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Between Financial-economic Security and
National Health: Late Qing Native Opium
Discourse (1833-1905) |

Man-houng Lin

Abstract

This paper deals with the discourse on native opium conducted by scholar-
officials, Westerners, and the general populace during the nineteenth century.
The period covered begins in 1833, when Lin Tse-hsu advocated the cultivation
.of opium in China proper- to reduce the outflow of silver, and ends in 1905, the
year before the beginning of the anti-opium movement in China (1906-1916). 1
argue that before 1874 the group advocating a ban on the growth of native opium .
did so out of concern that the native opium would reduce the amount of laﬁd
available for the cultivation of grains and other foodstuffs. The group urging the
planting of opium poppy in China, on the other hand, continued argued that
_ native opium was essential to easing the silver outflow. After 1874, both
groups, through the influence of Western anti-opium ideas, began to emphasize

the physical -harm of the drug. The anti-native opium group stressed the
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prevalence of opium smoking and the moral and phys'ical degeneration of opium
smokers.  Yet, the pro-native opium group argued that the trade deficit
threatened national wealth and that opium usage couid only be eradicated through
a program to increase domestic supply and implement government opium
taxation. '
During this debate, native opium producing areas became increasingly
reliant upon opium as a medium of exchange for subsistence goods. Also, in the
Western discourse on opium it was not until the turn the century that, with the
support of the medical community, the status of opium changed from that of a
“medicine” to a “narcotic.” Despite these changes in how opium was viewed

abroad and in China, both the central government and opium producing regions

_came to attach a greater importance to opium revenues, _Thus, although opium’s_ .

danger to national health was consistently underscored after 1874, the policies to
encourage native opium production held sway until 1905. From 1833 to 1905,
therefore, concerns over national wealth and security continued to override those

of national health in the late Qing discourse on native opium.

Keywords: Global and Local Knowledge, Political-economic Thought,

National health, Nationalism, Opium
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