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China in the 19th century was beset by internal turmoil. It was easy prey to more 

powerful countries that wanted to exploit every advantage in order to profit from 

trade. The opium trade in China was lucrative but illegal. The Chinese 

government's efforts to stop the British from exporting opium to China led to two 

trade wars, both of which China lost. As a result, China was forced to grant 

significant commercial privileges to Western countries. These conflicts were the 

first Opium War (1839–42), between China and Britain, and the second Opium 

War (1856–60), between China and a British-French alliance.  

Opium had been introduced into China in the 7th century. By the early 18th 

century opium addiction had become such a severe problem there that the 

government prohibited trade in it. The prohibition was a failure. When the British 

discovered the value of the opium trade in 1773, they determined to benefit. There 

was a great demand in the West for Chinese goods such as tea, silk, and porcelain, 

but there was not much demand in China for Western goods. The British 

improved their trade balance by obtaining opium from India and selling it at a 

great profit in China. The British used the profits to help pay for Chinese goods to sell in Europe.  

In 1839 the Chinese government made a concerted effort to suppress the opium trade. It confiscated 

all the opium stored by British merchants in warehouses in Guangzhou (Canton). Hostilities soon 

broke out, and in February 1840 the British sent an expedition against Guangzhou. 

 

The more powerful British were easily victorious. The war was ended by the 

Treaty of Nanjing, which was signed on Aug. 29, 1842. This treaty required 

China to pay an indemnity of 21 million dollars, to cede Hong Kong to the 

British, and to open five Chinese ports, including Guangzhou and Shanghai, to 

British trade and residence. It was the first of several unequal treaties of the 19th 

and early 20th centuries that compelled China to give up territorial and 

sovereignty rights to foreign imperialist powers, especially the United Kingdom, 

France, Germany, the United States, Russia, and Japan. 
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The second Opium War began after the Guangzhou police boarded a British-

registered ship, the Arrow, in October 1856 and charged its crew with smuggling. 

In this war the British were joined by the French, and an Anglo-French force 

occupied Guangzhou late in 1857. In 1858 four treaties of Tianjin temporarily 

halted the fighting, opened new trading ports, allowed foreign emissaries to 

reside in Beijing, gave freedom of movement to Christian missionaries, and 

permitted travel in the interior. The Chinese refused to ratify the treaty, however, 

and Anglo-French forces attacked Beijing and burned the emperor's Summer 

Palace. In 1860 the Chinese signed the Beijing Convention, by which they 

promised to observe the 1858 treaties.  

The Opium Wars greatly expanded Western influence in China. They also led to the weakening of the 

Chinese dynastic system and paved the way for uprisings such as the Taiping and Boxer rebellions. 
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