing. Britain fought and won the First Opium War according to 
the plan supplied by the merchants, prompting Palmerston, famously, to express his 
thanks to William Jardine for the ‘assistance and information  .  .  . so handsomely 
aff orded’.12 Th e Treaty of Nanking, signed aft er the war in 1842, fulfi lled in every 
clause the demands that the merchants had discussed extensively in their maritime 
public sphere in Canton.

Scholars have made note of Jardine’s war lobbying but regarded it solely as his 
personal position, marginal to the outbreak of war. Historical treatment of the mer-
chants’ lobbying has been patchy.13 Th is book is the fi rst full investigation of the First 
Opium War’s history in this context of how the Warlike party developed the war 
argument in the environment of Canton, produced new British knowledge of China, 
and lobbied successfully for the war. It shows that the new British knowledge of China 
was the result of a combination of the Warlike party members’ trading experiences 
in Canton, their faith in the ideology of free trade, their hopes for new trade rela-
tions, and their confi dence in the expansionist British Empire.14 Th e making of the 
new British knowledge about China and the waging of the First Opium War were 
intrinsically and deeply intertwined. And considering that the new knowledge would 
become a frame of reference for learning about China that lasted until the 1970s, the 
history documented in this book is central to the understanding of Sino-Western 
historical encounters.

Th e story of the Warlike party captures only half of the history of the war’s origins. 
Another group of British private merchants in Canton, dubbed by their opponents 
the Pacifi c party, opposed the war. Th e Pacifi c party resolutely refrained from 
publishing polemic arguments against China in their newspaper, the Canton Press 
(1835–1844).15 Th e Press advocated peaceful engagement with China and saw the 
sovereign nation as within its rights to develop its own trade policies. Th ey believed 
that the merchants should submit to the Canton regulations when trading in China. 
Th e justifi cation for war—that is, their new knowledge of China—was particularly 
important to the Warlike party’s endeavour when facing opposition from the Pacifi c 
party. Th e Pacifi c merchants’ history—although limited in scope due to absence of 
archival materials—is told for the fi rst time in this book.

In Britain, the anti-war campaign between 1839 and 1843 was even stronger. Th e 
London newspapers successfully gave the war its infamous name—the Opium War, 
which has been used ever since. From the anti-war movement’s perspective, the war 
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was not inevitable, as some scholars have argued.16 Th e history of this movement 
serves as a reminder that the war was wilfully mobilized, strongly opposed, and could 
have been stopped. Chapter 7 of this book is devoted to documenting, for the fi rst 
time as well, the history of opposition to the war.

To drive home the history of the war’s origins, this book also re-examines the First 
Opium War in the Chinese context. It explains how the Canton one-port system of 
trade caused the Warlike party to believe there was no choice but to advocate a war.

Th e one-port system was established by the Qing Empire in the late 1750s to allow 
China’s European trade to take place at the same time as addressing dynastic state 
security concerns. Th e Qing’s chief enemies were domestic rebels, and the court 
feared above all the joining of forces between foreign forces and Chinese rebels in a 
quest to overthrow the dynasty, as had happened to every major Chinese dynasty. Th e 
Qing court’s fear was exploited by the ‘Canton lobby’—a group of Canton merchants 
and Qing offi  cials—who sought to monopolize China’s European trade by winning 
imperial sanctions to protect Canton’s privileges. Th e lobby succeeded in 1757. Th e 
result was the Canton one-port system of trade. Aft er its establishment, the Qing 
dynasty enjoyed both the perceived state security and the revenue of port duties gen-
erated by the Canton monopoly. Offi  cials in charge of the port also profi ted from their 
positions, and a few Chinese merchants earned tremendous wealth.

Th e Canton system that controlled the European trade determined how the Qing 
understood Europeans. Ideas, especially Confucian concepts, were drawn on to 
justify the trade monopoly and the confi nement of Europeans to Canton, as a means 
to ideologically shore up the one-port system. It was the institution of the Canton 
one-port system—not China’s ‘all under heaven’ (tianxia) ideology nor the tributary 
system, as scholars have wrongly argued, that dictated the Qing’s relations with and 
knowledge of Europeans, especially the British.17

A new system of Chinese knowledge about the Qing Empire’s relations with 
Europeans originated in Canton—knowledge making became entangled in profi t 
making on the Chinese side. And, disastrously, the Canton system spawned an insti-
tutional inertia which made it impossible for the Qing to adequately comprehend 
and respond to the fast-changing new global order in the century aft er the 1750s, 
during which the British Empire came to dominate the globalizing maritime world 
of the East.

Th us, this book documents how, in the setting of China’s one-port system of trade 
in Canton, the Warlike party developed an argument for a war against China. With 
perseverance and the favourable development of events, they successfully persuaded 
the British state to wage the First Opium War. Th e Warlike party’s argument was 
opposed by the Pacifi c party in Canton, and their lobbying faced an anti-war move-
ment in London. Before Britain could start a war, the Warlike party had to fi rst fi ght a 
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war of words in both Canton and London’s print-based public spheres for justifi cation 
and persuasion. Th e waging of the war dictated the making of British knowledge 
about China.

Th e Warlike party’s war

Th e First Opium War is a well-studied topic with various theories of its cause. 
To W. A. P. Martin, F. L. Hawks Pott, H. B. Morse, Gerald S. Graham, and John King 
Fairbank, the war originated from China’s lagging behind the progressive world. 
Th us, the war intended to open up this insular and benighted China.18 Th is theory 
falls squarely within the knowledge of China created by the Warlike party in Canton 
in the larger context of the binary of progressive West and backwardness of the rest—
the modernistic argument. Th eir narration of history is one sided in favour of the 
modernist argument, reducing the history of the Opium War to a footnote of the 
narrative of the march of civilization, or modernization.

Glenn Melancon and Harry G. Gelber made the same mistake of taking Warlike 
party’s argument at face value. Th ey contended that defending British national honour 
was the reason for war.19 Th is book deconstructs the national honour argument by 
showing that the motive behind the rhetoric was profi t making and imperial confi -
dence. Maurice Collis, Tan Chung, Hsin-pao Chang, Peter Ward Fay, Jack Beeching, 
Frank Sanello and W. Travis Hanes III, and Julia Lovell have stressed the role of the 
opium trade in starting the war.20 Th is book sees the opium trade, in line with the 
arguments of other scholars, as a trigger, not the war’s origin.21

Other historians, like George Marion, Michael Greenberg, John Gallagher and 
Ronald Robinson, Victor Purcell, D. C. M. Platt, and P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, 
have argued that the purpose of the war was to expand British trade.22 ‘Trade expan-
sion’ was in actuality the Warlike party’s ‘national interest’. Th e change from trade as 
a national interest in 1830s Canton to the economic theory of trade expansion in the 
1950s to 1980s represented a change from a fi rst-person narrative to a third-person 
narrative. Th is book demonstrates that the war was started by the Warlike party out of 
their wish to expand trade rather than trade expansion itself. Th e agent—the Warlike 
part—that brought about the war vanished in the disinterested third-person narrative 
of economic expansion theory.

Recent scholarship examining the cause of the war has explored narratives more 
diverse than the viewpoints provided by the Warlike party of Canton. James Polachek 
has explained how the Qing Empire’s scholar-offi  cials fought an ‘inner opium war’ in 
the Qing court during the 1830s over the policies of banning or legalizing the opium 
trade, which represented a proxy war and power struggle between two factions 
with diff erent governance philosophies. Commissioner Lin (Lin Zexu, 1785–1850), 
who was dispatched to Canton to confi scate opium in early 1839, belonged to the 
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hardliners who wanted a stricter prohibition on opium trade. Th eir policy caused a 
crisis.23 Th is book will show how the hardliners’ policy played into the hands of the 
Warlike party in Canton and helped create the conditions for war.

Melancon’s fi ndings on the role of late 1830s British party politics have been the 
most valuable discovery recently, though he did not make this point his main argu-
ment. He contended that the ruling party, the Whigs, were not in the majority and 
every policy decision was a tightrope walk that had to balance the demands of the 
opposition Tories, who were connected to the landed class, and the Radicals, who 
represented the interests of the new industrial cities in the north. Th e Whig gov-
ernment had been subject to and narrowly survived a motion of no confi dence by 
the Tory opposition in 1838 and 1839. Th e vote of no confi dence was getting closer 
to toppling the government. In this hostile political climate, the Whigs needed the 
Radicals’ support, and when the Radicals came to lobby for a war the government 
considered it convenient to oblige. Th ese fi ndings dovetail with this book’s major 
argument that the war idea started in Canton. Th e Radicals, who represented the 
interests of manufacturers in the north of England and who in turn were the Warlike 
party’s allies, together successfully lobbied to start the war. Th e political climate in 
London at the crucial moment eased the last mile of the Warlike party’s quest.

Viewed as a whole, the Opium War historiography proves that the war would not 
have happened without a combination of factors with coterminous timing. Although 
the victory of the moral hardliners in the Qing court was the force behind the opium 
confi scation, it took a fi ght between two political factions in London to turn the 
war argument fi rst developed in Canton into a political decision of the British state. 
It was pure coincidence that the opium crisis occurred in Canton just as the politi-
cal crisis in London was unfolding. Th e Warlike party and northern manufacturers 
had a shared British identity as ‘shopkeepers’ who desired trade expansion, and this 
on top of personal connections between the two groups contributed to the northern 
manufacturers’ decision to assist in lobbying for a war to open up the Chinese market. 
For the Radical MPs who supported their cause, lobbying for the war was a political 
obligation to their constituents, and it aff orded a window of opportunity to punch 
above their weight.

A combination of factors on both the Chinese and British sides provided the nec-
essary conditions but were not causes of the war. Th e Qing government did not want 
a war. Th e hardliners of the Chinese scholar-offi  cials wanted to root out the opium 
trade and stop the resulting outfl ow of silver from the country. Th eir uncompromising 
stand against the opium traders set the conditions for the British to declare war. Th e 
British government in London did not plan to initiate an invasion of China. Rather, 
it was reactively responding to the crisis in Canton whipped up by the Warlike party, 
their merchant allies in Britain, and the Radicals in Parliament, although the British 
government did use the crisis to its advantage. Both the British and Chinese states 
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were engaged in power struggles at home that made them susceptible to becoming 
involved in a war. But the initiation came from neither of the two governments.

Th e origin of the war was provided by the Warlike party of Canton. Its members 
presented war arguments and lobbied for war, and their opium trade ultimately led 
to it. Th e war was fought on behalf of their interests, and it was won based on the 
intelligence they supplied. Th e treaty signed aft er the war addressed their demands in 
every clause. Th e Warlike party played its role at every turn. Its wishes, knowledge, 
initiative, and determination led to the war being waged. Th e rest of the conditions, 
coincidences, and accidents helped create the circumstances that led to the war.

With regard to the traditions of empire studies, this book makes a case that actors 
on the periphery greatly aff ected the fate of the metropolis and the empire.24 To the 
studies on British perception of China, this book shows how Canton became a key 
site for the production of British knowledge about China which proves to be decisive 
in Sino-Western relations.25

Chapter previews

Th e British community in Canton was rather small in number, considering its role 
in history. Th ere were 66 white British in 1833 and 86 in 1835. Th e end of the EIC 
monopoly in 1834 brought about an infl ux of ‘private merchants’ to China, and by 
1837 the white British numbered 158, just over half of the Canton foreign commu-
nity’s 307 members. Th e Parsee (Persian merchants of South Asia), who numbered 62 
in 1837, were considered British subjects, and some were supporters of the Warlike 
party during the 1839 lobbying, but not in 1835. Th e third-biggest group in 1837 
were the Americans, who numbered 44, followed by the Portuguese at 28. Th ose from 
other European nations like France and Prussia comprised single-digit numbers by 
the 1837 count.26 Th e British private merchants considered themselves learned people 
animated by Enlightenment ideals. Th ey were multifaceted and achieved a great deal 
as individuals and as a community.

Chapter 2, ‘Th e Warlike and Pacifi c Parties’, explores how the British community 
in Canton used its newspapers to debate the subjects of China, Britain, and free trade. 
Th e Warlike party gradually settled on a new understanding of China centred on a 
war discourse, while the Pacifi c party condemned the arguments for war.

A third force was at play in the British maritime public sphere in Canton, an inad-
vertent participant that was neither anti-war nor pro-war: the Canton system, which 
is examined in detail in Chapter 3, ‘Breaking the Soft  Border’. More than the physical 
border of the Th irteen Factories, the Canton system was mostly a ‘soft  border’ made 
of a series of rules and regulations that constrained British merchants’ activities in 
China and restricted their interaction with Qing subjects. Soft  borders here were fi gu-
rative borderlines on the maritime frontier that cut through transnational networks 
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of information and interaction. By preventing interaction other than what was neces-
sary for trade, the Qing believed that they had successfully prevented the possibility 
of foreigners joining forces with Chinese rebels. However, the Warlike party saw it as 
necessary to start a war to abolish the system that confi ned British trade expansion 
and was perceived in its very existence as an insult to the British Empire.

Chapter 4, ‘Intellectual Artillery’, explains how the Warlike party launched an 
informational war to penetrate the soft  borders that constrained fl ows of information 
and interaction. Th eir eff orts concentrated on the Society for the Diff usion of Useful 
Knowledge in China, with the objective of spreading knowledge about the European 
world to the Chinese. Th ey prepared, as they termed it, ‘intellectual artillery’ in the 
form of Chinese-language publications, especially material related to world geogra-
phy, to distribute among the Chinese to inform them of the extent of British power 
in the hope that it would lead China to ‘open up’ from the inside. In establishing the 
society, the Warlike party conceived the metaphor of a war of information, which 
contributed to the developing conceptualization of a literal war against China in the 
years before actual military action.

Chapter 5, ‘A War of Words over “Barbarian”’, assesses a decade-long debate that 
occurred within the British community in Canton over how best to translate the word 
yi (夷)—as either ‘barbarian’ or ‘stranger’. Th e dispute fi rst raged in the Register for 
more than two years, beginning in 1828, and played a key role in igniting the war 
argument in 1830. Th e community agreed that it meant ‘barbarian’, representing a 
Chinese conception of foreigners as uncivilized savages. Th e translation was in wide 
circulation aft er the 1835 war lobbying campaign in London and formed an integral 
part of the pro-war argument. However, by 1837 the Canton community belatedly 
retracted their earlier translation, arguing that yi was best rendered into English as 
‘stranger’.

On top of debating and deciding the meaning of a Chinese word, the Warlike 
party believed it had the right to petition both the Chinese and British governments 
to have its voice heard and to obtain the ‘justice’ it deserved. In this spirit, which 
seemed to be a product of Enlightenment but was actually imperialism, the party 
engaged the Chinese government and went to London to lobby for war in 1835 and 
1839, as described in Chapter 6, ‘Reasoning Britain into a War’.

However, the Warlike party did not get its way entirely. Chapter 7, ‘Th e Regret 
of a Nation’, documents how the British public opposed the war. Christian morality 
empowered the anti-war movements in Britain as the protesters felt ashamed that the 
war, as they understood it, had been launched to force opium on the Chinese. Th eir 
view of the war would prevail in the second half of the nineteenth century. Aft er 1860, 
British parliamentarians more oft en than not condemned the war, blaming it both for 
the disastrous Taiping Rebellion (1850–1864) and the rising tide of Chinese national-
ism, and many regretted that the Opium War was ever waged. Th e concluding chapter 
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theorizes how the Canton system and the First Opium War created diff erent kind of 
‘profi t orders’ for the Chinese and the British and how the war represents a clash of 
the two orders.

In the Chinese setting of the 1830s’ Canton port, the British merchants argued 
over the question of Britain’s relations with China: to engage them with war or peace. 
Th e Warlike party’s case won out. Th eir war argument soon gave national importance 
to the opium crisis of 1839, played a central role in London’s political crisis of the fi ght 
between the Whigs and Tories, and then swayed Britain into taking military action.



With its historical complexities, a prime mover can be identifi ed in the interactions 
between Britain and China in the Canton port during the years leading up to the 
Opium War: the British Warlike party’s wishes to wage a war and their ability to lobby 
for it. By coincidence that the opium confi scation of 1839 happened at the height of 
British domestic political fi ghts between the Whig and Tory, it eased the way for the 
Warlike party to bring the British Empire’s military might to bear on the Qing Empire.

What the British merchants wanted by starting a war can be identifi ed as to estab-
lish on the Chinese coasts a new ‘profi t order’, which is defi ned as an economic regime 
through which the creation of political order and the making of knowledge become 
mutually reinforcing and that in turn gives rise to a discourse of justice in profi t 
making for a particular group of people.

Before the war, a Chinese profi t order—the Canton system—was at work in the 
port. Th e major interests taken care of by the system were the Qing ruling dynasty, 
the high offi  cials, and Chinese merchants. Port functionaries such as customs offi  cers 
who lived on imposing fees on the ships passing through their stations in the Pearl 
River were, too, participants of this profi t order, though a minor one. Ideologically, 
the Canton system drew on Confucianism as its source of justifi cation. Shrouding the 
Canton port, the Confucian-based knowledge system of the bureaucrats identifi ed 
foreign merchants as the ungovernable strangers (yi) and justifi ed the Canton one-
port system’s trade monopoly and tight political control.

Empowered by the free trade ethos and imperial identity of being the most power-
ful nation in the world, the Warlike party envisioned a new profi t order, in which 
Britons would trade in the way that they saw as being British entitled them and that 
they would dictate the terms of interaction instead of subject themselves to the Qing’s 
ways. Creating a narrative that China was in isolation and was to be engaged with 
through a war, that is, waging a war to open up China, the merchants initiated the 
demolition of the Chinese profi t order, and out of the ruins of the war, a new mari-
time profi t order—the treaty ports—was born, as they desired and according to their 
design. Th e clash of the war thus was a clash of two profi t orders—including their 
respective political arrangements, economic gains, and knowledge systems.1

8
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Th e Warlike party’s new knowledge of China

In signing the Treaty of Nanking in 1842, the Canton Warlike party’s victory was 
not limited to persuading the British government to wage the war, winning the war, 
receiving compensation for opium confi scated, reclaiming debts owed by Hong mer-
chants, and gaining the trade conditions they wanted; it also consisted in establishing 
the new paradigm of British knowledge on China by which the war was justifi ed. 
China from now on was viewed from the Warlike party’s perspectives.

Even though the name Opium War sticks, history has not remembered the Pacifi c 
party’s image of China which painted the Qing offi  cials according to their ability to 
govern and praised them for doing their duty, such as suppressing pirates. To the 
Pacifi c party, China was just another country and Canton another port, and the trade 
there was not particularly problematic. Th eir understanding was echoed in Britain by 
the leading free trade economist of the Ricardian School, John Ramsay McCulloch, 
who argued that, even with the Hong merchant system in place, for merchants, 
Canton was a port as free as Liverpool or New York. Th is Pacifi c party’s alternative 
image of China reveals the discursive nature of the Warlike party’s knowledge of 
China. Neither has historiography remembered what Th e Spectator and the Northern 
Star revealed: the smear campaigns led by the Warlike party and their supporters in 
London that changed the primary British perception of China from peaceable China 
to insular China.

What history remembers was the Warlike party’s negative representation of China. 
Because trade was confi ned to Canton, serving the Qing’s dynastic state security needs 
and not the Warlike party’s desire for ‘free trade’, the focus of history for more than a 
century was on ‘insular China’. But Qing China was by no means in isolation. During 
this period, it not only had intensive interactions with Asian countries, but China’s 
products, such as tea, were sold into the European markets, down to the village level, 
and were consumed by all walks of life in Britain. At the same time, Qing China 
was absorbing the impact of opium and the opium trade. By the early nineteenth 
century, every level of people’s lives in the Qing Empire was touched by the drug in 
some form.2 Th e worlds of the East and West were deeply connected by the two com-
modities—tea and opium, together with other luxury goods—and aff ected by the 
economic regimes to which they gave rise. Chinese and European worlds were deeply 
intertwined long before the war of 1842 that allegedly opened up the isolated China.

Behind the ‘isolation’ discourse was the fact that the Warlike party wanted to 
utilize other Chinese ports in addition to Canton and to have direct access—instead 
of through the Hongs—to the vast Chinese market. Th e merchants wanted the navy 
of the most powerful nation in the world to be the means to their ends of opening 
China up. Th us the term ‘opening up’ did not mean opening up a ‘closed China’ but 
meant in actuality employing British military power to expand and control trade.
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History remembers the bureaucrats of Canton—especially the superintendent of 
customs (Hoppo)—to be corrupt.3 Th is negative image of the Qing offi  cialdom pro-
duced circumstantial justifi cation for the war. Being a prebendal system in which offi  -
cials were supposed to fi nd the fi nancial solutions to support their offi  ces and, at the 
same time, send the court a fi xed amount of revenue, the Qing’s way was not designed 
for the British merchants’ needs. James Fichter has argued that the prebendal system 
of fi nancing was subject to the emperor’s wishes and vulnerable to abuse, allowing 
much leeway for the offi  cial in charge to line his pockets and for foreign traders to 
evade the port charges. Fichter contends that this loosely managed system, in fact, 
favoured the foreign traders’ wishes to avoid the taxes and to carry on their illicit 
opium trade.4 Th e Warlike party on the one hand exploited the system for profi ts 
and on the other argued about its corruption. Th e Pacifi c party’s admission that, 
‘deceive ourselves as we please, we are smugglers’ was an attack on this hypocrisy.

In like manner, the Hong merchants were understood by the Warlike party to 
be the offi  cial merchants; they being the go-betweens listened to the Qing offi  cials’ 
primary concerns about state security instead of to the British merchants’ wishes. 
Th erefore, the Nanking Treaty abolished the Hong, enabling the British merchants to 
trade with any Chinese merchant in the treaty ports. Th ey were thus not subject to the 
indirect control of the Qing’s Canton system.

Following the Warlike party’s narrative of China, the image of China brought into 
focus was a China that was culturally anti-commercial. Confucianism was to blame 
because its doctrine placed the merchant class at the lowest level in society, behind 
the scholars, the peasants, and the artisans. Th is might be true in offi  cial rhetoric, 
but, in everyday reality, Qing Chinese society was highly commercialized. Although 
Chinese merchants’ wealth accumulation—as was that of the other three classes—was 
subject to the whim of offi  cials and the court, but the merchants, in reality, did not have 
a low social status. Th ey commonly used the money earned in business to fund their 
sons’ study for the Civil Service Examination. If the son passed, the family would then 
be associated with the scholar class. It was not uncommon that the two identities—
merchant and offi  cial—were in one family. Again, the real issue for the Warlike party 
was that this peculiar Chinese political-economic system did not cater to their needs.

In the Warlike party’s image of China, the Qing’s tributary system came to the 
forefront in explaining the Chinese ‘all under heaven’ ideology, which accepted 
only tributary relationships with foreign countries. Th e Canton system, in fact, did 
not operate under the tributary system, which had, as a prerequisite, the payment 
of tribute in the court before coming to trade. Not a single merchant operating in 
Canton was subject to this ritual.

Th e failed Macartney and Amherst embassies of 1793 and 1816 to the Qing court 
that each had hoped to change the Canton monopoly, were seen by the Warlike party 
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as the ultimate examples of China’s anti-commerce culture and the Chinese insular 
mindset at work as China rejected trading and diplomatic relations. Th e policy of 
non-interaction for the sake of dynastic state security and the entrenched profi t order 
of Canton trade monopoly were actually the driving force behind the turning away 
of the embassies.

Th e Warlike party saw the restrictions of the Canton system as evidence of a 
closed China. But the system can be seen equally from the offi  cials’ perspective as 
Qing China’s eff ort to keep trade open under the prohibitive political climate of the 
time—characterized by fear of domestic rebellion and the perceived threat of foreign-
ers joining forces with rebels. Lastly, the notion that the Chinese called the British 
‘barbarian’ was assumed to encapsulate the insular, arrogant Chinese mindset—this 
notion went into wide circulation aft er the Warlike party fi rst made the connection 
in the early 1830s.

Contrary to what the Warlike party argued and history remembers, trade in 
Canton was actually largely free from governmental intervention. Th e tightly con-
trolled elements were the interactions that had political implications, that is, those 
other than trading activities per se. Offi  cials involved themselves very little in the 
trade, and neither did they regulate the market. At most, they forbade the exporting 
of gold and silver, limited the amount of silk foreigners could buy, and banned the 
import of opium. Th ese did not aff ect the general trade structure in Canton, for not 
only the ban was limited in scope but also the prohibition policies were never prop-
erly implemented. Th e Warlike party failed to realize that trade and the market in 
Canton, in its actual operation, was not far from free trade, according to the argument 
of David Ricardo, as McCulloch had pointed out in his Dictionary.

Th e Warlike party’s attacks on the Qing’s profi t order were fi rst directed at its 
knowledge system starting in the early 1830s. Th e Society for the Diff usion of Useful 
Knowledge in China was a major aff ront while minor attacks—such as the ‘Prize 
Essay’ that spread free trade doctrines, Gützlaff ’s Chinese narrators who wrote of 
the utopian England, and missionaries’ tract distribution that spread Christianity—
also occurred. Th e war on knowledge and information waged by the merchants 
and missionaries took place before the military action of 1839 and was part of its 
formation.

In sum, the unfavourable historical images of China were fi rst developed in the 
Canton British maritime public sphere by the Warlike party. Behind their desire to 
expand trade lay free trade discourse and the British imperial identity. Th eir public 
campaign for a war made their knowledge of China widespread, and their war victory 
changed British knowledge of China. Th e Warlike party’s ‘we’ narrative become the 
narrative of historiography, and the Warlike party assumed the position of being the 
sovereign master in the history of the encounters.
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Th e Qing Empire and the war

Deconstructing the Warlike party’s knowledge of China is not to argue that Qing 
China was an innocent party in starting the war. On the contrary, the Canton system 
was a profi t order serving a particular group’s interests, and the Qing played a major 
part in bringing about the military confrontation of 1839. Th e Canton system was at 
the centre of the confl ict, although it was not in the way the Warlike party described.

Aft er having enjoyed a market-induced trade monopoly during the previous 
decades, the Canton lobby, in the years between 1755 and 1759, secured an imperi-
ally sanctioned trade monopoly. In the process they accentuated the dynastic mari-
time state security argument. But the state security consideration was not entirely an 
invention of the Canton lobby. Rather, they brought forward this question in an envi-
ronment where European expansion in the East was growing, coupled with the Qing’s 
increasingly negative perception of the Europeans. Th us, interactions were, starting 
in the late 1750s, to be systematically regulated to prevent Europeans from learning 
about any aspect of the empire and, more importantly, to prevent Qing subjects from 
mingling with foreigners, lest its subjects and foreigners exchanged thoughts and 
ideas leading to rebellion.

As the Pacifi c party pointed out in 1837, this Canton system did work for the Qing: 
with India ‘now totally annihilated and merged in the British Empire we must not be 
astonished to fi nd the Court at Peking resolved not to deviate from a line of policy 
which has been hitherto so eminently successful’.5 Aft er the Battle of Plassey in 1757, 
the British East India Company for the sake of trade began its rule in Bengal, a control 
that would soon expand to most of India. Coincidentally, 1757 was the year the Qing 
state institutionalized the Canton system of controlling interactions between its sub-
jects and Europeans.

Th e long and complex process of British rule in India can be traced back retro-
spectively even further to Th omas Roe’s (1581–1644) embassy to the Moghul Empire 
between 1615 and 1619, during which the British fi rst obtained the right to establish a 
trading quarter in Surat. And two decades later the British would acquire rights from 
the Indian authorities in 1639 to build Fort St George (later developed into Madras) 
and, in 1690, Fort William (later to become Calcutta).6 Had the British come to China 
to request the same kind of rights during the second half of the seventeenth century, 
it would not have been impossible for them to acquire some form of privilege under 
the reign of the Kangxi emperor, especially in his early years on the throne. But this 
did not happen because China was yet to become the EIC’s major trading concern 
and the volume of tea trade was not as big and important to the EIC as it would be 
in the second half of the eighteenth century. Th e Dutch and Spanish, who had earlier 
requested a trading foothold from the Ming, were by this time relatively content with 
their China trade through Chinese sojourners in Batavia and Manila. Also, by  the 
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early eighteenth century, the Spanish and Dutch maritime empires, along with the 
Portuguese, were weakening, while the British dominated the maritime trade of 
the East. And, above all, in China there were four ports opened aft er 1683, allow-
ing Europeans to trade freely, to an extent. Th e incentive for the British to send an 
embassy to Kangxi’s court was minimal.

While the Moghul Empire was fast disintegrating, aff ording the EIC opportunity 
to develop its control over India, the Qing in the mid-eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century had a strong bureaucracy to implement the policy of non-intercourse against 
the real and perceived threat of British expansion in the East, thus maintaining a 
Chinese profi t order in Canton.

Aft er a half century of operation, the state security procedure that the dynasty 
had built into its bureaucratic control in Canton came to be mechanical, while its 
justifi cation via Confucian discourse had become the accepted wisdom among its 
bureaucrats. Th e Canton system as an institution grew rigid in the early nineteenth 
century: offi  cials were not to be seen, while the Hong merchants were, in reality, part 
of the bureaucratic system in maintain a status quo.

Th is Canton system determined how the Qing understood foreigners. When 
Commissioner Lin arrived in Canton in 1839, among the fi rst things he did was to 
collect information on the Westerners in order to implement opium prohibition. 
He  was able to think and act outside of the conventional bureaucracy because he 
had been sent to Canton with a special mission, instead of a regular Canton appoint-
ment. He knew there was insuffi  cient knowledge of Europeans for him to devise a 
sound policy. Th ough great, Lin’s eff orts were in vain; he had little chance to properly 
understand the British, who were for years talking about war against China right 
on the doorstep of Canton, with not a single Chinese having a clue. Th e soft  border, 
erected in the form of an information barrier, more than anything else prevented the 
Qing from learning the true British state of aff airs. Th ere was no proper context for 
Lin to comprehend the wishes of the British private merchants, let alone the domestic 
party politics of Britain. Th e publications of the SDUKC and other translated works 
could help Lin understand only the geography of the West and the characteristics of 
the British merchants in Canton, nothing beyond.

Th e success of the Canton system created an institutional inertia that allowed 
China to deal with Europeans only within the system. Th e bureaucrats did not want 
to know and deal with Europeans in any other way. In sharp contrast to the Qing’s 
disinterest and lack of understanding of the British, the British private merchants 
in the 1830s knew China well enough to devise a sound war plan to supply to the 
politicians in London, which was crucial in starting the war. Th e Qing’s policy of 
containment in the mid-eighteenth century stemmed from a shrewd understanding 
of internal and external threats to the dynasty’s state security, but it backfi red; the soft  
border built up in the process ultimately increased the danger by blinding the Qing 
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bureaucrats to the external threat they faced. Th e Qing state’s control in the form of 
the Canton system was a knife that cut both ways: it enabled control of Europeans 
coming ashore but was, at the same time, the Qing’s undoing.

It would take another three decades and the Second Opium War, which brought 
foreign troops to the gates of the capital, Beijing, for Qing bureaucrats to grasp the 
military strength of Europeans and the necessity of reform, fi rst in the military and 
economic spheres and then in the political system, in the last few years of the Qing 
dynasty at the turn of the twentieth century, even though the Canton system had 
been abolished in 1842. It took more than a half century to dislodge the institutional 
inertia created by the Canton system and to undo the knowledge of foreigners and 
China’s foreign relationships that the system produced. Th e institution of the Canton 
system—not the ‘all under heaven’ ideology or tributary system—made the Qing 
unable to comprehend the Europeans. And this Canton system of trade, political 
control, and knowledge making—a profi t order—was the Qing’s contribution to the 
First Opium War.

Opium war and opium regimes

As Timothy Brook and other historians have argued, aft er the First Opium War, the 
unoffi  cial opium imports into China expanded exponentially and gave rise to various 
opium regimes during the hundred years aft er 1842. Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist 
party, other warlords of the Republican China, colonial governments of British South 
East Asia, Chinese overseas underworld communities in South East Asia under 
British rule, and the Japanese colonial governments which thrived in the opium 
business in Chinese treaty ports and in their Taiwan colony were the major ‘opium 
regimes’ created. Th ey relied on the illicit trade and production for revenue, which in 
turn were the source of their political power.7

Th e single biggest opium regime was the British Empire. Aft er the First Opium 
War, the British India government depended more than ever on opium revenue for 
its day-to-day administration. James Hevia argued that, in order to keep it afl oat, 
the British Empire became a ‘global drug cartel’.8 Th e world order created by opium 
trade in the East in this period was similar to the sugar trade that empowered an 
Atlantic world order involving the slave trade, the cotton trade, and the plantation 
economy.9

Before 1842, the opium trade did not contribute as much to the revenue of the 
British India government. Th e British Empire only acquired a ‘drug dependency’ in 
the second half of the nineteenth century.10 To be sure, the British government did 
not go to war in 1839 to defend the opium trade, although the demand for compen-
sation for the opium destroyed by Commissioner Lin was part of the war agenda 
and the merchants who lobbied for waging the war were mostly opium traders. Th e 
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war became truly an opium war mostly in the conditions created aft er the war that 
enabled the spawning of the opium regimes. Th e opium regimes established aft er the 
war were linked up by the trade to become a gigantic global profi t order, and the war 
made a signifi cant contribution to its invention.

Similarly, but in a much small scale, the unoffi  cial opium trade in the Chinese 
coasts before 1842 was part of the profi t-making mechanism of the Qing ruling 
classes. While the court routinely issued prohibitions against the opium trade and the 
abuse of opium, local offi  cials received bribes to turn a blind eye. Th e wealth gained 
from the opium trade was enjoyed not only by the lower offi  cials directly involved but 
also by the high bureaucrats, as money travelled up, contributing to the paralysis of 
the Qing government.

British private merchants were not the only group of people who contributed 
to the political-economic order created by opium and the opium regimes. In addi-
tion to the Qing offi  cials, as British private merchants rightly pointed out, Chinese 
smugglers carried out the last leg of the opium trade into Chinese markets. But this 
did not diminish the role played by the private merchants in creating this sub-trade 
order, an order of profi ts that loomed large in triggering the war. Th e Opium War 
thus created not only the legal trade of the treaty ports but also played a role in the 
making of the opium regimes—one replaced the Canton system and the other was a 
continuation of the opium smuggling trade at Lintin.

Th e state and merchant

Britain’s closely woven state-merchant relationship in the China trade aft er 1839 was 
not new; the British state was predisposed to the merchant sector’s mobilization. Th e 
trade-nation identity was well established as early as the mid-sixteenth century and 
partly explains the failure of the pacifi c Britons’ eff orts in stopping the war. As argued 
in Chapter 7, before and during the war, the anti-war groups in Britain were fi rm in 
their stand against opium smuggling; they saw the war as morally indefensible. But 
aft er the war was won, in the peace meetings of Dublin, for instance, even though 
the protestors were still outraged by the war and the opium trade, people were also 
overjoyed thinking about the trade prospects created by the peace treaty. When this 
elation combined with the free trade ideology, imperial expansion of trade through 
war was even less an issue for debate.

What the campaign and lobby for war, and later the war itself, did was to bring the 
discourse of the British free trade empire to bear on Britain’s relations with China. 
In other words, the Warlike party successfully brought Britain’s China trade into the 
orbit of the British imperial order, with the newly added vigour of free trade dis-
course. As Palmerston told the Earl of Auckland during the war, ‘Th e new markets in 
China will at no distant period give a most important extension to the range of our 
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foreign commerce.’ Th e British state power holders were, by now, actively helping the 
merchants’ search for wealth in China.

Once the fl oodgate was opened, China could be engaged in war; two more wars 
would be waged by Britain: the Second Opium War and the Boxer War of 1900, and 
several other wars by European countries. And aft er 1842 British representatives in 
China, in the capacity of consuls (and chargé d’aff aires aft er 1861), worked closely 
with the British merchant community, catering to their needs in the China trade, 
although it was a relationship fi lled with contradictions and confl icts.

During the EIC days, the Court of Directors was able to mobilize the British state 
to send two embassies to China on behalf of the company to request formal state 
relations to safeguard trade. Albeit in a diff erent form, what the British private mer-
chants achieved in 1839 was a continuation of the EIC: the state and the merchant 
sectors worked hand in hand in creating a trade empire. Because of its informal rela-
tions with the state, in order to bring in the aid of the state for their aim of creating 
a new profi t order, the private merchants had to develop new British knowledge of 
China. Conducting their public campaign for fi ve years along with lobbying with the 
ministers, they took the relation to the level of war.

Compared to the British state-merchant relationship, it was inconceivable that the 
Qing imperial state would go to war for trade expansion. In general, the Chinese 
merchants’ political—not social—status under the Confucian state ideology was low 
in regard to their ability to be involved directly in the political power sharing of the 
empire. China’s South East Asian trade, in which they fi rst encountered the Europeans, 
was set in this context of a relatively weak, if not negative, state-merchant relation-
ship. Th e Chinese coastal people’s trade to Nanyang (South East Asia) was subject 
to and periodically disrupted by the political climate of the court. Prohibitions on 
ships going to sea, on Chinese junk trading to Nanyang, and on Qing subjects trav-
elling there were issued periodically. Even though the trade continued under these 
conditions, the prohibitions did limit and interrupt interactions. Wang Gungwu 
termed this situation, in contrast to the British, as ‘merchants without empire’.11

When the Qianlong emperor, in 1741, read the report on the massacre of 1740, 
in which more than 10,000 Chinese had been killed in Batavia the year before, his 
comment was that they deserved to die for they had voluntarily left  China proper—
the cultured country. In comparison, the Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, and British 
merchants were helped by their respective states in their trade expansion in South 
East Asia, if the state itself was not the merchant, paving the way for later colonial 
control. Th e European maritime empires would have seen the massacre in Batavia as a 
just course for starting a war, but certainly the Qing did not. China was moving along 
a diff erent track of economic-political establishment from that of the Europeans.

Th e Canton system was unique within the context of Qing merchant-state rela-
tions. It was, perhaps, the furthest the Chinese merchants could come to mobilizing 
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the Qing state in their desire to pursue wealth. Th e co-operation among local mer-
chants, provincial offi  cials, and court offi  cials in the second half of the 1750s secured 
Canton’s monopoly in European trade. But this Qing state-merchant relation diff ered 
signifi cantly from the EIC monopoly. For one thing, Hongs were heavily burdened by 
the dynastic state’s security directives and were at the mercy of the bureaucrats and 
the court. Th e state-merchant relationship in Canton was one of control and submis-
sion, including control of foreigners.

By 1755, aft er more than a century of empire-building in and from China proper 
aft er its fi rst conquest in 1644, the Qing dynasty’s and the bureaucrats’ survival and 
prosperity were tightly bound together. From the imperial perspective, the Canton 
system assuaged the political security fears of the Manchurian and Chinese ruling 
classes and, at the same time, allowed them to extract profi ts from the Canton mari-
time trade. Th e coastal peoples outside of Canton, who had a long tradition and 
history of maritime trade, were shut out from earning profi t from the European trade.

Putting the Chinese and British Empires side by side, the comparison is revealing. 
Th e Canton lobby’s desire for monopolizing the European trade together with the 
imperial state security fears shaped the formation of the Canton system on the Chinese 
side. Behind the Canton system and the Confucianist discourse were the interests 
of the Qing dynasty, its bureaucrats, and the Canton merchants. On  the British 
side, the British imperial identity and the free trade doctrines shaped the Warlike 
party’s understanding of Chinese-British relations and a desire for starting a war—
fi rst knowledge and then military. Hidden in the Warlike party’s rhetoric of national 
interest and national honour was the profi t-making agenda of the British mer-
chants and politicians. Discourse was bonded to interests on both the Chinese and 
British sides.

Th e Canton system from 1757 for the next eighty-fi ve years dictated China’s per-
ception of and relations with the Europeans—in particular their knowledge of the 
British. Th e Warlike party in response to the restriction of the Canton system, and 
with free trade and imperial identity at the backdrop, produced a new knowledge 
about China, which became, for more than a century aft er 1842, the viewpoint in 
understanding China and China’s historical foreign relations.

Th us, this book reinterprets the First Opium War as follows: the British Empire, 
at a pivotal moment, adopted the Warlike party’s desire for profi t as its major driving 
force to confront an entrenched profi t order—the Canton system—that was propped 
up by the Qing Empire, which had a stake in it in terms of both profi t and state 
security. Behind the interstate confl ict were the Qing’s vested interests in the old profi t 
order and the British interests to create a new profi t order. Profi t order was central to 
the Chinese-British encounter in Canton, which during the hundred years from the 
mid-eighteenth century was arguably the most dynamic wealth-creating port in the 
maritime trading world.
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