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Background: China’s characteristics

Analysis activity 0.1
A letter from Commissioner Lin Zexu to Queen Victoria, 1832
A view that was typical of the Chinese attitude to the Western ‘barbarians’ was that expressed by Lin Zexu, the emperor’s commissioner:
The wealth of China is used to profit the barbarians. That is to say, the great profit made by barbarians is all taken from the rightful share of China. By what right do they then in return use the poisonous drug to injure the Chinese people? Even though the barbarians may not necessarily intend to do us harm, yet in coveting profit to such an extreme, they have no regard for injuring others. Let us ask, where is your conscience? I had heard the smoking of opium is strictly forbidden by your country; that is because the harm caused by opium is clearly understood. Since it is not permitted to do harm to your own country, then even less should you let it be passed on to the harm of foreign 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 of benefit when eaten, or of benefit 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?


Source 0.12 Lin Zexu, Letter to the English Ruler, Cited In Wm Theodore de Bary (ed.), Sources of Chinese Tradition, Vol II, 1960, p. 7
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