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A Study of Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke:
with a Special Emphasis upon the British Opium Trade and
the Principle of Free Trade

This essay discusses Amitav Ghosh'’s River of Smoke, mainly focusing upon the opium-related
conflict in Canton between British traders and the Chinese government in the period just before
the outbreak of the “Opium War” (1839-42).

Japanese observers in those days who knew what was happening in China, took it as a
serious threat to Japan’s national security as well, and it was this sense of the Western threat that
later led Choshu and Satsuma to form an alliance to overthrow the old feudal regime and to
establish the Meiji government under which to take the path of Westernization in a Japanese way.

Ghosh’s decision to set the novel in Canton, just before the war, is significant because, firstly,
it was the time of the struggle between the British opium traders and Lin Zixu, the Imperial High
Commissioner sent by the Emperor to put an end to the Opium Trade in Canton, resulting in the
glorious victory of Lin, who, with his exceptionally incorruptible character for a Chinese
mandarin and with his brilliant tactical skill, was able not only to successfully trap the British in
the foreign enclave in Canton, confiscate and then destroy more than 20,000 opium chests in the
foreign ships, but also to make clear how the British traders, in pursuit of wealth, were selling in
China a commodity prohibited by law in their own country, in total disregard of public welfare and
people’s lives, a contradiction which could only be explained by the racist assumptions held by the
Europeans against the Chinese. Although it gave the British an excuse to start the notorious
“Opium War,” thus bringing about the utter humiliation of the Chinese dynasty, this was the short
period in which China could make clear to the world on which side justice lay, thus making this
war a disgrace in the Imperial history of the UK.

Secondly, it was the time when, in the face of the Chinese government’s stronger measures
against the opium trade, heated discussions occurred among traders in the Chambers of
Commerce in the foreign enclave in Canton regarding how to deal with Lin, especially between
Charles King, who strongly criticized the opium trade as a pious American Protestant Christian,
and Scottish opium traders who, in the name of free trade, indulged in the pursuit of immoral and
anti-social greed. These arguments are of particular interest to us in terms of understanding the
anti-social nature of our contemporary Neoliberalism.

Thirdly, Ghosh could depict the attractiveness of the small foreign enclave in Canton, called
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Fanqui-town. Fanqui-town was a special place, especially for Indians because it was only there that
Indians from different places, caste, religions and with different languages, who would never have
mingled with each other if they had been in India, could transcend such social and cultural divides
as well as restrictions and freely work together as Indians and share common customs and food.
It was like living in the independent India that Nehru envisioned much later.

Fourthly, Ghosh could also depict as a protagonist of the novel a successful Parsi Indian
opium trader from Bombay, Bharam Modie. As a result of the conflict between Lin and the opium
traders, Bharam lost not only his livelihood as a trader but also his soul as a Parsi and chose death
at the end of the novel. Ghosh, by delineating the way Bharam was haunted by the ghost of
Arrow, the victim of his attempt to bring the opium ashore himself, showed how his humanity
turned against the opium-trader in him. From another point of view, his was the life of an
ambitious and talented Indian businessman in the age of British colonial rule when Indian
businessmen could survive only on British terms and the opium trade was the only opportunity

open to Indian traders.

(KATO, Tsunehiko, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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