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     	 Opium, Empire, and Modern History
 
	 James L. Hevia (bio)
 

 
 
 Alan Baumler , editor. Modern China and Opium: A Reader. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001. 190 pp. Hardcover $55.00, ISBN 0-472-09768-7. Paperback $22.95, ISBN 0-472-06768-0.
 Timothy Brook and Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi, editors. Opium Regimes: China, Britain, and Japan, 1839-1952. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000. xiv, 444 pp. Hardcover $60.00, ISBN 0-520-22009-9. Paperback $22.95, ISBN 0-520-22236-9.
 Glenn Melancon . Britain's China Policy and the Opium Crisis: Balancing Drugs, Violence and National Honour, 1833-1840. Aldershot, England: Ashgate Publishing, 2003. 158 pp. Hardcover $59.95, ISBN 0-7546-0704-6.
 Carl A. Trocki . Opium, Empire, and the Global Political Economy: A Study of the Asian Opium Trade 1750-1950. New York: Routledge, 1999. 208 pp. Hardcover $49.95, ISBN 0-415-19918-2. Paperback $33.95, ISBN 0-415-21500-5.
 
  Opium was, in the nineteenth century, one of the most empire-friendly commodities circulating in the global economy. It had the capacity to balance imperial books, attract a seemingly endless number of customers, and, in a world where cargo space, like time, was money, take up little if any of the room on the ships of merchant princes, smugglers, and pirates. And, like all truly empire-friendly products, it was versatile and adaptable to new conditions. Yet, it has long been the case that opium has normally been linked to China and the Chinese, as well as the horrors of drug abuse. Recently, however, it has become increasingly clear that, by the nineteenth century, the drug was important to the economies and cultures of regions well beyond the "East."1 Opium had become a truly global phenomenon, one that would seem to require historians to think in global as well as regional terms, if its historical significance was to be understood.
 Three of the four works under review here deal with the role of opium in modern history and offer new views of its significance in China and in the political economy of colonialism in Asia. The fourth, by Glenn Melancon, addresses an [End Page 307] issue that has been at the center of scholarship on opium and China for over a century: the cause of the first Opium War (1839-1842). Given the importance of that conflict in shaping the historiography on nineteenth-century China, I will begin with a discussion of Melancon's efforts to revise our understanding of why Great Britain went to war in 1839. By revisiting the debate over the causes of conflict it will then be possible to focus attention on the important contributions made by the other scholarship considered here.
 Nineteenth-century observers and later scholars have differed on the significance of the opium trade in explaining the first Opium War. Chinese scholarship has been unequivocal on the issue: when the Qing government cracked down on the trade, war resulted.2 Some British historians agree. In this view, an ascendant commercial-industrial class in Britain, fresh from successful political battles that altered the makeup of Parliament (the Reform Act of 1832) and ended the monopoly of the East India Company in Asia, insisted on greatly expanding British economic interests globally, and especially in China. Strong advocates of free trade, this group demanded that state military power should be brought to bear to alter the situation in China and thereby further national and individual interests. Government was more than willing to oblige, historians argue, because it was in the thrall of these class interests.3
 Clearly the significance of this interpretation is the foregrounding of economic and class interests as the primary cause of the opium wars. The economic-causation model finds advocates in both liberal and Marxist versions of nineteenth-century European expansion and empire building and, in the age of globalization, remains popular. It is also an interpretation that fits neatly into the grand narrative of modernization, making war appear inevitable.
 In Britain's China Policy and the Opium Crisis, Glenn Melancon takes on the economic-causation model as outlined above. Although he does not deny that there were economic motives for British actions, he...
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