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Forces Driving Imperialism  

1. The seizure of a country or territory by a stronger country is called imperialism.  Many motives 

drove European imperialism during the 18th and 19th centuries. One of the chief motives was the 

Industrial Revolution. As European nations industrialized, they searched for new markets and raw 

materials to improve their economies. The race for colonies also grew out of a strong sense of national 

pride. Europeans viewed an empire as a measure of national greatness.  

 

2. Social Darwinism, a theory that applied Charles Darwin's ideas about evolution and "survival 

of the fittest" to human society, also drove imperialism. This theory stated that those who were fittest 

for survival enjoyed wealth and success and were considered superior to others. The belief that one 

race is superior to others is called racism.  Since non-Europeans had not made the scientific and 

technological progress that Europeans had, Social Darwinism considered them to be on a lower level 

of cultural and physical development. Consequently, Europeans had the right and the duty to bring the 

results of their progress to non-Europeans- what the poet Rudyard Kipling called "The White Man's 

Burden." This belief was supported by people like Cecil Rhodes, a successful businessman, who 

argued that the more land Britain inhabited, the better it was for the human race.  

 

3.     The push for expansion also came from missionaries who worked to convert the peoples of 

Asia, Africa, and the Pacific Islands to Christianity. Many missionaries wanted to "civilize," that is, to 

"Westernize," the peoples of the foreign land. They also believed that European rule was the best way 

to end evil practices such as the slave trade.  

 

4. Britain was the first to end the slave trade. William Wilberforce led the fight in Parliament. In 

1807, Parliament passed a bill to end the slave trade in the British West Indies. After he retired from 

Parliament in 1825, Wilberforce continued his fight to free the slaves. Britain finally abolished slavery 

in its empire in 1833. Other European nations and the United States also eventually outlawed slavery.  
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Homework for October 25th     

Summary Box 
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The New Imperialism  

1. The imperialism of the 18th and 19th centuries was conducted differently from that of the 15th 

and 16th centuries. In the earlier period, imperial powers often did not penetrate far into the conquered 

areas in Asia and Africa. Nor did they always have a substantial influence on the lives of the people. 

Now Europeans demanded more influence over the economic, political, and social lives of the people.  

 

2. Over time, four forms of colonial control emerged: 1) colony-a country or a territory governed 

internally by a foreign power; 2) protectorate-a country or a territory with its own internal government 

but under the control of an out side power; 3) sphere of influence an area in which an outside power 

claims exclusive investment or trading privileges; and 4) economic imperialism - an independent but 

less developed country controlled by private business interests.  

 

3. European rulers also developed two basic methods of day-to-day management: indirect control 

and direct control. Britain favored indirect control, which relied on local officials to handle the daily 

management of the colony. In addition, each colony had a legislative council that included colonial 

officials as well as local merchants and professionals nominated by the colonial governor. The goal 

was to train local leaders in the British method of government so that eventually the local population 

could govern itself. The French and other European powers preferred more direct control of their 

colonies. They developed a policy called paternalism, in which Europeans governed people in a 

parental way.  
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The Scramble for Africa  

The European scramble for African territory began  

in earnest about 1880, when the French began to  

expand from the West African coast toward western 

 Sudan.  With interest heightened by the discoveries of 

 diamonds in 1867 and gold in 1886 in South Africa, no  

European power wanted to be left out of the race.  

 

The Berlin Conference  

Competition was so fierce that Europeans feared  

war among themselves.  Thus, 14 European nations  

met at the Berlin Conference in 1884-85 to lay down 

 rules for the division of Africa.  They agreed that  

any European country could claim land in Africa by  

notifying other nations of its claims and showing it 

 could control the area.  The European nations  

divided the continent with little thought about how  

African ethnic or linguistic groups were distributed. 

 By 1914, only Liberia and Ethiopia remained free from 

 European control.  

 

The Boer War   

The Berlin Conference did not completely eliminate 

 conflict between the European powers.  The first  

Europeans to settle in South Africa were the Dutch.   

These settlers were known as Boers, which is Dutch  

for "farmers." (The Boers are also known as  

Afrikaners).  When diamonds and gold were  

discovered in southern Africa in the 1860s and  

1880s, adventurers from all parts of the world  

rushed in to make their fortunes.  The Boers tried  

to keep these "outsiders" from gaining political  

rights.  An attempt to start a rebellion against the  

Boers failed.  The Boers blamed the British and, in 

 1899, took up arms against them, launching the Boer  

War (also known as the South African War).  Britain  

eventually won the war.  In 1910, the Boer republics  

were joined into a self- governing Union of South Africa,  

which was controlled by the British.  

 

Why were the Europeans 

interested in Africa? 

What was the purpose of the 

Berlin Conference? 

What was the impact of the Berlin 

Conference on Africa? 

Who are the Boers? 

What was the Boer War? 

Homework for October 26th  
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African Resistance   

Africans across the continent resisted European  

attempts to colonize their lands.  However, the  

contest between African states and European powers 

 was never equal because of the Europeans’ superior  

arms.  In the late 1800s, for instance, the Zulus lost  

their kingdom to the British when their spears proved  

no match to British guns. Ethiopia was the only African  

nation that successfully resisted the Europeans.  Its  

victory was due to one man - Menelik II, who became 

emperor of Ethiopia in 1889.  In 1896, armed with a  

stockpile of modern weapons purchased from France  

and Russia, Menelik's Ethiopian forces successfully  

defeated the Italians and kept their nation independent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why were most African states 

unable to resist European 

imperialism? 

How was Ethiopia able to resist the 

Italians? 

Beck, Roger B. "Chapter 27/Section 1." World History: Patterns of Interaction. Evanston, IL: McDougal Littell, 2005. 779-84. 
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Homework for November 2nd  
 
Directions:  Using the documents previous to this page and the reading below, complete the 
t-chart on page 6. 

Impact of British Colonial Rule  
British Colonial Rule  
    After the Sepoy Mutiny, the British government began to rule India directly.  They 
appointed a British official known as a viceroy (a governor who ruled as a representative of a 
monarch).  A British civil service staff assisted the viceroy.  This staff of about 3,500 officials 
ruled almost 300 million people, the largest colonial population in the world. British rule 
involved both benefits and costs for Indians.  
 
Benefits of British Rule  
    British rule in India had several benefits for subjects.  It brought order and stability to a 
society badly divided into many states with different political systems.  It also led to a fairly 
honest, efficient government.  Through the efforts of the British administrator and historian 
Lord Thomas Macaulay, a new school system was set up.  The new system used the English 
language. 
    The goal of the new school system was to train Indian children to serve in the government 
and army.  The new system served only elite, upper-class Indians, however. Ninety percent of 
the population remained uneducated and illiterate.  
     Railroads, the telegraph, and a postal service were introduced to India shortly after they 
appeared in Great Britain.  In 1853 the first trial run of a passenger train traveled the short 
distance from Bombay, to Thane. By 1900, 25,000 miles of railroads crisscrossed India.  
 
Costs of British Rule  
    The Indian people, however, paid a high price for the peace and stability brought by British 
rule.  Perhaps the greatest cost was economic.  British entrepreneurs and a small number of 
Indians reaped financial benefits from British rule, but it brought hardship to millions of 
others in both the cities and the countryside.  British manufactured goods destroyed local 
industries.  British textiles put thousands of women out of work and severely damaged the 
Indian textile industry.  
    In rural areas, the British sent the zamindars to collect taxes.  The British believed that 
using these local officials would make it easier to collect taxes from the peasants.   However, 
the zamindars in India took advantage of their new authority.  They increased taxes and 
forced the less fortunate peasants to become tenants or lose their land entirely. Peasant 
unrest grew.  
    The British also encouraged many farmers to switch from growing food to growing cotton.  
As a result, food supplies could not keep up with the growing population.  Between 1800 and 
1900, 30 million Indians died of starvation.  
    Finally, British rule was degrading, even for the newly educated upper classes who 
benefited the most from it.  The best jobs and the best housing were reserved for Britons. 
Although many British colonial officials sincerely tried to improve the lot of the people in 
India, British arrogance cut deeply into the pride of many Indians. 
    The British also showed disrespect for India's cultural heritage.  The Taj Mahal for example, 
was built as a tomb for beloved wife of an Indian ruler. The British used it as a favorite site for 
weddings parties.  Many partygoers even brought hammers to chip off pieces as souvenirs.  
British racial attitudes led to the rise of an Indian nationalist movement.  
 



 35 

Imperialism in India 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Benefits to Indians from British 

Rule 
Costs to the Indians 

Where the Indians better off or worse off under British rule?  Explain your answer. 
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Homework for November 3rd  
China and the New Imperialism 

 

 For centuries, Chinese regulations had ensured that China had a 

favorable balance of trade with other nations. A nation's balance of 

trade refers to the difference between how much a country imports and 

how much it exports. By the 1800s, however, Western nations were 

using their growing power to tilt the balance of trade with East Asia in 

their favor.  

 

Trade Between Britain and China  

 Prior to the 1800s, Chinese rulers placed strict limits on foreign 

traders. European merchants were restricted to a small area in southern 

China. China sold them silk, porcelain, and tea in exchange for gold 

and silver. Under this arrangement, China enjoyed a trade surplus, or 

exported more than it imported. Westerners, on the other hand, had a 

trade deficit with China, buying more from the Chinese than they sold 

to them.  

 By the late 1700s, two developments were underway that 

would transform China's relations with the Western world. First, China 

entered a period of decline. Second, the Industrial Revolution created a 

need for expanded markets for European goods. At the same time, it 

gave the West superior military power. 

  

The Opium War  

 During the late 1700s, British merchants began making huge 

profits by trading opium grown in India for Chinese tea, which was 

popular in Britain. Soon, many Chinese had become addicted to the 

drug. Silver flowed out of China in payment for the drug, disrupting 

the economy.  

 The Chinese government outlawed opium and executed 

Chinese drug dealers. They called on Britain to stop the trade. The 

British refused, insisting on the right of free trade.  

 In 1839, Chinese warships clashed with British merchants, 

triggering the Opium War. British gunboats, equipped with the latest 

in firepower, bombarded Chinese coastal and river ports. With 

outdated weapons and fighting methods, the Chinese were easily 

defeated. 

  

Unequal Treaties  

 In 1842, Britain made China accept the Treaty of Nanjing 

(NAHN jing). Britain received a huge indemnity, or payment for 

losses in the war. The British also gained the island of Hong Kong. 

China had to open five ports to foreign trade and grant British citizens 

in China extraterritoriality, the right to live under their own laws and 

be tried in their own courts.  

  

 

What is a nation's balance of trade? 

How did the strict limits that the 

Chinese rulers placed on foreign 

traders affect trade? 

How did the Industrial Revolution 

impact relations between China 

and the West? 

How did the sale of opium affect 

the Chinese economy? 

What was the Opium War? 

What was the impact of the Treaty 

of Nanjing on China? 
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The treaty was the first of a series of "unequal treaties" that forced 

China to make concessions to Western powers. A second war, lasting 

from 1856 to 1858, ended with France, Russia, and the United States 

pressuring China to sign treaties stipulating the opening of more ports 

to foreign trade and letting Christian missionaries preach in China.  

 

The Taiping Rebellion Weakens China  

 By the 1800s, the Qing dynasty was in decline. Irrigation 

systems and canals were poorly maintained, leading to massive 

flooding of the Huang valley. The population explosion that had begun 

a century earlier created hardship for China's peasants. An extravagant 

imperial court, tax evasion by the rich, and widespread official 

corruption added to the peasants' burden. As poverty and misery 

increased, peasants rebelled.  

 The Taiping Rebellion (TY ping), which lasted from 1850 to 

1864, was probably the most devastating peasant revolt in history. The 

leader, Hong Xiuquan (hong shyoo CHWAHN), called for an end to 

the hated Qing dynasty. The Taiping rebels won control of large parts 

of China and held out for 14 years. However, with the help of loyal 

regional governors and generals, the government crushed the rebellion.  

 The Taiping Rebellion almost toppled the Qing dynasty. It is 

estimated to have caused the deaths of between 20 million and 30 

million Chinese. The Qing government survived, but it had to share 

power with regional commanders. During the rebellion, Europeans 

kept up pressure on China, and Russia seized lands in the north.  

 

Launching Reform Efforts  

 By the mid-1800s, educated Chinese were divided over the 

need to adopt Western ways. Most saw no reason for new industries 

because China's wealth and taxes came from land. Although Chinese 

merchants were allowed to do business, they were not seen as a source 

of prosperity.  

 Scholar-officials also disapproved of the ideas of Western 

missionaries, whose emphasis on individual choice challenged the 

Confucian order. They saw Western technology as dangerous, too, 

because it threatened Confucian ways that had served China 

successfully for so long.  

 By the late 1800s, the empress Ci Xi (tsih shih) had gained 

power. A strong-willed ruler, she surrounded herself with advisors 

who were deeply committed to Confucian traditions.  

 

Self-Strengthening Movement  

 In the 1860s, reformers launched the "self-strengthening 

movement." They imported Western technology, setting up factories to 

make modern weapons. They developed shipyards, railroads, mining, 

and light industry. The Chinese translated Western works on science, 

government, and the economy. However, the movement made limited 

progress because the government did not rally behind it.  

 

What were the "unequal treaties"? 

What were the problems that faced 

the Qing dynasty? 

What was the Taiping Rebellion? 

Why did educated Chinese not see 

the need to adopt Western ways? 

Why did scholar-officials view 

Western technology as dangerous? 

What was the self-strengthening 

movement? 
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War With Japan  

 Meanwhile, the Western powers and nearby Japan moved 

rapidly ahead. Japan began to modernize after 1868. It then joined the 

Western imperialists in the competition for a global empire.  

In 1894, Japanese pressure on China led to the Sino-Japanese War. It 

ended in disaster for China, with Japan gaining the island of Taiwan.  

 

Carving Spheres of Influence  

 The crushing defeat revealed China's weakness. Western 

powers moved swiftly to carve out spheres of influence along the 

Chinese coast. The British took the Chang River valley. The French 

acquired the territory near their colony of Indochina. Germany and 

Russia gained territory in northern China.  

 The United States, a longtime trader with the Chinese, did not 

take part in the carving up of China. It feared that European powers 

might shut out American merchants. A few years later, in 1899, it 

called for a policy to keep Chinese trade open to everyone on an equal 

basis. The imperial powers accepted the idea of an Open Door Policy, 

as it came to be called. No one, however, consulted the Chinese.  

 

Hundred Days of Reform  

 Defeated by Japan and humiliated by Westerners, Chinese 

reformers blamed conservative officials for not modernizing China. 

They urged conservative leaders to stop looking back at China's past 

and to modernize as Japan had.  

 In 1898, a young emperor, Guang Xu (gwahng shoo), launched 

the Hundred Days of Reform. New laws set out to modernize the civil 

service exams, streamline government, and encourage new industries. 

Reforms affected schools, the military, and the bureaucracy. 

Conservatives soon rallied against the reform effort. The emperor was 

imprisoned, and the aging empress Ci Xi reasserted control. Reformers 

fled for their lives.  

 

The Qing Dynasty Falls  

 As the century ended, China was in turmoil. Anger grew 

against Christian missionaries who threatened traditional Chinese 

Confucianism. The presence of foreign troops was another source of 

discontent. Protected by extraterritoriality, foreigners ignored Chinese 

laws and lived in their own communities.  

 

Boxer Uprising  

 Anti-foreign feeling finally exploded in the Boxer Uprising. In 

1899, a group of Chinese had formed a secret society, the Righteous 

Harmonious Fists. Westerners watching them train in the martial arts 

dubbed them Boxers. Their goal was to drive out the "foreign devils" 

who were polluting the land with their un-Chinese ways, strange 

buildings, machines, and telegraph lines.  

 

How was the Sino-Japanese War a 

disaster for China? 

How did western nations take 

advantage of the Sino-Japanese 

War? 

What was the Open Door Policy? 

What was the Hundred Days of 

Reform? 

What were the sources of discontent 

for the Chinese as the century ended? 

Who are the Boxers and what was 

their goal? 
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 In 1900, the Boxers attacked foreigners across China. In 

response, the Western powers and Japan organized a multinational 

force. This force crushed the Boxers and rescued foreigners besieged 

in Beijing. The empress Ci Xi had at first supported the Boxers but 

reversed her policy as they retreated.  

 

Aftermath of the Uprising  

 China once again had to make concessions to foreigners. The 

defeat, however, forced even Chinese conservatives to support 

Westernization. In a rush of reforms, China admitted women to 

schools and stressed science and mathematics in place of Confucian 

thought. More students were sent abroad to study.  

 China also expanded economically. Mining, shipping, 

railroads, banking, and exports of cash crops grew. Small-scale 

Chinese industry developed with the help of foreign capital. A Chinese 

business class emerged, and a new urban working class began to press 

for rights.  

 

Three Principles of the People  

 Although the Boxer Uprising failed, the flames of Chinese 

nationalism spread. Reformers wanted to strengthen China's 

government. By the early 1900s, they had introduced a constitutional 

monarchy. Some reformers called for a republic.  

 A passionate spokesman for a Chinese republic was Sun 

Yixian (soon yee SHYAHN), also known as Sun Yat-sen. In the early 

1900s, he organized the Revolutionary Alliance to rebuild China on 

"Three Principles of the People." The first principle was nationalism, 

or freeing China from foreign domination. The second was democracy, 

or representative government. The third was livelihood, or economic 

security for all Chinese.  

 

Birth of a Republic  

 When Ci Xi died in 1908 and a two-year-old boy inherited the 

throne, China slipped into chaos. In 1911, uprisings in the provinces 

swiftly spread. Peasants, students, local warlords, and even court 

politicians helped topple the Qing dynasty.  

 In December 1911, Sun Yixian was named president of the 

new Chinese republic. The republic faced overwhelming problems and 

was almost constantly at war with itself or foreign invaders.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Describe the Boxer Rebellion. 

What were the results of the Boxer 

Rebellion? 

Who is Sun Yixian? 

What were Sun Yixian's Three 

Principles of the People? 

What was the result of the 1911 

Revolution in China? 
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Why were imperialist nations interested in China? 

Reason #1: Chinese Goods Were in High Demand 

 
Source: Ema Dimitrova, the Noun Project. https://thenounproject.com/term/tea/21083/  

Reason #2: Market to Sell Goods 

 

Tea became a popular drink in England and some other European 

countries in the 1700s and 1800s. British merchants who wanted to 

capitalize on the demand for tea back home wanted the Chinese to open 

their doors to more trade so they could expand their businesses.  

As a result of industrialization in Europe, factory owners wanted new 

groups of people to sell their manufactured goods to for a profit. 

Industrialists hoped that China, with its large population, would be a 

profitable new market.  

3. Why were imperialist nations interested in China? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://thenounproject.com/term/tea/21083/
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How did the Chinese view foreigners during the Qing 

Dynasty?  
Many Europeans had contact with China over the centuries. When Marco Polo traveled to 

China in the thirteenth century, he found European artisans already at the court of the Great 

Khan. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, priests such as the Italian Matteo Ricci 

journeyed to China, learned Chinese, and tried to make their religion more acceptable to 

the Chinese. These contacts were made usually by individual entrepreneurs or solitary 

missionaries. Although some Western science, art, and architecture was welcomed by the 

Qing court, attempts to convert Chinese to Christianity were by and large unsuccessful.  
 
Direct oceanic trade between China and Europe began during the sixteenth century. At first 

it was dominated by the Portuguese and the Spanish, who brought silver from the 

Americas to exchange for Chinese silks. Later they were joined by the British and the 

Dutch. In the 1750s, the Chinese limited Western trade to the southern port of Canton 

(Guangzhou). Here there were wealthy Chinese merchants who had been given monopoly 

privileges by the emperor to trade with foreigners. The Chinese court also favored trading 

at one port because it could more easily collect taxes on the goods traded if all trade was 

carried on in one place under the supervision of an official appointed by the emperor. Such 

a system would make it easier to control the activities of the foreigners as well. Thus trade 

was restricted to Canton (Guangzhou), and foreigners coming to China in their sail-

powered ships were allowed to reside only on the island of Macao as they awaited 

favorable winds to return home. 
 

1. Why did the Chinese limit trade with foreigners to the Port of Canton?  

 

 

 

 

 

Political cartoon entitiled, The Reception of the diplomatique and his suite, at the Court of 

Pekin, by James Gillray, published in 1792.  
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For many years this system was acceptable to both the Chinese and the Europeans. As the demand for tea increased, however, and the Industrial Revolution led them to 

seek more markets for their manufactured goods, the British began to try to expand their trade opportunities in China and establish Western-style diplomatic relations 

with the Chinese. This brought them immediately into conflict with the Chinese government, which was willing to allow trade without diplomatic relations, but would 

only allow diplomatic relations within the traditional tribute system that had evolved out of centuries of Chinese cultural leadership in Asia. In exchange for trading 

privileges in the capital and recognition of their ruler, neighboring states would send so-called tribute missions to China. These envoys brought gifts for the emperor and 

performed a series of bows called the "kow-tow" (koutou). Aside from a handful of foreigners who lived permanently in Peking (Beijing) and served the emperor, 

foreigners only visited the capital on such tribute missions. Therefore, when British citizens came to Peking in the late eighteenth century, their purpose was 

misunderstood. When they refused to follow the centuries-old system of tribute relations and began demanding both expanded trade and the establishment of embassies 

in the capital, they were immediately resisted and seen as challenging the Chinese way of life. 
 

2. Identify two reasons that Europeans wanted to increase trade 

with China.  

3. According to the reading, what misunderstanding was there 

between European merchants and the Chinese government? 

  

 

 

 

 
One of the most famous British attempts to expand trade with China demonstrates the miscommunication between the two nations. Lord Macartney (George Macartney, 

1737-1806) led a mission in 1793 to the court of the Qianlong emperor (1711-1799; r. 1736-1796) of China. This emperor reigned over perhaps the most luxurious court 

in all Chinese history.  
 
King George III (1738-1820) of England sent Macartney to convince the Chinese emperor to open northern port cities to British traders and to allow British ships to be 

repaired on Chinese territory. Macartney arrived in North China in a warship with a group of 95 advisors, an artillery of 50 soldiers, and 600 packages of magnificent 

presents that required 90 wagons, 40 barrows, 200 horses, and 3,000 porters to carry them to Peking. Yet the best gifts of the kind of England had to offer — elaborate 

clocks, globes, porcelain — seemed insignificant beside the splendors of the Asian court. Taken on a yacht trip around the palace, Macartney stopped to visit 50 

pavilions, each "furnished in the richest manner . . . that our presents must shrink from the comparison and hide their diminished heads," he later wrote. Immediately the 

Chinese labeled his mission as "tribute," and the emperor refused to listen to British demands. He also ordered Macartney to perform the kow-tow and dashed off the 

letter below to the British king. 
 

4. What was the purpose of Lord Macartney’s journey to China in 1793?  
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Source: http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/china_1750_macartney.htm  

 

 

Classwork for November 7 

 

How did imperial nations gain, consolidate, and maintain power in China? 

Objectives: Describe the methods used by imperial nations to gain, consolidate, and maintain power in China.  

 

Directions: As you read the information below, annotate it by placing a “G” next to examples of methods that imperialist countries 

used to gain power in China, a “C” next to examples of methods they used to consolidate their power, and an “M” next to examples 

of methods used to maintain power. Then, complete the questions on the right hand side of the page. At the end of the activity, you 

will summarize your discoveries in a graphic organizer.  
 

First Opium War (1839-1842) 

In the 19th century, the British had a trade imbalance with China, meaning that they were buying a lot of 

Chinese goods, but not selling very much to the Chinese. The main reason for this imbalance was that the 

British became a nation of tea drinkers and the demand for Chinese tea rose astronomically. It is estimated that 

the average London worker spent five percent of his or her total household budget on tea.  To prevent a trade 

imbalance, the British tried to sell more of their own products to China, but there was not much demand for 

heavy woolen fabrics in a country accustomed to either cotton padding or silk. 
 
Though the Qing Emperor declared that his country had no interest in European goods, the British found one 

product that they could profit from in China: opium. Opium is an addictive drug that comes from the poppy 

plant and is usually smoked. It is grown in regions of Central Asia that during the 18th, 19th, and part of the 

20th century were a part of the British colony of India. The British did all they could to increase the trade. They 

bribed officials, helped the Chinese work out elaborate smuggling schemes to get the opium into China's 

interior, and distributed free samples of the drug to innocent victims. 
 
The cost to China was enormous. The drug weakened a large percentage of the population (some estimate that 

10 percent of the population regularly used opium by the late nineteenth century), and silver began to flow out 

of the country to pay for the opium. Many of the economic problems China faced later were either directly or 

indirectly traced to the opium trade. The government debated about whether to legalize the drug through a 

1. What is opium? Why was it valuable for the 

British? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How did the Chinese government respond to 

the British opium trade? 

 2 

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/special/china_1750_macartney.htm
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government monopoly like that on salt, hoping to barter Chinese goods in return for opium. But since the 

Chinese were fully aware of the harms of addiction they outlawed the drug and in 1838 the emperor decided to 

send one of his most able officials, Lin Tse-hsu (Lin Zexu, 1785-1850), to Canton (Guangzhou) to do whatever 

necessary to end the traffic forever. 
 

  

 
Lin was able to put his first two proposals into effect easily. Addicts were rounded up, forcibly treated, and 

domestic drug dealers were harshly punished. His third objective — to confiscate foreign stores and force 

foreign merchants to sign pledges of good conduct, agreeing never to trade in opium and to be punished by 

Chinese law if ever found in violation — eventually brought war. Opinion in England was divided: Some 

British felt morally uneasy about the trade, but they were overruled by those who wanted to increase England's 

trade with China and teach the arrogant Chinese a good lesson.  
Western military weapons, including percussion lock muskets, heavy artillery, and paddlewheel gunboats, were 

far superior to China's weapons. The result was a disaster for the Chinese. By the summer of 1842 British ships 

were victorious and were even preparing to shell the old capital, Nanking (Nanjing), in central China. The 

emperor therefore had no choice but to accept the British demands and sign a peace agreement. This agreement, 

the first of the "unequal treaties," opened China to the West and marked the beginning of Western exploitation 

of the nation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Who won the Opium War? Why were they 

victorious? 

 

 

Treaty of Nanjing 

The Treaty of Nanjing was signed at the end of the first Opium War and was the first of 

many unequal treaties that the Chinese were forced to sign with imperialist nations. The 

treaty stated that: 

● the British gained possession of the island of Hong Kong which it held until 1997 

● several Chinese cities were forced to trade with British merchants 

● the Chinese had to pay the British 21 million ounces of silver for compensation 

● British citizens gained the right of extraterritoriality. Extraterritoriality is the state 

of being exempt from local laws, so the British, while in China, could follow their 

own laws and could not be arrested or punished by the Chinese.  

● Christian missionaries were allowed to preach in China 

● the British would have exclusive rights (as opposed to other nations) to trade with the 

Chinese in British “spheres of influence.”  

 

4. Identify three ways the British benefited from 

the Treaty of Nanjing. 

 

 

 

5. What is extraterritoriality?  

 


