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ONE

Here Be Dragons

A fact that confounds me now, when I think back on it, is that for most of my life China was for me a vast, uniform blankness. The huge space that hovered above India on maps might just as well have been marked: ‘Here be dragons’.

As it happens, I was born in West Bengal, an Indian state that almost touches China, and grew up in a city, Calcutta (now Kolkata), that has a small but significant Chinese community. Yet, I had no interest whatsoever in Chinese history, geography or culture. Nor, despite the fact that I have always loved to travel, did it ever occur to me to visit, say, Yunnan, even though the capital of the province, Kunming, is not much farther from Calcutta than New Delhi, as the crow flies. Somehow Kunming seemed to belong to another world, one that was cut off from mine not just by a towering range of mountains but also by a Himalaya of the mind.

It was not till 2004, when I started writing my novel Sea of Poppies, that I thought of visiting China for the first time. The novel’s central characters are a couple called Deeti and Kalua who set off on a journey to Mauritius, in 1838, as indentured workers. This being the basic arc of the narrative, I knew that the research for the book would take me to Mauritius—and so it did—but it also led me in another, completely unexpected direction. As I got deeper into the research, I realized that the story’s background was formed not just by India and Mauritius but also by the stretch of water that separates (and also joins) the two countries: the Indian Ocean.

To write about the sea is not like writing about land. The horizons are larger and the settings lack the fixity that enables novelists to convey ‘a sense of place’. If a ship happens to be the principal location, as the schooner Ibis is in Sea of Poppies, then you become very aware of currents, and winds, and flows of traffic. And the more I explored the background, the clearer it became that the flow of seaborne traffic in the period I was writing about, the first half of the nineteenth century, was not primarily between India and the West, as I had imagined, but between India and China—or, rather, one particular place in China, a city called ‘Canton’.

I had come across this name often in the past without being quite sure of exactly where the city was. Now, as I began to steep myself in nineteenth-century nautical writing, I became increasingly curious: what was so special about Canton that the very thought of setting sail for it could induce raptures in nineteenth-century sailors and travellers?

Had I been at all informed about China and Chinese history, I would have known that ‘Canton’ was a word Europeans once used, rather loosely, to refer to the province of Guangdong in general, and to the city of Guangzhou in particular.1 But at that time my knowledge of China and its geography was so sketchy that I had only a dim idea of where Guangzhou was.

Thinking back, it seems to me that my blankness in relation to China was not the result of a lack of curiosity, or opportunity, or anything circumstantial. I am convinced that it was the product of an inner barrier that has been implanted in the minds of not just Indians but also Americans, Europeans and many other people across the world, through certain patterns of global history. And as the years go by and China’s shadow lengthens upon the world, these barriers are clearly hardening, especially in India and the United States.

There is, I think, something important to be learnt by taking a closer look at this condition—not only because of its bearing on China, but also because of what it tells us about the ways in which the world is perceived and understood.

*

On the Indian side, the memory that dominates, indeed overwhelms, all others in relation to China is that of the Sino-Indian war of 1962, in which India suffered a resounding defeat.2

I was six years old then but my memories of that time are still vivid. I remember my mother tearfully picking out gold bangles to contribute to the war effort; I remember my father collecting blankets and woollens to send to the front; I remember my parents and their friends arguing endlessly about the causes of the war and who was to blame for the debacle.

There is still no consensus on these issues. A 2021 study by the former head of the Historical Division of India’s Ministry of External Affairs, Avtar Singh Bhasin, suggests that misunderstandings and blunders on the part of the country’s then Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, played a significant role in precipitating the war. ‘It was Nehru taking liberty with the western border that had invited trouble,’ writes Bhasin. ‘India became a victim of its wrong presumptions.’3 Nehru was in many ways an admirable man and a visionary statesman, yet he seems to have been peculiarly inept in his handling of this crisis.

The whole truth will probably never be known anyway because some of the most important historical materials have yet to see the light of day. What is certain, however, is that the 1962 war was to some extent a consequence of the cultural and political shadows cast by the Himalaya—misreadings, misjudgements and faulty understandings played no small part in triggering the conflict.4

The issues that catalysed the 1962 war are by no means settled. The conflict has continued over decades and is still ongoing, with clashes between Chinese and Indian troops occurring regularly along the border. Nor is there an end in sight to these clashes: China is today an increasingly assertive and bellicose neighbour and India has no option but to stand its ground as best it can.5

There can be no doubt that this ongoing confrontation has added many layers of fear, resentment and hostility to Indian attitudes towards China. The extreme rancour against China that is now increasingly evident in the United States has existed in India for most of my life.

But extreme tensions exist also between India and Pakistan: they have fought several wars, and in both countries there are large numbers of people who are bitterly hostile towards each other. Yet, there is no lack of interest and curiosity on either side of the border. Quite the contrary: India and Pakistan have an obsessive interest in each other’s politics, culture, history, current events, sport and so on.

This is by no means an unusual circumstance: conflict often tends to cause a deepening of cultural and imaginative engagements. In the United States, for example, there was a surge of enrolments in Arabic language classes after the 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center. The flow of books, articles and films on Iraq and Afghanistan has increased steadily ever since.

Nothing like that happened in India after 1962. Instead of a spike in interest, there was a spasmodic recoiling, accompanied by an upsurge of shame, suspicion and fear. After the war, which lasted only a few weeks, India’s small, scattered communities of Chinese-origin migrants became scapegoats for the disaster.

The roots of India’s Chinese communities go back to the late eighteenth century, when the first Hakka migrants settled near Calcutta.6 Over time the community thrived; it ran several schools, temples and newspapers, and many of its members became successful professionals and entrepreneurs.7 Many Chinese Indians never visited China and had no connections with that country; a substantial number were anti-Communists. But still, the 1962 war was no sooner over than the Indian government passed a law allowing for the ‘apprehension and detention in custody of any person [suspected] of being of hostile origin’.

Thousands of ethnic Chinese were forced to leave India; many became stateless refugees. Thousands more were interned within India, remaining in internment camps for years, without trial. When they were released, most returned to find that their homes and businesses had been seized or sold off. For years afterwards they had to report monthly to police stations. The atmosphere of suspicion extended even to the few Indian scholars who studied China.

In the years after the war, Calcutta’s ethnic-Chinese population halved in number, falling from 20,000 to 10,000. Many of those who remained were forced to relocate from the old Chinatown, in the city centre, to Tangra, a swampy marshland on the urban periphery. It is a testament of the community’s resilience and enterprise that this neighbourhood has become a vibrant new Chinatown, dotted with factories, workshops, temples and restaurants.

The scapegoating of the Chinese Indian community after 1962 is, without a doubt, a very ugly chapter in the history of independent India. But India too has paid a price for it, Calcutta most of all. The 1960s and 1970s were exactly the time when diasporic Chinese communities were bringing about an economic transformation in many parts of Southeast Asia by funnelling in foreign capital, and by creating new businesses and industries. Had the Sino-Indian community not been devastated by the 1962 war it might have helped revitalize Calcutta too.

I was forcibly reminded of this in 2010 when my wife and I spent a few days in Coloane, at the southernmost tip of the Macau peninsula. Our tranquil, sun-bathed hotel stood above a sandy beach, commanding a spectacular view of the sea; its kitchens produced some of the finest Macanese fare in that famously epicurean city. One morning I discovered, to my surprise, that the hotel’s proprietor, a woman in her mid-fifties, had grown up in Calcutta: she spoke fluent English, Bengali and Cantonese (but not Mandarin). Her family had owned restaurants in Calcutta, she told me, and they had always wanted to run a hotel as well. But after 1962 they had been compelled to leave. It had taken many years of struggle before they finally managed to realize their dream—except that their hotel was in Macau, not Calcutta.

*

What part, then, did the 1962 war play in shaping my view of China? That it played some part, I do not doubt—but the most notable thing about my perspective on China, really, was that it scarcely existed. And this was, I think, the result of a certain way of perceiving not just China but also the world in general: it is an outlook in which the West looms so large that it obscures everything else.

The presence of the West is inescapable across the Indian subcontinent, no matter whether it concerns language, clothing, sport, material objects or art. In fact it has long been a default assumption, among Indians as well as many Westerners, that the transformation of social, cultural and material life that occurred in the region over the period of colonization was largely due to a process called ‘Westernization’.8 Underlying this, in turn, is the assumption that modernity was an exclusively Western creation that was transmitted to India, and the rest of the world, through contact, like ‘a virus that spreads from one place to another’.9

Another part of the world that has had a long and visible presence in the Indian subcontinent is the Middle East. Across the region, Middle Eastern influences are apparent everywhere—in art, architecture, food, clothing and language. The vocabularies of the major subcontinental languages all draw massively on Persian and Arabic. Even as a teenager I was aware that I used dozens of words of Arabic and Persian origin while speaking Bengali, Hindi or English. But I would not have been able to name a single word of Chinese origin in any of those languages; indeed, the very idea that I might be using words of Chinese derivation in my everyday life would have seemed bizarre. The same was true also of everyday objects and practices: it would not have occurred to me that anything in my material or cultural world might point in the direction of China rather than to the Middle East or Europe.

It was not until I visited China for the first time, in September 2005, that I discovered how profoundly mistaken I was.

*

That first visit to China was revelatory in many ways even though I spent only a few weeks in the country, almost all of them in Guangzhou. But my epiphany did not occur while I was in China; it happened after I returned to India.

One day, soon after my trip to Guangzhou, I was sitting in my family home in Calcutta drinking a cup of tea in my study. This ritual was as much a part of my everyday routine as getting out of bed; I’ve sat at that same desk, in the same chair, with a tea tray in front of me, thousands of times.

But that day was somehow different. When I looked into my cup of tea—or ‘cha’ as it is called in Bengali—I suddenly remembered a word that I had recently used in Guangzhou: ‘chah’. I looked at the cup again and saw that it was made of porcelain—‘China’ in English, or ‘Chinémati’ (Chinese clay) in Bangla. It struck me then that this too was something that had entered my orbit through Guangzhou, which for centuries had exported vast quantities of ‘China-ware’ to the world.10

Sitting on the tea tray, along with the cup and saucer, was a bowl of white sugar: this is arguably, of all flavourings, the most beloved of the Indian tongue. And what is it called? In Bengal, as in much of India, it goes by the name ‘cheeni’—which is but a common word for ‘Chinese’.11 I had been using this word all my life, yet it had never occurred to me to wonder about its origins. And then there was the tea tray, a cheap lacquerware object, of a kind that is very commonly seen in India. This too was so much of a piece with my surroundings that it had never stood out or raised any questions. But on that day it conjured up visual memories of the collections of lacquerware I had recently seen in Guangzhou: it struck me then that the tray too might have Chinese antecedents.

I looked around that room and suddenly I could see China everywhere: in a jar of peanuts (which are known in Bengali as ‘Chinese nuts’ or ‘chinébadam’); in chrysanthemums in a vase; in goldfish in a bowl; in envelopes and incense sticks. It was as though an invisible hand had appeared in the room and were pointing out a whole range of objects that, in their very familiarity, had sunk so deep into my consciousness as to evade notice. These things—tea, sugar, porcelain—had never meant anything to me in themselves: they were just things, inanimate, silent and devoid of communicative ability.

A few weeks later, on returning to Brooklyn, where I live, I had the same experience in my study there. Apart from a similar ensemble of things related to tea there was an old rug, a paperweight and, of course, a plethora of ‘Made in China’ gadgets and devices. Everywhere I looked there was something, old or new, that harked back to China.

What dawned on me then was that certain objects are themselves the material, silent equivalent of words spoken by invisible, spectral forces and agencies that often form our lives without our being aware of it. In a strange reversal, the inanimate articles around me suddenly became my teachers, showing me that my physical existence spoke of a past that was completely different from the histories I had read about in books and documents. In my mental universe China almost didn’t exist; in my material world China was everywhere.

*

In the years that followed, Sea of Poppies grew into a sprawling trilogy of novels, named after the schooner Ibis. Many chapters in the last two volumes of the Ibis Trilogy (River of Smoke and Flood of Fire) are set in and around Guangzhou and the Pearl River Delta. As I immersed myself in the research for the books, I realized that what was true of me was true also of much of the planet: China looms large within our material and cultural lives, yet its presence often passes unnoticed.

Why is this so?

In wrestling with this question, I eventually came to accept that China’s historical presence in my world was easy to overlook because it was for the most part non-verbal: it was not usually attached to the kinds of discursive concepts, like ‘development’ and ‘progress’, that have played such a large part in the writing of modern history.

Or, put differently, while the West’s influence on my world was exerted through a near-obsessive elaboration of words and concepts, China’s influence was more subtle, almost invisible, wielded through the diffusion of practices, and through objects, like those that were arrayed on my desks in Calcutta and Brooklyn. Because objects are mute, and do not of themselves supply an explanation for their presence, it requires a conceptual shift to become aware of what it is that they do, in fact, communicate. This shift is especially taxing for those of us who, through training and education, have become accustomed to thinking about the world in ways that depend, almost exclusively, on language. And since language, of the human kind, is by definition an attribute of the species Homo sapiens, this means that all things non-human are, in principle, mute, in the sense that they cannot speak.

Of course, the objects that sparked my epiphany were not ‘speaking’ in any sense. Yet, they were communicating something to me silently, something that pointed to historical and cultural connections that were quite different from those suggested by abstract concepts like ‘Westernization’, ‘modernity’, ‘colonialism’ and so on. But in this too there was a problem, for the things that were assembled in front of me were not all definable as objects: the teacup, the tray and the sugar bowl certainly were objects, but what of the tea itself? The pale brown liquid in my teacup was something far more complicated than an object: tea exists also as dried leaves, as a living plant and as a species that covers a significant part of the Earth’s surface. ‘Tea’, then, is a vast complex of plant matter that is found in multiple forms; without that network of forms, the objects in front of me that day—the cup, the tray, the sugar bowl—would have no coherence. To think of those things on the analogy of words, then, would imply that there was a grammar or syntax that tied them together: and what could that grammar be other than ‘tea’ itself, a thing that is not a single object but a living entity, continuously evolving and finding new modes of articulation? This, in turn, would mean that the thing I had always so easily and unproblematically identified as ‘tea’ had a certain kind of vitality, a life that manifested itself in innumerable ways, seen and unseen.

To think of botanical matter in this way is to acknowledge that when humans interact with certain plants the relationship is not unidirectional; people too are changed by that association. This gives us an inkling of why some cultures regard certain plants as spirits or deities, whose interactions with human beings are mysterious, sometimes benign and sometimes vengeful. In the words of the Potawatomi botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer:


In the indigenous view, humans are viewed as somewhat lesser beings in the democracy of species. We are referred to as the younger brother of Creation, so like younger brothers we must learn from our elders. Plants were here first and have had a long time to figure things out. They live both above and below ground and hold the earth in place.12



To look at China’s relationship with India through this lens is disorienting, but also, in some ways, enlightening. For this relationship is one in which botanical materials have played an inordinately large part, with certain plants entering into it so forcefully as to create patterns that have invisibly shaped culture and history, not just within Asia but also in Britain and America. So powerful, indeed, is the imprint of botanical matter on China’s relationship with the world that it demands exactly the kind of species-level humility that Kimmerer calls for, where it is acknowledged that there are beings and entities on this planet that have the power to amplify human intentions and intervene in relations between people.

This is not, by any means, to diminish the importance of the historical agency of humans. Far from it. It is to emphasize, rather, that humans have used many kinds of non-human entities in their relations with each other. Paradoxically, it is only by thinking of history without according primacy to humans, and by acknowledging the historical agency of botanical matter, that we can recognize the true nature of human intentions with regard to plants like tea. Conversely, it is the denial of the agency of certain non-human forces that often serves to occlude the intentions of humans who have used plants and other non-human entities to wage war upon their rivals and enemies.






TWO

Seeds

The seed from which this story begins is that of the tea bush (Camellia sinensis), which produces most of the world’s tea. The oldest tea leaves go back 2,150 years and were found in the tomb of China’s Jia Ding Emperor. Beginning as an elite practice, tea drinking advanced quickly through China and became widespread by the early middle ages.1

Chinese tea is said to have been introduced to England by the wife of King Charles II, Catherine of Braganza.2 The bride’s native country, Portugal, was the first European nation to enter the Indian Ocean; its network of bases and colonies included Macao, in southern China, which was leased to the Portuguese in 1557 by the ruling Ming dynasty. By 1662, when Catherine of Braganza’s marriage was celebrated, the Ming were in the last stages of their overthrow by the Qing dynasty, but the status of Macao remained unchanged. This meant that at the time of the wedding, Portugal had been consuming Chinese products for over a century, so the practice of tea drinking was already well-established among the country’s upper classes. In her dowry, Catherine brought with her two things that would prove to be of world-historical importance: a casket of tea and a set of six small islands that would later become Bombay (now Mumbai).

Tea drinking caught on quickly in England, and by the early eighteenth century, even before Britain established its empire in India, Chinese tea was already an important article of trade for the British economy.3 In the decades that followed, the value of Chinese tea for the British increased even faster. Throughout the eighteenth century, even as the British were conquering immense swaths of territory in North America and the Indian subcontinent, Chinese tea remained the British East India Company’s prime source of revenue, much of which was used to finance British colonial expansion: ‘During the eighteenth century,’ writes the historian Erika Rappaport, ‘tea paid for war, but war also paid for tea.’4 By the late eighteenth century, tea ‘had become so much the national drink that the Company was required by Act of Parliament to keep a year’s supply always in stock’.5

The degree to which the fortunes of the British Empire were enmeshed with tea seems astounding in this post-industrial age. Is it really possible that the country that pioneered the Industrial Revolution was financially dependent, through the very period when it was industrializing, on a plant reared by humble peasants in the Far East? But so it was. ‘As the British Empire entered into battles in Europe and North America,’ writes the historian Andrew Liu, ‘the state increasingly relied upon raising tea duties to pay for war.’6

The importation of tea was for centuries a monopoly of the East India Company, and the customs duty on it was for a long time one of Britain’s most important sources of revenue. The duty ranged from 75 per cent to 125 per cent of the estimated value, which meant that the customs duty on tea fetched higher revenues for Britain than it did for China, which charged an export duty of only 10 per cent.7

Largely because of tea, China was consistently among the top four countries from which Britain bought its imports. The value of the goods that Britain received from China vastly exceeded what it got from most of its colonies: ‘In 1857, for example, the computed real value of imports into the United Kingdom from China was 1.8 times that from British North America, twice that from Australia, 2.2 times that from the British West Indies, 6.4 times that from British possessions in South Africa, and 72.2 times that from New Zealand.’8

Through much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the tax on tea accounted for nearly a tenth of Britain’s revenues.9 It earned the British government as much as all land, property and income taxes put together: so vast was this sum of money that it could pay for the salaries of all government servants; for all public works and buildings; for all expenses related to law, justice, education, art and science; and for Her Majesty’s colonial, consular and foreign establishments—combined.10 Nor were these the only benefits that tea conferred upon Britain’s economy. A large part of the British merchant marine was engaged in transporting tea, not only from China to Britain but also from Britain to its colonies.11 In short, through much of the Industrial Revolution, the finances of the British government were heavily dependent on tea, the vast bulk of which came from China.

The problem was that Britain had nothing much to sell to China in return; the Chinese had little interest in, and no need for, most Western goods.12 China’s Qianlong Emperor made this quite clear in a letter sent to George III in 1793: ‘We have never valued ingenious articles, nor do we have the slightest need of your country’s manufactures.’13

China’s lack of interest in foreign goods was irksome to the British for many reasons, not all of them financial (one scholar has made the intriguing suggestion that Chinese self-sufficiency was a source of anxiety to the British because they discerned in it the possibility of a rival ‘master race’).14 A more immediate concern for Westerners, however, was that Chinese goods generally had to be paid for with silver. Because of the imbalance in trade, there was a huge outflow of bullion from the West to China. Despite the enormous imbalance between exports and imports, the trade was still profitable because Chinese goods bought with silver could be sold in Europe for two or three times what they had cost.

Transfers of bullion on that scale were possible only because the world’s supply of precious metals had been hugely increased by the mines of the Americas.15 The European conquest of the Americas thus made the financing of the China trade possible by providing Europeans with massive stocks of bullion, mined by vast numbers of enslaved indigenous and African workers. But over time these supplies dwindled, and by the mid-eighteenth century it had become increasingly difficult for the East India Company to procure the quantities of silver that were needed to sustain its trade with China: finding a means of offsetting the drain of bullion now became a matter of increasing urgency, even desperation.16

One simple solution to the problem would have been to start growing tea in India. This was indeed a dream that the Company had pursued since the late 1700s, dispatching skilled botanists and plant hunters to China in the hope of stealing the plants and the know-how associated with the cultivation of tea.17 But that goal proved elusive. The Chinese were well aware of the value of the plant, and taking seeds or seedlings of the tea bush out of the country was strictly forbidden. Nor could foreigners roam around China, grabbing whichever plants they wanted—there were many restrictions on their movements there. To the British, and other Europeans, this was a source of intense frustration, for they were accustomed to seizing plants at will wherever they went. But with tea their efforts at stealing the technology were constantly thwarted through the eighteenth century, even as their balance of payments problem was worsening.

This left the East India Company with only one means of addressing its balance of trade problem with China: increasing the flow of exports from its Indian colonies. Cotton from India was one product for which there was already a considerable market in China. Another commodity in which there was a small but brisk trade was opium, harvested from a variety of poppy, Papaver somniferum. It was this plant that would become the solution for the problem posed by Camellia sinensis.

So it happened that a plant that was already playing an important role in history opened the door for the proliferation of another, even more mysterious and powerful plant.

*

India’s chai, which is thought of by many today as primordially desi, was a latecomer to this centuries-old story. This is humbling to think of, even at a personal level.

For me, as for many Indians, tea is now essential, indispensable, a constitutional necessity: I literally cannot function without it. This was true also of my mother and almost everyone I knew when I was growing up. Tea was not only integral to our well-being but also seen as an important element of the Indian identity. This identification has come to be embraced by the world at large so that every Indian is thought to be a swiller of tea. In short, today, chai is to Indians what apple pie is to Americans.

Yet, the reality is that chai drinking in India has a rather short history, rooted not in the soil of the subcontinent but, rather, in Britain’s relationship with China. Indians were introduced to tea drinking almost as an afterthought, and that too at the cost of much effort.

Before the twentieth century most Indians tended to regard tea with dislike, even suspicion. It took several ingenious advertising campaigns, launched by branches of the tea industry, to change people’s minds. However, it was not till the 1940s that tea gained popularity in the subcontinent, and even that was the result of what is probably the most brilliant advertising campaign in the history of modern India, involving some of the foremost artists and designers of the period, including Satyajit Ray, the great film director, and Annada Munshi, a pioneer of commercial design in India (see insert image 1).18

Indeed, the true mystery in the story of Indian tea is why the subcontinent was so slow to adopt the brew. Tea was traded in Surat as early as the seventeenth century and the beverage is known to have been consumed locally.19 Yet, the taste for tea does not seem to have spread beyond the city, which is puzzling because the Indian subcontinent is surrounded by tea-drinking cultures. Tibet had adopted tea as far back as the seventh century, and from there the beverage had filtered through to adjacent regions, like northern Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, Ladakh and Kashmir. Moreover, the tea plant was actually native to parts of north-eastern India, and a concoction made from its leaves was popular among some indigenous communities.20

But the fact that a variety of Camellia sinensis grew naturally in north-eastern India did not come to the notice of British officials until the 1820s.21 When the find was confirmed a decade later, there was much rejoicing in the East India Company: the old dream of using India to reduce Britain’s financial dependence on Chinese tea was at last within reach!22

Despite fierce resistance from indigenous communities, India’s first tea plantations were established in Assam within a few years, but strangely, considering that Camellia sinensis was native to the region, the estates were not planted with local seeds.23 British planters didn’t have much faith in the native variety so they used seeds and stock that had been smuggled over from China.24 Nor did they trust Indian workers who, in the view prevalent among the British, ‘want the skill and enterprise of the Chinese’.25 So, along with the plants, Chinese tea growers were also brought in, to provide instruction in the cultivation and processing of tea.26

The appropriation of Chinese know-how became much easier after the British inflicted a crushing defeat on the Qing state in the First Opium War (1839–42). The war ensured much greater freedom for Europeans in China: no longer was it difficult to circumvent the restrictions that had previously hindered them in stealing technology and trained workers. (This instance of knowledge-theft by the West is, of course, now conveniently forgotten.)

It will be clear from this that the colonial tea industry in India was, from the start, thoroughly dependent on Chinese expertise, labour and, in the words of a British Governor General, ‘Chinese agency’.27 And so it happened that small Chinese communities took root in rural Assam: they too would be forcibly uprooted during the war of 1962 (a story that has been told beautifully by the Assamese writer Rita Choudhury in her novel Chinatown Days [Makam]).28

The one thing the British did not borrow from China was the pattern of tenancy under which tea was mainly produced there, with farmers working on small holdings with family labour.29 In India tea was cultivated by a semi-free labour force of indentured workers, toiling on vast plantations that were mainly owned by white planters.30

After a slow beginning the Indian tea industry made rapid strides until the subcontinent’s exports came to eclipse those of China. ‘By the turn of the [nineteenth] century, Indian tea exports had surpassed those of their Chinese rivals, and the industry had become the leader in world production.’31 This huge surge in productivity came about not because of the efficiency of British-style capitalism, as is often claimed, but because the colonial state enforced a highly racialized mode of production in which plantation owners were given tax concessions, free land and an indentured labour force that worked in thoroughly coercive conditions.32 The same colonial state that waged war on China in the name of capitalism and Free Trade had no compunctions about enforcing a system of unfree labour within its own borders.33 This appalling legacy haunts the Indian tea industry to this day, with many plantations still being structured around hierarchies of caste and ethnicity (although it should be noted that a number of producers, large and small, have broken with colonial productive practices, and adopted methods that are more socially and environmentally benign).34

Nor was India the only colony where tea was grown in this fashion: the same system was implemented in British-ruled Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Kenya and Malaya, with similar results in terms of productivity. Crucial to the ascendancy of the teas of the British Empire was the promotion of the idea that Chinese teas were dirty and unhygienic while colonial teas were somehow ‘modern’ and ‘pure’.35 In time tea came to be so much identified with India and other British colonies that it began to be asked: ‘Is there tea in China too?’36

In effect, a pillar of the Chinese export economy was demolished through a process of technological theft initiated by the British Empire. That this was warfare by other means was explicitly recognized on both sides. As Andrew Liu points out in his excellent comparative study of the Chinese and Indian tea industries: ‘British officials in India championed tea cultivation in the northeast Brahmaputra Valley by using the same rhetoric of the Opium War hawks, claiming that Indian tea would “destroy” and “annihilate the Chinese monopoly”.’37 On the Chinese side too, the assault on the country’s most important export industry was recognized as ‘commercial warfare’.38 This indeed is why Liu’s book is titled Tea War.

In other words, tea came to India as a corollary of a sustained contest—economic, social and military—between the West and China. This struggle has unfolded over centuries and is far from over; it has shaped the modern world in many ways, and will continue to do so in the years to come. Yet, this structural, long-term conflict has only rarely intensified into actual wars, fought by soldiers. At other times the conflict has been mediated through non-human entities, specifically tea and opium. This is analogous to the devastation that Europeans had earlier unleashed on the Native peoples of the Americas and Australia, much of which was inflicted through non-human forces like diseases, pathogens, processes of terraforming and the introduction of non-native fauna and flora. These were structural, biopolitical struggles where outbreaks of war were the exception rather than the rule; instead, the deadly effects of processes like terraforming and the spread of pathogens made themselves felt over decades and centuries.

The conquest and colonization of the Americas had given Europeans a deep familiarity with this form of conflict. The English, in particular, had not only grown very skilled at it, but also succeeded in persuading themselves that their methods were less violent than those of the Spanish Empire because they relied more on structural rather than physical aggression in eliminating Native populations. This astonishing feat of doublethink was made possible by the fact that Europeans had come to conceive of ‘Nature’ as a domain that was completely separate from the human. Hence, they absolved themselves of all responsibility for the spread of disease, for example, by claiming that it was a ‘natural’ process over which they had no control, even though they often actively fomented the dispersion of pathogens by refusing to initiate measures that might have halted epidemics or environmental changes. Destruction through inaction thus became one of the essential features of biopolitical conflict.39

However, such contests did not preclude the appropriation of ideas and technologies. European settlers in the Americas admired many aspects of Native American culture, and, as David Graeber and David Wengrow have shown in their pathbreaking book The Dawn of Everything, they even adopted Native American critiques of Western civilization, including ideas like ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’: the concealment of their sources made those ideas appear to be of purely Western derivation.40 Similarly, many Europeans held Chinese civilization in the highest regard even as they were exploiting its every weakness.

European colonizers would also typically enter into a broad range of alliances with non-Europeans, some of whom would profit from offering them their support. This too is an important aspect of the biopolitical conflicts that unfolded in nineteenth-century Asia through the mediation of plant species. The British had many allies in China, who benefited greatly from their mutual dealings. But their most important allies were from the Indian subcontinent, and they included Parsi and Marwari merchants, mercenary soldiers (‘sepoys’) and sailors (‘lascars’), as well as vast numbers of workers in various bureaucracies and ancillary industries. It was through these extended networks and connections that the struggle between Britain and China, profoundly yet invisibly, transformed the economic and material life of the Indian subcontinent.






THREE

‘An Actor in Its Own Right’

The opium poppy, Papaver somniferum, is believed to have originated in central or eastern Europe, possibly the Balkans, or around the coast of the Black Sea.1 The flower appears to have forged, very early on, a special relationship with human beings: indeed, it is possible that the plant developed its chemical structure precisely to ensure that humans would propagate it.2 This may be why there are no truly wild varieties of the opium poppy; they are all cultivars that evolved in collaboration with human beings, to enhance their medical and psychoactive properties.3

Opium has been found at a 6,000-year-old archaeological site in Switzerland, and in an Egyptian tomb that dates back to the second millennium before the Common Era.4 The substance was well known in the Greek and Roman worlds, and is mentioned by Homer, Virgil, Livy, Pliny and Ovid.5 There are possibly references to it also in the Bible.6 In the eleventh century, Avicenna described opium as the ‘most powerful of stupefacients’, a substance that possessed extraordinary properties both as a painkiller and as a poison.7

However, awareness of the powers of the poppy almost certainly preceded these references by several centuries. Long before the beginnings of recorded history, many groups of people seem to have discovered, independently of each other, that the opium poppy produces a uniquely powerful medicinal substance that can be used to treat coughs, stomach disorders and many other ailments.8 It takes only a glance at the list of chemicals in several commonly used medications to see that opium remains pharmacologically indispensable to this day. Simply put, opium is perhaps the oldest and most powerful medicine known to man. As Thomas Sydenham, a seventeenth-century English apothecary, noted: ‘Among the remedies which it has pleased Almighty God to give to man to relieve his suffering, none is so universal or efficacious as opium.’9

Today pretty much everyone who uses modern medicines has been exposed to opium. Back when I was doing readings from Sea of Poppies, I would often be asked whether I had ever used opium. I would explain that I had never used opioids recreationally (indeed, in the course of writing the novel I had developed so much respect for the opium poppy that I could not bring myself to take opioid painkillers even when I was recuperating from a surgical procedure). Yet, whether unconsciously or not, I have still ingested a fair amount of opium over the years through medications like Imodium, Corex and other codeine-based cough medicines. Opium has so many medicinal applications that it remains indispensable for the modern drug industry, just as it was for medieval apothecaries.

Indispensable as opium is as a medication, it is even more valuable as an anaesthetic: its extraordinary ability to assuage pain has been known since antiquity, and it has long been used in surgical and dental procedures. Even today many, if not most, anaesthetics are derived from opioids. It is not uncommon for opioid-based anaesthetics to induce an unexpected sense of elation, which is why the otherwise ghastly experience of a colonoscopy can end with a strange feeling of euphoria. I remember, as a teenager, waking from a minor surgical procedure and experiencing a sense of rapture so extreme that I wanted to jump off the bed and fling my arms around the nurse. That feeling was so peculiar that I have never forgotten it. It took me decades to figure out that I had been given an opioid-based anaesthetic—because the role of opium in modern life has come to be so thoroughly repressed that it is quite common for people to say: ‘Oh well, it might have been great to live in the middle ages, but what if you had to have a tooth pulled or a limb amputated?’ The answer, of course, is that then, as now, you would have been given a strong dose of some opioid.

As an anaesthetic opium is so important that during the World Wars it was treated as a vital strategic resource. This being the case even in modern times, it can well be imagined how valuable opium was in earlier eras when medicinal substances were far fewer in number. It is hardly surprising then that a trade in medicinal opium should have come into being very early across Europe, Asia and Africa.

That opium can induce changes in consciousness has, of course, also been known since antiquity. But this does not seem to always have been a major factor in the circulation of the drug. In this, opium is completely different from wine, toddy, marijuana, coca, kava, peyote, ayahuasca, mescalin, psilocybin mushrooms, pituri and most other mind-altering substances known to humans—and, as is well known, there has, historically, never been any human society that did not use some mind-altering substance, or develop techniques like meditation, fasting or ordeals, to enter into altered states of consciousness.10 As David Courtwright has pointed out, the urge to alter their normal consciousness is so powerful in humans that ‘[c]hildren at play will whirl themselves into a vertiginous stupor’.11 Indeed, it is difficult to imagine what it would be like to live always at a single, unvarying pitch of sobriety: such a state would probably be indistinguishable from clinical depression.

Various other animals are also known to seek out mind-altering plants, so it is quite possible that humans learnt about psychoactive substances from other species, perhaps even before the emergence of Homo sapiens.12 Since many plants with psychoactive properties grew wild in forests and grasslands, they were easily collected by foragers, nomads, forest dwellers or indeed anyone who had any familiarity with plants. Some of these plants are so vigorous and hardy that they are virtually impossible to eradicate: Cannabis sativa, for instance, is among the world’s fastest-growing plants. While travelling around southern China in 2012 I remember seeing cannabis growing luxuriantly, not just in forests but also around towns and villages.

Because of their widespread availability within their own traditional habitats, palm wine, toddy, cannabis, coca, betel nut, kava, peyote, tobacco, pituri, psilocybin mushrooms, ayahuasca, mescalin and the like might be described as ‘grassroots psychoactives’.13 One distinctive feature of these substances is that they were used primarily for their ability to alter states of mind (rather than their medicinal qualities, as was the case with opium). The fact that the properties of these substances were well known within their native regions meant that the local populace was able to develop certain protocols and rituals for their use, so as to limit the scope for abuse. These traditional societal usages were typically developed over very long durations of time, certainly centuries if not millennia.

Opium differs from grassroots psychoactives in many respects, not the least of them being the time span over which it became a substance that large numbers of people began to use for the specific purpose of altering their consciousness. This happened only a few hundred years ago, which is significant because it suggests that opium developed its distinctive user profiles relatively recently in comparison with grassroots psychoactives. The time frame within which opioid use develops in a society is, in fact, critical to how its wider societal effects play out.

Spatially too there are important distinctions in the ways in which mind-altering substances circulated. The use of grassroots psychoactives tended to be localized, being specific to certain cultures and regions. The chewing of coca leaves, for instance, was limited to certain societies in South America and has remained so to this day. The practice did not spread beyond the continent even when substances derived from coca leaves, such as cocaine, became commodified as recreational drugs. In the late nineteenth century the Dutch cultivated coca on a large scale in Java, but the practice of chewing the leaves was never adopted by the farmers who grew the plant, even though other psychoactives, like opium, were widely used on the island at that time.14 Unlike coca, cannabis was an ‘Old World’ plant that had a wide geographic range across continents, and was, moreover, exceptionally hardy and vigorous. Yet, cannabis was not used as a psychoactive everywhere that it grew: in many places, such as Italy, it was cultivated for its fibre (hemp).15 Back then the European preference was for wine and spirits. In the Indian subcontinent, on the other hand, the mood-altering properties of cannabis were embraced so early and so eagerly that ‘India has been called the world’s first cannabis-oriented culture’.16

Another respect in which grassroots psychoactives differ from opioids is that they generally require very little processing; most of them can be chewed or smoked, or otherwise consumed almost as soon as they are harvested; some can be used after being dried, and others straight off the plant, like palm toddy. The sap of poppy bulbs, on the other hand, requires a significant amount of processing for it to be transformed into opium. Even as recently as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it would take almost an entire year for poppy sap to be converted into usable opium; it cannot be used fresh off the plant, like marijuana, qat or coca leaves. This is probably why the pre-modern trade in opium was largely medicinal: the processing that the raw gum required may have imposed a natural limit on the quantities of the drug that could be in circulation.

The fact that opium had to be processed meant also that it was expensive, so it is no coincidence that early adopters were often cultural elites and literati.17 This has remained a constant feature of opioid use, from medieval courts to the present day.18 In the contemporary West too, musicians, artists and writers were often the pioneers in opioid-use because ‘there was a certain glamour in it’.19 The early embrace of opium by elites is another factor that sets the substance apart from grassroots psychoactives. Toddy, marijuana and mahua, for example, were looked down upon by elites because they grew in the ‘wild’ and were consumed by poor peasants and foragers.20 Their own preferences, by contrast, tended to be for highly refined consciousness-altering substances like wine, spirits and, especially, aphrodisiacs (which opium was mistakenly thought to be). It is not surprising then that opium, which also required refining, held a special appeal for connoisseurs and literati, ranging from writers like Thomas De Quincey in England, Jean Cocteau in France and William S. Burroughs in the United States to Zhang Changjia in China.21 This appeal did not wane over time; if anything it grew stronger. According to Beth Macy: ‘The term “hipster”, in fact, drew from the Chinese opium smoker of the 1800s, who’d spent much of his time smoking while reclining on one hip. The hipster counter-culture took inspiration from heroin-addicted jazz greats like Charlie Parker and John Coltrane.’22

The plant whose profile most closely resembles that of the opium poppy is the coca bush (Erythroxylum coca), the leaves of which can also be processed into the addictive drug cocaine. But for most of its long history coca was a grassroots psychoactive, used by indigenous populations in South America, where large numbers of people continue to use it in that fashion to this day. However, chewers of coca were not responsible for transforming the leaves of the bush into cocaine. It was a German chemist who isolated the cocaine alkaloid in 1855, though the drug did not become a trade commodity until later in the nineteenth century, some 300 years after opium. So, in effect, cocaine followed in the footsteps of opium, which had long since established certain patterns which, as the historian Alfred McCoy observes, ‘have been repeated, years or even decades later, in the Andes coca zone’.23

Opium, therefore, is quite distinctive in its social history. The lumping together of opioids with other psychoactives, as a ‘drug’, is not just misleading; it has also led to profoundly mistaken public health approaches, depriving people of some substances, like cannabis and peyote, that are now known to have many beneficial properties. Indeed, the only effective means of combating the continuing spread of opioids may lie in forging alliances with other plants—that is by making grassroots psychoactives like cannabis and peyote more easily available.

Of course, opium also has innumerable beneficial uses, perhaps more so than any other psychoactive. It is precisely because of its extraordinary properties that opium also possesses the ability to generate a continually ascending series of more addictive forms, from the ma’jûn of the Middle Ages to chandu, morphine, heroin and oxycodone. Opium’s ability to spin off new and more potent versions of itself—even synthetic analogues like fentanyl—is one of the many tricks that the genie has often used to break out of its bottle. Once it escapes, it has a way of quickly transcending class and spreading from elites to those at the other end of the social ladder. This pattern too has repeated itself many times over throughout history.24

These properties have endowed opium with a distinctive ability to interact with human societies in ways that can shape history. ‘[I]t is perhaps appropriate,’ writes William B. McAllister, a US diplomat and historian, ‘to interpret opium as an actor in its own right. Rather than simply an inert substance, opium might be seen over the last three or four centuries as a sort of independent biological imperial agent. In recent decades [opium’s] worldwide ubiquity only confirms its power; opium appears to have bested all its human contenders.’25

It is because opium is a historical force in its own right that it must be approached with due attention to the ways in which it has interacted with humans over time. If these interactions are difficult to conceptualize it is largely because they are very strongly inflected by class and power differentials. But those difficulties are further compounded by the fact that the necessary vocabulary does not yet exist for thinking about history in a way that allows for the agency of non-human entities.

*

Through most of human history, opium circulated in very small quantities and was used primarily as a medicine. Anatolia was probably the region in which farmers first began to cultivate poppies as an important commercial crop, and the practice is thought to have spread outwards from there. The armies of Alexander the Great are believed to have carried opium into Iran, hence the derivation of the Persian and Arabic words for opium, ‘afyun’, from the Greek ‘opion’.26 The Perso-Arabic terms, in turn, engendered the word ‘afeem’, widely used across the Indian subcontinent, and Chinese terms like ‘afyon’ and ‘yapian’.27 Even after its introduction to the Middle East, opium continued to be used largely for medicinal purposes.

In the Indian subcontinent the cultivation of poppies probably began towards the end of the first millennium of the common era. The first references to opium in Sanskrit date back to the eighth century, at about the time of the Arab conquest of Sind. This, along with the Perso-Arabic derivations of many Indian words for opium, suggests that the commercial cultivation of the poppy was introduced in the region by way of Iran and the Arab world.28

A useful analogy in thinking of the social history of opium is that of an opportunistic pathogen, one that goes through long periods of dormancy, affecting very small numbers of people.29 But when social processes and historical events provide the pathogen with an opportunity, it bursts out to rapidly expand its circulation. Often, when these outbreaks happen, the pathogen undergoes a mutation, which allows it to elude human immune systems. In opioid outbreaks too the drug mutates and begins to be consumed in newer, more powerfully addictive forms.

In the case of opium the earliest opportunities for propagation were provided by the Mongols, around the fourteenth century, when their contiguous territories stretched from China to northern India, Iran, the Levant and Anatolia. The oral consumption of opium in various forms was popular among Mongol rulers and in their courts, and the practice was then passed on to their successors, the Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal empires. The ruling dynasties of these empires were, variously, Shia and Sunni Muslims, but their territories were contiguous—sprawling over a huge swath of Eurasia and north Africa—and they had a significant degree of communication with each other.

It was in these empires that the use of opium went through a second phase of expansion in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The characteristic form in which opium was used also underwent a change at this time. Its potency was enhanced by mixing it with other psychoactives like cannabis, and the mixtures were consumed either as a beverage or a comestible.30

Since the people of these parts of Asia were introduced to opium at a time when supplies were limited, their exposure to it was slow and gradual. This afforded them time to develop social customs and usages for limiting the use of opium to certain contexts, much as Europeans did with alcohol.31 This process is, of course, analogous to the way in which populations develop immunities to pathogens, except in this case the resistances were social rather than biological. The fact that other psychoactive substances, like cannabis and betel nut, were widely used in the Indian subcontinent probably also helped to limit the spread of opium locally. Moreover, even though opium was a major feature of courtly life in Mughal India, the drug was not an instrument of state policy, or a major source of revenue. Thus, the Mughal Empire had no financial incentive to encourage opium use or expand the industry.32

Over time, in the Indian subcontinent and Persia, the use of opium came to be socially acceptable so long as it was consumed orally, in the form of pills and tonics—but there was a powerful taboo against the smoking of opium, which is a much more addictive method of consumption. When drunk or eaten, opium, in the minimally processed forms in which it circulated in India, did not typically produce a ‘high’: it acted more in the manner of a soporific or analgesic. Hence, swallowing opium was seen in the same light as taking a medicine, whereas smoking the drug was considered a recreational activity, and hence ‘a perversion’.33 A similar pattern of opioid use emerged also in Europe and America. Even though various opioid-based tinctures and tonics were widely consumed in the West, through much of the nineteenth century, the recreational smoking of opium was strongly frowned upon: it was perceived as being characteristic of ‘degenerate races’ and was considered ‘detestable’.34

In short, social conventions that had developed through centuries of exposure to opium may have helped to protect some parts of Eurasia from highly addictive forms of opioid use. It needs to be noted, however, that social resistances to addictive substances do not last forever, and can crumble quite quickly when drugs are synthesized into more addictive forms. Iran, for example, developed a major heroin-addiction problem in the early twentieth century, as did India with cocaine, which began to be mixed into the paste that is applied on betel leaves, to make paan.35 And today parts of India, Pakistan and Afghanistan are once again in the grip of rapidly spreading opioid epidemics.

*

It is clear from many European travel narratives that by the 1500s, opium was circulating widely among the courtly elites of northern India, Afghanistan and Central Asia. In this period it was usually consumed in a form known as ma’jûn, a compound made of opium paste and some other substances. Ma’jûn was generally rolled into pellets and eaten, or mixed into beverages and drunk.36 The first Mughal Emperor of India, Babur, refers to ma’jûn frequently in his autobiography.37 His son Emperor Humayun was an even greater enthusiast.38 Humayun’s son Emperor Akbar also used opium, as did his grandson Jahangir, who is reported to have taken ‘six draughts of alcohol each evening and a pill of opium’.39 Opium use was also widespread in the courts of Rajput rulers, and the substance was even incorporated into some of their rituals, such as weddings.

But the indulgences of kings and emperors are rarely within the reach of ordinary people. The impressions conveyed by travel narratives and historical sources are probably skewed because of a disproportionate focus on elite practices: European travellers and merchants generally tended to attach themselves to royal entourages, and court chronicles were also largely written by people connected with ruling elites. In reality it is unlikely that even a small percentage of the general population would have been able to find, much less buy, opium, even if they had wanted to.

In pre-colonial India, opium poppies were cultivated in two regions of the subcontinent. The eastern and more important opium-producing region was in the Gangetic plain, around Patna, in modern-day Bihar, while the second was in an area known as Malwa, in west-central India. The total quantity of opium produced in Bihar through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was less than 5,000 chests, while Malwa probably produced around 4,000 chests. Since half the supply was exported,40 the amount of opium available, on a per capita basis, to the 150–200 million inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent in this period was at most 1 or 2 grams per year, a minuscule amount.41 According to Hans Derks’s calculations, opium was used in small quantities even by the upper classes, a fraction of a gram per day.42 The amounts are so small that they suggest that only a tiny minority, consisting mainly of rulers and noblemen, consumed opium in substantial quantities. The vast majority of the population of pre-colonial India clearly used the drug mostly for medicinal purposes if at all.

In the nineteenth century, British colonial writers and officials often conveyed the impression that opium was a traditional Indian drug, widely consumed by people of all classes. But it takes only a cursory glance at the figures to see that this could not possibly have been the case. While the knowledge of opium may have been widespread, as in Europe, its actual use was obviously quite limited. Opium use did indeed become common in the subcontinent in the late nineteenth century, when India was exporting as much as 100,000 chests of opium in some years.43 But this phenomenal growth was not caused by ‘tradition’—it came about, rather, because the drug was instrumental in the creation of a certain kind of colonial modernity.






FOUR

Frenemies

Poppies are a thirsty, labour-intensive crop, difficult to cultivate for small farmers.1 It is estimated that even today, a peasant family growing poppies under optimal conditions would not be able to harvest more than 12 kilograms of opium in a year.2 In pre-colonial times Bihari farmers would have produced far less than that: their poppies were generally grown on small strips of land along the borders of the crops they depended on for their sustenance. The raw opium was sold to middlemen who transported the drug to Patna, where it was processed and marketed to buyers from many parts of the Indian subcontinent, and indeed the world.3

These patterns began to change when Europeans became a powerful new force in the political economy of the Indian Ocean.4 It was the Portuguese who discovered that opium could serve a useful diplomatic function as an item to be included in the gifts that they gave to local rulers to lubricate the flow of trade with their own country.5 So it happened that the nexus between state power and trade, so characteristic of mercantilist Europe, slowly but surely turned opium into something that it had never been before—an instrument of state policy.

When the Dutch replaced the Portuguese as the dominant power in the Indian Ocean, they expanded the practice of gifting opium by incorporating it into their relentless quest for monopolies over Asian trade commodities, like nutmeg, mace and cloves.6 Having succeeded in cornering the market in several other spices, they then set their sights on pepper, which, in terms of quantity and value, was by far the most important component of the spice trade. But pepper was a more difficult proposition than cloves, nutmeg and mace because it grew in several regions. Of these the most important were the kingdoms and principalities of the Malabar Coast, where it was traded for either silver or other goods. Historically, opium had played no part in the trade, but once Europeans began to distribute it as a gift, the demand for the drug grew so quickly that the Dutch traders were able to use it as a currency, to acquire pepper on the Malabar Coast.7 The Dutch were thus the first to discover that the demand for opium and opiates can grow almost unstoppably once supplies are made easily available.

*

The Malay-speaking regions of pre-colonial Southeast Asia were relative latecomers to opium. In the sixteenth century many European travellers compiled lists of Javanese and Malay words, but opium did not figure in even one of them, which suggests that very little opium was in circulation in the region at the time.8 When the Dutch started bringing Indian opium into the archipelago, many native rulers tried to stop the inflow and ‘did what they could, and often in a very radical manner, to protect their subjects against the baneful drug’.9 Some of the Sultans of Java and the Radjah of Lombok enacted stern prohibitions on opium within their territories.10 But these prohibitions became increasingly ineffective as the Dutch grip on the archipelago tightened. From around 1640, when they first started procuring large amounts of opium in India, in a mere forty years the Dutch were able to create a seventeen-fold expansion in the market in Java and Madura.11

Through the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the insatiable demand on the part of European trading companies led to a huge surge in the production of opium in eastern India. Although they had stiff competition from English, Portuguese and Spanish merchants, the Dutch were the major buyers of opium in the region, and much of what they bought was sold in the East Indies. Over the eighteenth century they are estimated to have sold nearly 50,00,000 kilograms of opium in the Indonesian archipelago.12

The Dutch East India Company, generally known as the VOC (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie), gradually extended the practice of using opium as a trade currency throughout the East Indies, leveraging it to impose monopolies as well as monopsonies (where sellers could sell to only one buyer).13 They would offer opium to local rulers in exchange for exclusive access to their products while insisting, at the same time, that they be the sole supplier of the drug to their kingdoms. In this way, as far back as the seventeenth century, the VOC established a complete monopoly over the selling of opium in the East Indies: it alone had the right to ship opium from eastern India to its territories, where it was auctioned off by its officials to opium ‘farmers’ or retailers, who then arranged for its sale to consumers. The system worked so well that the market for opium in the East Indies grew rapidly over the seventeenth century.14 By the mid-eighteenth century opium from eastern India was among the most important items of trade in ports like Batavia (Jakarta) and Riau. In this period ‘[p]ractically the entire exports of Bengal opium were directed at the Indonesian archipelago’.15 This continued to be the case for a long time afterwards.16

*

As more and more Indian opium flowed into the Dutch-controlled ports of Java, small quantities of the drug also began to travel eastwards, carried by diasporic Chinese merchants to Taiwan and the ports of the Fujian province.17 The merchants brought with them also the habit of smoking opium, which had caught on among the Chinese of Batavia around 1617.18 The practice was still in its infancy then, and the substance that was smoked was actually tobacco dipped in a solution of liquid opium.19 The mixture was smoked in a pipe, like regular tobacco, and it produced only a tiny amount of morphia, 0.2 per cent by weight. Within a few years elite Chinese literati were also smoking opium in this form, and the technique gained ground quickly because tobacco was then already ubiquitous in China.20 The ensuing spread of opium caused enough concern that the Qing state passed a ban on it as early as 1729, when the total annual importation was only 200 chests.21 The ban penalized the dealers who ran opium dens but not the smokers themselves, ‘who were thought to suffer badly enough from the effects of addiction’.22

Over the next decades the practice went through a complete transformation with the development of a technique for refining crude opium to create a substance known as chandu, or ‘smoking opium’ (in the words of the eminent historian of narcotics David Courtwright).23 Although this kind of opioid was often lumped together with the type of opium that was used in medications, it was, in fact, a completely different substance. ‘Smoking opium’ did not need to be mixed with tobacco: it delivered a much more powerful high on its own, with a yield between 9 and 10 per cent morphia.24 The high yields of morphia made this a significantly more addictive practice, and around the 1760s it became the preferred method of opium consumption in China and Indonesia. Inevitably there was a huge acceleration in the rate of addiction.

In effect, like a mutated pathogen, this new, more addictive avatar of the drug found ‘virgin soil’ in Southeast Asia and China, and was, therefore, able to expand its circulation with unprecedented rapidity, much like the epidemic diseases that were then decimating the indigenous peoples of the Americas. Just as the spread of deadly pathogens was often aided by European colonizers in the Americas, so too was the proliferation in the circulation of opium in Southeast Asia and China actively abetted by European empires.

The Chinese, for their part, were well aware of the European role in the rapid spread of opium in Asia. In 1791, the Chinese traveller Ong Tae-hae had this to say about the Javanese:


[C]oveting the wealth of Europeans, [they] have gradually fallen into their snare; but who could have calculated on the conquerors proceeding to invent the black fumes of opium, to tempt and delude the natives; urging them to consume this drug as a luxury, until they became so weak and emaciated, so dispirited and exhausted, that they could no longer think of regaining their land, nor conceive the idea of revenging their wrongs. The Javanese … were readily overcome by this poison, and lost all care for themselves; but we Chinese, of the central flowery land, have also been deluded by them; for no sooner do we partake of this substance, than we lose all anxieties about our native land, have no further concern for father or mother, wife or children, and are plunged into unspeakable misery.



He continues:


How is it then that we Chinese, together with the Javanese are so thoughtless as to fall into this snare? In this scheme of the Europeans they seem to have laid a foundation not to be rooted up for a myriad of years; having done which, they live at their ease, without dread of danger, while they give themselves up to the work of fleecing the people.25



*

The Dutch opium regime in the East Indies underwent many changes between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, but what remained constant was that every new measure invariably had the effect of expanding the market for the drug.26 When faced with criticism, Dutch officials would argue that they were merely meeting a demand that was rooted in the inherent infirmities of the natives, and that if they did not provide a supply, others would. This pattern of disavowal, or ‘denial’, too would leave an enduring legacy: arguments like these were later adopted not only by other European narco-states, but also by twenty-first-century marketers of opiates.

Several Southeast Asian rulers tried to restrict the inflow of the drug to their domains, only to have their efforts pit them against the VOC, which depended on its monopoly of opium for a large part of its revenue. This meant that the VOC had to fight innumerable small but brutal ‘opium wars’ to prevent local rulers from limiting the circulation of opium in their territories.27 This pattern would later be replicated, on a much larger scale, by Britain in China. In other words, the Dutch created a template in the seventeenth century that ensured, as Hans Derks notes, that ‘almost all Asiatic wars’ would henceforth have ‘a strong narco-character through to the present, including the Vietnam and Afghanistan wars’.28

The VOC’s opium monopoly in the Indonesian archipelago was constantly threatened by shippers of many stripes, English and American, Asian and European. Since the East Indies lay athwart the main trade route between India and China, innumerable opium-laden ships plied those waters and more than a few took advantage of opportunities to dispose of their cargoes where they could.29 Keeping those ships out of the labyrinthine waterways of the Indonesian archipelago was a Herculean task, and the VOC seldom succeeded, despite waging a never-ending campaign against those it described as ‘smugglers’ and ‘pirates’.30 At the same time, the Dutch colonial regime also had to defend its opium monopoly against independent kingdoms that were trying to profit from the opium trade: a series of such conflicts ultimately led to the annexation of Bali.31

A notable aspect of the centuries-long Dutch involvement in the opium trade was that the colonial authorities consistently chose to buy the bulk of their supplies of opium from eastern India (although they sometimes added supplementary quantities from Turkey and Persia). However, they never attempted to cultivate poppies in their own colonial territories as they did with coca in the late nineteenth century. This was because of characteristically shrewd decisions, based on commercial as well as political considerations: they realized early on that if opium poppies were to be grown widely in the East Indies, not only would the price of the drug decline steeply, but the local rulers and chieftains would no longer depend on the Dutch for its supply. In other words, the profitability of the Dutch opium monopoly depended on the importation of the drug from India because it propped up prices. So when a nineteenth-century Dutch official mooted the idea of growing poppies in northern Sulawesi, his seniors silenced him by asking: ‘Is it clever to inform the population about a product which can be grown so easy and cheap, but which is so expensive to buy …?’32

The VOC’s monopoly on opium was a golden goose for Dutch officials and private traders. Some of them profited on a scale that is almost unimaginable: in 1709, one Governor General went back to Holland with 10 million guilders—a ‘“Bill Gates fortune” at present value’.33 In 1745 some senior officials of the VOC formed a club called the Amphioen (or Opium) Society, and negotiated special privileges in buying and disposing of opium.34 This was crony capitalism at its most advanced and ingenious form: the Amphioen Society cannily protected itself by giving shares to powerful people in the colonies and in Holland. William IV, Prince of Orange, himself received a substantial number of shares from which he and his progeny reaped enormous profits.35

Nor was this the only link between the opium trade and the royal house of the Netherlands. In 1815, the newly crowned Dutch monarch, formerly Prince Willem Frederik of Orange-Nassau, founded an enterprise called the Royal Dutch Trading Company (Koninklijke Nederlandsche Handel-Maatschappij or NHM). Due to its royal sponsorship, the company became so powerful in the Dutch East Indies that it was able to take over the colonial opium monopoly.36 The practices of the Royal Dutch Trading Company were so harsh that they became the target of a passionate denunciation in the novel Max Havelaar by the Dutch writer Eduard Douwes Dekker, better known as Multatuli.37 While the company no longer exists today, its legacy lives on, as is the case with many other enterprises that profited from the opium trade. Its offshoots include an energy giant that has worked hard to promote denialism regarding fossil fuels and climate change: Royal Dutch/Shell.38

Although many of the company’s other ventures failed at the time, its opium business was consistently profitable and earned vast sums of money for the royal family: ‘the billions of the private fortune of the present House of Orange originate partly from this source.’39

Nor did these ventures slake the appetites of the House of Orange. In the late nineteenth century powerful members of the royal family established a tin-mining company on the Sumatran island of Billiton (Belitung) as a private undertaking. Through the influence of its royal patrons, the company also acquired the license to sell opium to its overworked and much-abused labour force, most of which was Chinese. That company is now one of the most important mining enterprises in the world—BHP Billiton (BHP Group Limited).40

In sum, it was the Dutch who led the way in enmeshing opium with colonialism, and in creating the first imperial narco-state, heavily dependent on drug revenues. But it was in India that the model of the colonial narco-state was perfected by the British.41

*

Throughout the 1600s and even afterwards, the Dutch and the English were the most intimate of enemies. From North America to the farthest reaches of the Indian Ocean, they competed ferociously, and often violently, for markets and colonies. In Europe, they fought a series of wars, one of which ended in a decisive defeat for Britain in 1667. Yet, at the same time, the two ‘frenemies’ also learnt from each other, copied each other and served in each other’s armies, navies, businesses and universities. As for the royal families, they were so closely connected that William III, Prince of Orange-Nassau, and his wife, Queen Mary, were enthroned as the rulers of England in 1689.

This dynamic of intimate enmity also governed Anglo-Dutch relations in the Indian Ocean. Although the Dutch had a lead of a few decades in the East Indies, the English were constantly snapping at their heels. In 1623, the rivalry culminated in the execution of ten Englishmen—along with nine Japanese ronin and one Eurasian—in Amboyna (now Ambon), the Dutch capital in the Moluccas.42 It was only after this that English territorial ambitions moved away from the East Indies and came to be focused on the Indian subcontinent.

The British East India Company’s first permanent settlement in India was founded just four years after the Amboyna incident, near the city of Madras (now Chennai). In the decades that followed the Company would acquire Bombay, and also establish the city of Calcutta. It was the latter that became the launching pad for the East India Company’s expansion into the Gangetic plain, the heartland of northern India. This region was known historically as Purvanchal (‘eastern region’): its people were the Purbiyas (‘easterners’) and its principal language was Bhojpuri, which is now considered a dialect of Hindi.43

Purvanchal was rich not only in crafts, industries and agricultural products, but also in surplus labour, much of which was absorbed by the subcontinent’s many competing armies. Over time a thriving market in military labour came into being in the Gangetic plain, and men of diverse castes and tribes resorted to it for employment. The military labour market was vital to the economy of the region because, contrary to popular myth, pre-colonial India was neither sedentary nor unchanging: it was turbulent, unsettled and extremely dynamic, a land of adventurers, where soldiering and war-making were major industries that employed as much as a quarter of the population.44 The military labour market was also, as the historian Dirk Kolff has shown, an important avenue of social mobility, through which people could change and re-invent their place in the caste hierarchy.45 The market was, therefore, a critical strategic resource: any rising power that sought to expand into northern India had to be able to recruit sepoys and camp-followers from the Gangetic plain. The East India Company also drew on this region for its native troops: even before it annexed Bihar it was recruiting Purbiyas for its territorial armies in three different parts of the subcontinent. These Bihari sepoys tended to be largely upper-caste Hindus, mainly Brahmins and Rajputs.46

Equipped with English weaponry, the army of the Bengal Presidency marched steadily westward, at the expense of the increasingly enfeebled remnants of the Mughal Empire. In 1757 and 1764 the East India Company defeated the tottering indigenous powers in two decisive battles.47 The territories that came with those victories were quickly incorporated into the Company’s Bengal Presidency, which from then on extended deep into the Gangetic plain, well past the city of Patna. This meant that much of the hinterland of the military labour market, as well as most of the opium-producing region of Bihar, was now in English hands; both would prove strategically crucial to the fortunes of the East India Company.

The English, like the Dutch and the French, had long maintained a ‘factory’ or trading station in Patna, so its officials were intimately familiar with the workings of the opium business. For a few years after the British conquest, the Europeans competed against each other in procuring opium, with the result that the acreage under poppy cultivation in the region soared from 283,000 hectares to 303,500 hectares in just one year. ‘This large-scale conversion of paddy fields into poppy cultivation,’ writes the historian Emdad-ul Haq, ‘contributed to a famine in Bengal in 1770. This famine caused the death of 10 million people in an area that had been traditionally known as the “Golden Bengal” due to its natural resources.’48

In 1772, the Governor General of India, Warren Hastings, resolved the matter by placing Bihar’s opium production wholly under the control of the East India Company. From then on farmers could sell their opium only to the Company’s designated agents; local merchants who bought or sold the drug were deemed smugglers.49 This shut French and Dutch merchants out of the trade, much to the detriment of Bihari farmers, who actually preferred to do business with other Europeans since they paid better than the English.50

For the colonial regime the opium market was a windfall and it could not have come at a better time: this was exactly the period when the taxes on Chinese tea were becoming increasingly indispensable sources of revenue, both for Britain and for the East India Company. At the same time Chinese tea was becoming increasingly difficult to acquire because of the dwindling supplies of silver from the Americas.51 British officials were well aware, of course, of how their Dutch frenemies had expanded the demand for opium in the East Indies.52 While some members of the Company doubted that the Chinese market could be enlarged in the same way, there were others who were confident that it was possible.53
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