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Reinterpreting the Opium War
In China scholarship, the natures of the Opium War (1839-1842) or the first

Opium War have been contested. Scholars of Sino-Western relations have often
presented the war as a series of diplomatic, military, commercial, and cultural
conflicts between a traditional East (China) and an expanding West (Britain). Yet,
historians tracing China’s and Britain’s internal developments have revealed that
the Opium War also permeated the Forbidden City in Beijing and Westminster in
London, and reflected confrontations between the Qing authorities and their land-

based Chinese subjects. This talk engages in the debate on the war’s nature by
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exploring its three “inner” aspects, namely Qing control over the “sea frontier,”
British imperial rule in littoral China, and the clashes between the Qing and British
empires over ruling the Chinese maritime and riverine population. This
reinterpretation helps us understand the profound impact of the Qing-British
fighting on China’s littorals, the liminal areas between land and water often veiled
by the rural-urban divide, thereby connecting Qing history, Western imperial

history in China, and late imperial Chinese maritime and riverine social history.
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