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Considering the Evidence:
Voices from the Opium War

,Tth. OpiumWar of 1839-1842 marked a dramatic turn in China's long hisI tory and in its relationship with the wider world. It was also indicative of
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the new kinds of cross-cultural encounters that were increasingly taking place
as Europe's global power mounted. The five documents in this section of
the chapter allow us to follow the unfolding of that encounter, largely from a
Chinese point of view.
By the early nineteenth century China had long enjoyed a position of
unrivaled dominance in East Asia. Furthermore, its wealth and technological
innovations had given it a major role in the world economy of the early modern era, reflected in the flow of much of the world's silver into China.At the
same time, the island nation of Great Britain was emerging as a major global
economic and military power, thanks to its position as the first site of the
Industrial Revolution and its increasingly dominant role in India.

At the heart of the emerging conflict between these two countries was
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trade rather than territory. From the British point of view, the problem lay in
the sharp restrictions that the Chinese had long imposed on commerce between the two nations. The British were permitted to trade only in a single
ciry Canton, and even there had to deal with an o{Iicially approved group of
Chinese merchants.This so-called Canton system meant that Europeans had
no direct access to the Chinese market.Thus in the early r79os,the British
government sent a major diplomatic mission to China, headed by Lord George
Macartney, to seek greater access to the Chinese market.

Document I9.I

A Chinese Response to Lord Macartney

Despite a polite reception at the Chinese court, Macartney's mission was an
almost total failure from the British point ofview.At its conclusion the Chinese
emperor Qianlong sent a message to the British monarch George III replying
to Macartney's requests.
I 'What reasons does Emperor Qianlong give for rejecting British
requests?
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I What does this document reveal about

the Chinese view of trade in

general?

I

'lVhat does it
show about China's relations with foreign "barbarians,"
and about China's understanding of its place in the world?

g

In what historical context does the Chinese emperor understand

.o
r

Macartney's mission?

Eupnnon QrervroNc

Message to

King George III
1793

ness

to come into touch with our converting influ-

co

ence have sent an Embassy across the sea bearing a
memorial. I have already taken note ofyour respect-

should be established at Canton, so that your wants
might be supplied and your country thus participate
in our beneficence. But your Ambassador has now
put forward new requests which completely fail to
recognize the Thronet principle to "treat strangers
from afar with indulgence," and to exercise a paci$ring control over barbarian tribes, the world over.
Moreover, our dynasty, swaying the myriad races of

tt

Vou,O King, from afar have yearned after the
I blessings of our civilization, and in your eager-

the globe, extends the same benevolence toward all.

ls

ful spirit of submission, have treated your mission
with extreme favor and loaded it with gifts, besides
issuing a mandate to you, O King, and honoring you
with the bestowal of valuable presents.Thus has my
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indulgence been manifested.
Yesterday yourAmbassador petitioned my Ministers to memorialize me regarding your trade with
China, but his proposal is not consistent with our
dynastic usage and cannot be entertained. Hitherto,
all European nations, including your own country's
barbarian merchants, have carried on their trade
with our Celestial Empire at Canton. Such has been
the procedure for many years, although our Celestial

possesses all things in prolific abundance
and lacks no product within its own borders.There
was therefore no need to import the manufactures
of outside barbarians in exchange for our own produce. But as the tea, silk, and porcelain which the
Celestial Empire produces are absolute necessities to
European nations and to yourselves, we have permitted, as a signal mark of favor, that foreign lrongs"

w
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Empire

Your England is not the only nation trading

at

Canton. If other nations, following your bad example,
wrongfully importune my ear with further impossible requests, how will it be possible for me to treat
them with easy indulgence? Nevertheless, I do not
forget the lonely remoteness of your island, cut off

from the world by intervening wastes of sea, nor do
I overlook your excusable ignorance ofthe usages
of our Celestial Empire. I have consequent\ commanded my Ministers to enlighten yourAmbassador
on the subject, and have ordered the departure of
the mission....
Your request for a small island near Chusan,
where your merchants may reside and goods be warehoused, arises from your desire to develop trade.As

there are neither foreign hongs nor interpreters in or
near Chusan, where none of your ships have ever
called, such an island would be utterly useless for

"hongs: approved Chinese trading firms.

your purposes. Every inch ofthe territory of our
Empire is marked on the map and the strictest vigi-

"Edict on Trade with Great Britain," in
Annals anil Memoirs oJ the Court oJ Peking
O.
P.
Brand,
J.
(Boston: Houghton Miflin, r9r4), 325-3r.

lying sand-banks are clearly defined as part of the
provinces to which they belong. Considet more-

Source:

lance is exercised over

it all: even tiny

islets and far-
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over, that England is not the only barbarian land
which wishes to establish relations with our civilization and trade with our Empire: supposing that

and barbarian is most strict, and your Ambassador's
request that barbarians shall be given full liberty to
disseminate their religion is utterly unreasonable....

other nations were all to imitate your evil example
and beseech me to present them each and all with a
site for trading purposes, how could I possibly comply?This also is a flagrant infringement of the usage

nastic regulations and had no intention of transgressing them when you expressed these wild ideas and

ofmy Empire and cannot possibly be entertained....

you lighdy give ear to the representations ofyour

ofour dy-

rg

[Perhaps] you yourselfare ignorant

hopes.... If, after the receipt ofthis explicit decree,

subordinates and allow your barbarian merchants to

proceed to Zhejiang andTianjin, with the object of
landing and trading there, the ordinances of my

Regarding your nation's worship of the Lord

Celestial Empire are strict in the extreme, and the
local ofilicials, both civil and military are bound reverently to obey the law of the land. Should your vessels touch the shore, your merchants will assuredly
never be permitted to land or to reside there, but will
be subject to instant expulsion. In that event your
barbarian merchants will have had a long journey
for nothing. Do not say that you were not warned
in due time! Tremblingly obey and show no negli-
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pean nations. Ever since the beginning of history
sage Emperors and wise rulers have bestowed on
China a moral system and inculcated a code, which
from time immemorial has been religiously observed
by the myriads of my subjects [Confucianisml.There
has been no hankering after heterodox doctrines.
Even the European officials [missionaries] in my capital are forbidden to hold intercourse with Chinese
subjects; they are restricted within the limits of their
appointed residences, and may not go about propagating their religion.The disrinction between Chinese

.o

of

Heaven, it is the same religion as that of other Euro-

gence!

A special mandate!

Documents rg.2 and r9.3

Debating the Opium Problem

With Europe engulfed in the Napoleonic
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wars, Great Britain made no immediate response to Chinat 1793 rebuff. But in the several decades following
Napoleont r8r5 defeat, the issue reemerged.This time the question was not
just trade in general but opium in particular. By the early nineteenth century,
that addictive drug was providing a solution to another of Great Britain's problems in its trade relations with China-the difficulty of findingWesrern goods
that the Chinese were willing to buy. This had long meant that the British
had to pay for much-desired Chinese products with major exporrs of silver.
Now, howeveE opium grown in British India proved increasingly artracrive in
China, and imports soared.
But this solution to a British problem had by the mid-r83os provoked a
growing and many-sided crisis for China.The countryt legal prohibition on
the importing of opium was widely ignored, silver was flowing out of the country to pay for the drug, and addiction was increasing, even among the elite.This
dire situation prompted the Chinese emperor Daoguang to seek advice from
his senior officials.The two documents that follow illustrate the sharp division
within Chinese oflicial circles, one side advocating legalization and the other

counseling suppression.
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What arguments are made for each position? On what

issues did they

disagree?

T How might each respond to the arguments of the other?

ot
t.o

Xu Nar;r
An Argument for Legalization

rg

T What similarities and di{ferences do you see between this debate within
the Chinese court of the r83os and contemporary discussion about the
legalization of marijuana in the United States?

r836

\Z u Naiji,Vice-President of the Sacrificial Court,
-A p..r.t ts the following memorial in regard to
opium, to show that the more severe the interdicts
against it are made, the more widely do the evils aris-

ber, and the practice has spread almost throughout

the whole empire....

trade for their livelihood, and how are they to be disposed of? Moreoveq the barbarian ships, being on
the high seas, can repair to any island that may be
selected as an entrep6t, and the native sea-going
vessels can meet them there; it is then impossible to
cut offthe trade. ...Thus it appears that, though the
commerce of Canton should be cut off yet it will
not be possible to prevent the clandestine introduc-

sc

ing therefrom spread....
In Keenlung's reigrr, as well as previously, opium
was inserted in the tariff of Canton as a medicine,
subject to a duty.... After this, it was prohibited....
Yet the smokers of the drug have increased in num-

ting off the English trade, to cut off that of all the
other nations. Besides, the hundre& of thousands
ofpeople living on the sea-coast depend wholly on

tion of merchandise.
It will be found, on examination, that the smok-

w
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Formerly, the barbarian merchants brought foreign money to China;which being paid in exchange
for goods, was a source ofpecuniary advantage to the
people of all the sea-board provinces. But latterly, the
barbarian merchants have clandestinely sold opium
for money, which has rendered it unnecessary for

w

w

them to import foreign silver.Thus foreign money
has been going out ofthe country, while none comes
into it.
It is proposed entirely to cut offthe foreign trade,
thus to remove the root, to dam up the source of the
evil.The Celestial Dynasry would not, indeed, hesitate to relinquish the few millions of duties arising
therefrom. But all the nations of the West have had
a general market open to their ships for upward of
a thousand years, while the dealers in opium are the
English alone; it would be wrong, for the sake of cut-

Source:

"Memorial from Heu-Naetse," in Blue Bookpondon, r84o), 56-59.

Conesponderce Relating to China

ers of opium are idle, lazy vagrants, having no useful
purpose before them, and are unworthy of regard or
even of contempt.And though there are smokers to
be found who have overstepped the threshold of age,

yet they do not attain to the long life of other men.
But new births are daily increasing the population of
the empire; and there is no cause to apprehend a diminution therein; while, on the other hand, we cannot adopt too great, or too early, precautions against
the annual waste which is taking place in the resources, the very substance of China.
Since then, it will not answer to close our ports
against [all trades], and since the laws issued against
opium are quite inoperative, the only method left is
to revert to the former system, to permit the barbarian merchants to import opium paylng dury thereon
as a medicine, and to require that, after having passed
the Custom-House, it shall be delivered to the Hong
merchants only in exchange for merchandise, and

/

that no money be paid for it.The barbarians finding that the amount of dues to be paid on it, is less
than what is now spent in bribes, will also gladly
comply therein. Foreign money should be placed on
the same footing with sycee silver, and the exportation of it should be equally prohibited. Offenders,
when caught, should be punished by the entire
destruction of the opium they may have, and the
confiscation of the money that may be found with

them....

wAR
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ately dismissed from public employ, without being
made liable to any other penalry....
Lasdy, that no regard be paid to the purchase and
use of opium on the part of the people generally....
Besides, the removal of the prohibitions refen only
to the vulgar and common people, those who have
no ofiicial ducies to perform. So long as the ofticen of
the Government,the scholan,and the military are not
included, I see no detriment to the dignity of the
Government.And by allowing the proposed importation and exchange of the drug for other commodities, more than ten millions of money will annually
be prevented from flowing out of the Central land.

ot
t.o

It becomes my duty, then, to request that it be
enacted, that any ofiicer, scholar, or soldier, found
guilty of secretly smoking opium, shall be immedi-
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An Argument for Suppression
r836

Uniformiry is the most important element in

the officers, scholars, and the military of the future.
Should they be allowed to smoke at first and then
be prohibited from it in the future? Moreover, the
ofiicers, scholars, and the military of to-day may be
degraded to the rank of the common people. In that
case, are they to be freed from the prohibition once
imposed on them? Prohibition was proclaimed because opium is pernicious. It follows then that the
ban should not be abolished until it ceases to be an
evil.A partial prohibition or partial legalization is a
confusion of rules by the government itself, consequently good faith in its observance can hardly be
expected.When the law was all for prohibition, decrees had not been followed. How can the people
respect the restrictions or punishments should the
law be in confusion?The logical consequence will be
the ruin of government and demoralization of our

the decrees ofthe Court. Now it has been proposed
that the prohibition of opium-smoking would reach
the officers of the Government, the scholars. and the

culture....
Even if the duties be raised to twofold, it would
be only a little over 2oo,ooo taels. Further doubled,

military but not the common people. But it is forgotten that the conunon people of to-day will be

if our

T,your minister, believe that the success or failure
government and the prosperiry or decay of

sc
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administration depend largely upon our capacity to
distinguish bewveen right and wrong, between what
is safe and what is dangerous. . . . The prevailing evil
of to-day is the excuse that things are hard to get
done, and the foremost example of such hypocrisy
is the proposal to legalize opium....
In my humble opinion, the proposal for legalization has overlooked the distinction between right
and wrong.... Further, it fails to appreciate what is
safe and what is dangerous....
The prohibition of opium is most solemnly
recorded on the statute books....The proposal to
change the established law is thus a violation of an
inherited institution and of the imperial edicts.

the figure will stand at only joo,ooo taels.... Hence,
Government should seek its revenue from
the duties on opium, it is to make an enormous sac-

Source:

rifice for a scanty profit. .. .

A

The drain of silver, to be sure, arouses apprehension. But the point is whether inspection is faithfully

"Memorial fromYuanYu-1in," in P. C. Kuo,
Critical Study of the First Anglo-Chinese War (Shanghai:

Commercial Press, 1935), 2rr-r3.
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petration of evils will be fathomless. It would mean
the end of the life of the people and the destruction
of the soul of the nation.
As a result of the smoking of opium, the soldiers

of Kwangtung were enfeebled. Your Majesty admonished them on that account during the late re-

bellion of the mountaineers in the said province.
Now should the proposal be adhered to that soldiers,
but not the people, be prohibited from smoking
opium, then at the future recruitment of the army

spoiled by secret smoking, while fresh recruits would
be habirual smokers! ... The very trick of the cunning

sc

barbarians is to weaken our nation with poison. If
they now actually succeed in fooling our people, it
means the disintegration of our national defense and
the opening up of the same to their penetration....
[W]hat arouses our gravest apprehension is the
perpetration of an evil which might completely go
out of control. Once opium is legalized, the people
will flock to it.When the evil becomes alarming and
when we come to repent the wrong of legalization...
we will readily find that the country is so heavily
saddled with its bad results that recovery is well-nigh

.g
l

impossible....

Docurnent r9.4

A Moral Appeal to QueenVictoria

w

w

w

The Chinese emperor soon decided this debate in favor of suppression and sent
a prominent ofiicial, Commissioner Lin Zexu, to enforce it. Lin did so vigorously, seizing and destroying millions of pounds of the drug, flushing it out to the
sea with a prayer to the local spirit:"fYou] who wash away all stains and cleanse
all impurities."'"At the same time (1839), Lin wrote a letter to the British monarch, QueenVictoria, appealing for her assistance in ending this noxious trade.

I
r

Lin appeal to QueenVictoria?
How might you compare this letter with that of Document r9.r?'What
On what

it

would be found that old soldiers had already been

ot
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enforced or not. Should the inspection be faithful,
opium prohibition will be effecrive;so also will be the
ban on the silver export. If it be not faithful, opium
prohibition will come to naught, and so will the ban
on silver export. It must not be supposed that inspection will be facilitated by relaxing opium prohibition or that it will be difhcult if the prohibition
is severe....
It has been argued that since the imported opium
costs an enormous sum of money, the cultivation of
the poppy should be allowed in the interior of the
country.... [B"t], the farm lands of our country are
fixed in number....The valuable acres yielding crops
may easily be turned into a vast field of opium.This
means to destroy agriculture and ruin the very foundation of the lives of the people.
If the habit of smoking secretly spreads over the
country under the present prohibition, its legalization
will mean greater disasters: fathers would no longer
be able to teach their sons; husbands would no longer
be able to admonish their wives; masters would no
longer be able to restrain their servants; and teachers
would no longer be able to train their pupils. The
habitual smokers would continue it as a regular practice, while others would strive for imitation.The per-

rg
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basis does Commissioner

similarities and differences can you notice?

I

What assumptions about the West does this letter reveal? Which were
accurate and which represented misunderstandings?

I

Although there is no evidence of a response to the letter, how might
you imagine British reaction to it?

COI{SIDGRIIIG THE EVIDEIIGE

/

OOCUMEHTS: VOICES FROM THE OPIUM WAR

CouivussroNER LrN

9r7

Zsxu

Lettq to Queen Victoria
r839
benefits with no sympat\ for those who are to
suffer, then what can the barbarians rely upon to

eign countries, regarding all with the same kindness.
If there is profit, then he shares it with the people
of the world: if there is harm. then he removes it on
behalf of the world. . . .

keep themselves alive?.. . On the other hand, articles
coming from the outside to China can only be used
as toys.'We can take them or get along without
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thousand /io from China.Yet there are barbarian ships
that strive to come here for trade for the purpose of
making a great profit.The wealth of China is used to
profit the barbarians.... By what right do they... use
this poisonous drug to injure the Chinese people?...
Let us ask, where is your conscience? I have
heard that the smoking of opium is very strictly forbidden by your country; that is because the harm
caused by opium is clearly understood. Since it is not

them.... Nevertheless our Celestial Court lets tea,
silk, and other goods be shipped without limit and
circulated everywhere without begrudging it in the
slightest.This is for no other reason but to share the
benefit with the people of the whole world....
We have heard heretofore that your honorable
ruler is kind and benevolent. Naturally you would
not wish to give unto others what you yourself do

.o

We find that your country is sixry or sevenry
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communication: magnificently our great Emperor soothes and pacifies China and the for-
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permitted to do harm to your country, then even
less should you let it be passed on to the harm of
other countries-how much less to China! Of all
that China exports to foreign countries, there is not
a single thing which is not beneficial to people: they
are ofbenefit when eaten, or ofbenefit when used,
or of benefit when resold: all are beneficial. Is there
a single article from China which has done any harm
to foreign countries?Take tea and rhubarb,o for example; the foreign countries cannot get along for a
single day without them. If China cuts off these
old:

approximately one-third of a mile.
used as a medicine.

w

w

"rhubarb:

not want....

Suppose a man

of another country comes to

England to trade, he still has to obey the English laws;
how much more should he obey in China the laws
of the Celestial Dynasty?. . .

Therefore in the new regulations, in regard to
those barbarians who bring opium to China, the
penalry is fixed at decapitation or strangulation.
This is what is called getting rid of a harmful thing
on behalf of mankind. .. .
After receiving this dispatch will you immedi-

ately give us a prompt reply regarding the details and
circumstances ofyour cutting offthe opium traffic?
Be sure not to put this off.

Li, ed., China inTiansition, 1512-1911
(London: Wadsworth, 196$, 64-67.

Source: Dun J.

Document I9.5

War and Defeat
While QueenVictoria and British authorities apparently never received Commissioner Lin's letter and certainly did not respond to it, they did react to the
comrnissioner's actions. Citing the importance of free trade and the violation
ofBritish property rights, they launched a major military expedition in which
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their steamships and heavy guns reflected the impact of the Industrial Revolution on the exercise of British power.This was the first Opium War, and the
Chinese lost it badly. One prominent scholar has described it as "the most decisive reversal the Manchus [Qing dynasry] had ever received."" The Treaty of
Nanjing, which ended that conflict in r842, was largely imposed by the British.
It was the first of many "unequal treaties" that China was required to sign with

China on the world

stage.

What were the major provisions of the treary? Why do you think that
opium, ostensibly the cause of the conflict, was rarely mentioned in the
ffeary?
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I
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various European powers and the United States in the decades that followed.
While Chinese authorities tried to think about the treary as a means of "subduing and conciliating" the British, as they had done with other barbarian intruders, it represented in fact a new much diminished, and dependent position for

r

In what respects did the treaty signal an unequal relationship between
China and Great Britain? What aspects of Chinese independence were
lost or compromised by the treary?

I

What provisions of the treaty most clearly challenged traditional
Chinese understandings of their place in the world?

The Treaty of I,Janjing

.g

1842

I.

w

w

There shall henceforward be peace and friendship
between Her Majesry the Queen of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and His Majesry the Emperor of China, and bet'ween their respective subjects, who shall enjoy full security and
protection for their persons and property within the
dominions of the other.

II.

w

His Majesty the Emperor of China agrees, that British subjects, with their families and establishments,

Source:Tieafy of Nanjing, in Tieaties, Conuentions, etc.,
bctu,cen China and Foreign States (London: Statistical
Departnent of the Inspectorate General of Customs,
r9r7), r:35r-56.

shall be allowed to reside, for the purposes of carry-

ing on their mercantile pursuits, without molestation or restraint, at the cities and towns of Canton,
Amoy, Foochowfoo, Ningpo, and Shanghai....

IU.
It being obviously necessary and desirable that British subjects should have some port whereat they
may [maintain] and refit their ships when required,
and keep stores for that purpose, His Majesty the
Emperor of China cedes to Her Majesty the Queen
of Great Britain, &c., the Island of Hong-Kong....

IV
The Emperor of China agrees to pay the sum of
6,ooo,ooo of dollars, as the value of the opium which
was delivered up at Canton in the month of March,

COT{SIDERING THE EVIDET{CE

1839, as a ransom for the lives of Her Britannic Majesty's Superintendent and subjects, who had been

imprisoned and threatened
Chinese High Officers....

with death by

the
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(whether natives of Europe or India), who may be
in confinement at this moment in anv part of the
Chinese empire.

XI.

tt

merchants (or Co-Hong) ... the Emperor of China
agrees to abolish that practice in future at all ports
where British merchants may reside, and to permit
them to carry on their mercantile transactions with
whatever persons they please; and His Imperial Majesty further agrees to pay to the British Government the sum of 3,ooo,ooo of dollars, on account
of debts due to British subjects by some of the said
Hong merchants, who have become insolvent, and
who owe very large sums of money to subjects of

... [T]he Emperor further engages, that when British merchandise shall have once paid at any of the
said ports the regulated customs and dues,. . . such
merchandise may be conveyed by Chinese merchants
to any province or city in the interior of the Empire of China. . . .

.o

The Government of China having compelled the
British merchants trading at Canton to deal exclusively with certain Chinese merchants, called Hong

rg

x.
V.

Chinese High Ofiicers, both at the capital and in the
provinces,... on a footing of perfect equaliry....

ls
co

Her Britannic Majesry.

VI.

It is agreed that Her Britannic Majesty's Chief
High Officer in China shall correspond with the

XII.

w
w

.g

The Government of Her Britannic Majesry having
been obliged to send out an expedition to demand
and obtain redress for the violent and unjust proceedings of the Chinese High Authorities towards
Her Britannic Majesty's ofiicer and subjects, the Emperor of China agrees to pay the sum of r2,ooo,ooo
of dollars, on account of the expenses incurred. . . .

On the assent of the Emperor of China to this
Treary being received, and the discharge ofthe first
instalment of money, Her Britannic Majesty's forces
will retire from Nanking and the Grand Canal, and
will no longer molest or

stop the trade of China.
The military post at Chinhai will also be withdrawn,
but the Islands of Koolangsoo, and that of Chusan,
will continue to be held by Her Majesty's forces until
the money payments, and the arrangements for opening the ports to British merchants, be completed.

vm.

w

The Emperor of China agrees to release, unconditionally, all subjects of Her Britannic Majesry

Using the Evidence:
Voices from the Opium War
1. Defining the

issues in the Opiurn War: The Opium'War was about
more than opium. How would you support or challenge this statement?

GHAPTER
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2. Characterizing the OpiumVar: In what ways might the OpiumWar
be regarded as a clash of cultures? In what respects might it be seen as a
clash of interests? Was it an inevitable conflict or were there missed opportunities for avoiding it? (Note:You may want to consider the data in the
Snapshot on p. 885 as well as Documents 19.r-r9.

w

j, pp.9oj-r3.)

Interpreting the Treaty of Nanjing: In the context of British and
Chinese views of the world, how do you undentand the Treaty of

rg

3.

Nanjing? Which country's view of the world is more clearly reflected in
4.

Exploring Chinese views of the British:

Based on these documents,

.o

that treaty?

.g
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how well or how poorly did the Chinese understand the British? How
might you account for their misunderstandings?

w
w
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Considering the Evidence:
Japanese Perceptions of the West

ot
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Th. second half of the nineteenth century witnessed a profound transforI mation ofJapanese liG. (See pp. 894-9oz) The Tokugawa shogunate, which

.g
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sc

had governed the country for over rwo centuries, came to an inglorious end
in the Meiji restoration of 1868, and the country then embarked on a massive
process ofmodernization and industrialization.Accompanylng these upheavals,
Japan's political and military relationship to the West changed dramatically, as its
government and its people found themselves required to confront bothWestern power and'Western culrure, a corunon feature of nineteenth-century world
history in many places.Accordingly,Japanese understanding of theWest, and
what they had to fear or gain from it, also changed.Those evolving perceptions
of, the West found artistic expression, especially in Japanese woodblock printing, an art form that reached its high point in the late nineteenth century.Those
images provide for historians a window into Japanese thinking about their
own society and the larger world impinging upon them during this critical
half-century.

The initial occasion for serious Japanese reflection on the West occurred
in t853-1854, in the context ofAmerican commodore Matthew Perry's efforts
to "open"Japan to regular commercial relationships with the United States.

w

His nine coal-fired steamships, belching black smoke and carrying a crew of
some r,8oo men and more than roo mounted cannons,became known inJapan
as the "black ships."Visual Source 19. r , created around r854, represents perhaps
the best known of many such Japanese depictions of the American warships.

What general impression of the American inrrusion did the artist
to convey?

t
t

What specific features of the image help the artisr make his

w

w

I

seek

case?

Why might the artist have chosen to depict the gunfire coming from
the American ship as streams of light?

Beyond portraying the American warships,Japanese artists sought to depict
their inhabitants, especially Commodore Perry and his top aides. SomeJapanese
men rowed their small boats out to the black ships, hoping to catch a glimpse
of Perry himself. But the commodore remained largely inaccessible, and the
9r5
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Visual Source

.g
l

sc

ot
t.o

slrlj+">

r9.r

The Btack Ships (Courtesy, Ryosenli Treasure Museum)

Japanese called his secluded on-board cabin "The Abode

Mighty Mysteriousness."Visual Source I9.2

w

of Perry (on the right), together with his second-in-comrnand, Commander
Henry A. Adams.

I

What overall impression of the Americans was the artist seeking to
communicate?

I

What features of this image seem intended to show the Americans
"other" or different from the Japanese?

I

The Japanese had long portrayed a particular kind of goblin, known as
tengu,with long noses and viewed them as dangerous, demonic, and
warlike.What aspects of this depiction of the Americans suggest that
the artist sought to associate them with tengu?

I

But not all portrayals of the Americans displayed such

w

w

of His High and

represents one of many portrayals

features. Compare this image

as

gross and negative

with the woodblock print on page 897.

How would you describe the difference berween the rwo portrayals
the Americans? How might you account for the difference?

of
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Depicting the Americans ( Courtesy, Ryosenji Treasure Museum)

By the rtillos,Japan r,vas in the miclst of an amazinq transfi;rnration, in part
the outconre ofPerryi forced "opening" ofthe country. l3y then Japan had a
new governnrent conrnritted to the countrvi rapid modernization. Dozens of
of1icial n'rissions and thousancls of students had been sent abroad to learn fronr
theWest. I)articularly arnong tlre yorrng, there was an acutc arvareness of the
need to create a new culture that could sllpport a revivedJapan."'We have no
history," declared one of these stuclents; "our history begirrs today."" In this
context, r.nuch that r'vas Western w:rs enthusiastically enrbraced.The technological side of this borrorving rvas illustratecl in rvoodblock prrint on page 9oo.
But it exter.rded as well to nlore purely cultural matters. Eating beef becanre
popular, despite Buddhist objections. Many nren adopted Western hairstyles and
srew bearcls, evell though the facial hair ofWesterners had earlier been portrayed as ugly. ln t8Tz,Western dress rvas ordered for all official cerenronres.
'Women
in elitc circles likervise adoptecl'Western ways, as illustrated inVisurl
Source I9.,1, xn rtlliT r'voodblock plint titled 1//ri-stratiorr of's-11g-11, b1t t1,, ,,t,tu
Carden.At the sanre tir.r're, the dress of the woman in rhe rniddle seems to reflcct

w

w

w

Visual Source
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r9.3 Women and Westernization (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Gift of L. Aaron Lebowich,
RES.53.8z-4. Photograph @ zor3 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.)

Visual Source

What elements of Western culture can you identify in this visual

source?

In what ways does this print refect the continuing appeal ofJapanese
culture? Pay attention to the scenery the tree, and the flowers.

.g
l

I
I

sc

earlierJapanese court traditions that encouraged women to wear many layers

of kimonos.

I

Why were so manyJapanese so enamored of'Western culture during
this time? And why did the Japanese government so actively encourage
their interest?

w

w

w

Not everyone inJapan was so enthusiastic about the adoption of'Western
culture, and by the late r87os and into the next decade numerous essays and
images satirized the apparently indiscriminate fascination with all things European.Visual Source I9.4, drawn byJapanese cartoonist Kobayashi Kiyochika
in 1879, represents one of those images. Its full English-language caption read as
follows:"Mr. Morse [an American zoologist who introduced Darwin's theory
of evolution to Japan in 18771 explains that all human beings were monkeys
in the beginning. In the beginning-but even now arent we still monkeys?
When it comes to'Western things we think the red beards are the most skillful
at everything."23

I

What specific

aspects

ofJapant efforts

at

Westernization is the artist

mocking?

I

Why might the artist have used a'Western scientific theory (Darwinian
evolution) to criticize excessive'Westernization in Japan?
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Why do you think a reaction

set
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in against the cultural imitation of

Europe?

Behind Japant modernization and'Westernization was the recognition that
imperialism was surging in Asia, and that China was a prime example
ofwhat happened to countries unable to defend themselves against it.Accordingly, achieving political and military equaliry with the Great Powers of Europe
and the United States became a central aim ofJapan's modernization program.

rg

'Western

Strengthenin g Japan against Western aggression increasingly meant "throwing offAsia," a phrase that implied rejecting many ofJapan's own cultural tra-

a

.o

ditions as well as creating an Asian empire of its own. Fukuzawa Yukichi,
popular advocate of'Western knowledge, declared:
'We must not wait

ls
co
tt

for neighboring countries to become civilized so
that we can together promote Asiai revival. Rather we should leave
their ranks and join forces with the civilized countries of theWest.We
dont have to give China and Korea any special treatment just because
they are neighboring countries.'We should deal with them as'Western

people do.Those who have bad friends cannot avoid having a bad reputation. I reject the idea that we must continue to associate with bad
friends in East Asia.'a
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Visual Source 19.4 Kobayashi Kiyochika's Critique of Wholesale Westernization (Library
of Congress)
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t9.5 Japan, China, and Europe: A Reversal of Roles (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Leonard A.
Lauder Collection of Japanese Postcards. 2oo2.35o4. Photograph @ zot3 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.)

.g

Visual Source

Historically the Japanese had borrowed a great deal from

China-

w

w

w

Buddhisnr, Confucianism, court rituals, city-planning ideas, adnrinistrattve
traditions, and elen.rents of the Chinese script. ButJapan'.s victory in a war with
China in rtl94-rtl95 showed clearly that it had thrown offthe country in'uvhose
cultural shadorv it had lived for centuries. Furthermore,Japan had begun to
acquire an East Asian empire in Korea andtiwan.And its triumph over Russia
in another war ten years later illustrated its abiliry* to stand up to a major European power. The significance of these twin victories is expressed in Visual
Source 19.5, a Japanese image created during the Russo-Japanese War and
trtled ThcJapanese I'Jauy (Jses China as Bait toTrap the Creedy Russian.

I lfhat overall message did the artist seek to convey in this print?
r What is the significance of the Chinese figure with a chicken in hand,
lying

r
r

as

"bait" at the bottonr of the

inrage?

How is the Russia character portrayed?
'What

had changed in Japanese thinking about China and Europe dur-

ing the nineteenth century?
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VISUAL SOURCES: IAPANESE PERCEPTIONS OF THE WEST

1.

Explaining change: How and why

rg

Using the Evidence:
Changing Japanese Perceptions of the West
had Japanese perceptions of themselves and their relationship to the West changed in the half century since

the Meiji restoration? What elements of continuity in Japanese traditions
are evident

sources?

.o

Making cornparisons: Based on these visual sources and the documents
about the Opium'W'ar, how might you compare Japanese and Chinese
perceptions of theWest during the nineteenth century?What accounts for
both the similarities and differences?

tt

2.

in these visual

w

w

w
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3. Distinguishing rnodernization and westernization: Based on a careful reading of Chapter r9, including the documents and images, do you
think that technological borrowing (modernization) requires cultural borrowing (westernization) as well? Is it possible to modernize while avoiding the incorporation of western culture at the same time? What do the
examples of China, the Ottoman Empire, andJapan in the nineteenth century suggest about this isue?

