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Introduction



Until the 1960s, historians viewed China’s history – and especially its economic history – through the lens of Western teleologies of historical change predicated on the progress of “freedom,” leading either to capitalist democracy or socialist utopia. As I have written elsewhere, whether construed in Weberian terms as a peculiar type of “bureaucratic feudalism” or in Marxist categories as a species of the “Asiatic mode of production” genus, both Western and Asian scholarship portrayed imperial China as a static society whose periodic changes in regime barely caused a ripple on the stagnant pond of despotism.1 The immobility of imperial Chinese society and economy typically was attributed to the parasitic nature of the imperial state and its dominant social class, the “gentry.” Although the Chinese empire was believed to share the basic features of “oriental despotisms” in general, its unique longevity could be explained by the remarkable durability of the gentry’s dominance over government office, landowning, intellectual life, and culture. In contrast, for example, to the dispersion of social power among monarchs, warriors, clerics, seigneurs, and urban corporations in medieval Europe, the gentry monopolized political, economic, and cultural authority and deflected challenges from any insurgent group, be they merchants, military officers, or disaffected intelligentsia. In the eyes of Marxist historians, the persistence of gentry rule perpetuated feudal property ownership and relations of production in which the rentier elite absorbed the surpluses generated by the peasant families under their dominion. American scholars balked at employing the category of “feudalism,” given its Marxist associations, but their paradigm of “traditional” Chinese society essentially conformed to this depiction of economic inertia.

The most potent challenges to this image of an unchanging China were voiced by Japanese historians. Naitō Kōnan, writing in 1914, was the first to posit a fundamental transformation in Chinese government and society from the eighth to the twelfth centuries (what has become known as the “Tang-Song transition”) during which aristocratic domination dissolved and was superseded both by a more autocratic state and greater autonomy for village society. Naitō’s disciple Miyazaki Ichisada, in his 1950 book East Asia’s Modern Age, likened the Tang-Song transition to the European Renaissance, both of which exhibited the secularization of society and culture and the rebirth of rational philosophy on one hand, and the rise of cities, commerce, and the free disposition of property and labor on the other, that have become hallmarks of the modern world.2 Japanese Marxist historians, in contrast, interpreted the Tang-Song transition as the moment in which a feudal society based on serfdom eclipsed the ancient slave-labor economy. In their view, in contrast to genuine forms of feudalism – to be found in the medieval eras of both Europe and Japan – Chinese feudalism proved resistant to further social development because of the ineluctable tenacity of China’s patriarchal social institutions of family, lineage, village, and guild.

The crucial breakthrough in the conceptualization of China’s premodern economy came in the 1960s. Shiba Yoshinobu’s magisterial study of the commercial economy of Song China (tenth to thirteenth centuries) marked a crucial departure from linear conceptions of history to study the facts of economic life.3 In meticulous detail Shiba reconstructed the innovations in transport, agricultural and industrial productivity, markets, urban structure, business enterprise, and credit and finance that stimulated an unprecedented commercial efflorescence. As Shiba demonstrated, the Song period witnessed the formation of regional, national, and international markets for a wide range of commodities, including staples such as grain, salt, and timber and new consumer products (tea, sugar, porcelain) as well as luxury goods. Although Shiba’s study focused on private commerce and the formation of commercial capital, he disavowed the idea that the rise of the market economy heralded the emergence of a bourgeois social class. At the same time Robert Hartwell published a series of provocative essays on the coal and iron industries in Song China that offered further corroboration of the importance of market demand for industrial development.4 Hartwell’s study attested to prodigious iron and steel output by large-scale enterprises utilizing technologies such as blast furnaces and coking far beyond anything available in the West at the time. While primarily stressing the demand for iron goods emanating from urban markets (and especially the Song capital of Kaifeng), Hartwell also underscored the contributions of the Song state – in providing domestic peace, a stable monetary system, transport facilities, and predictable economic policies – in reducing risks and fostering private investment.

The fruits of the pioneering research by Shiba and Hartwell were gathered together into a far more ambitious interpretation of China’s premodern economy proposed by Mark Elvin in his seminal study, The Pattern of the Chinese Past (1973). Elvin divided his analysis of Chinese history into three parts that surveyed (1) the main features of political economy from the early empires down to the fourteenth century, with a focus on the military and fiscal capacities of the imperial state; (2) what Elvin dubbed “the medieval economic revolution” of the eighth to thirteenth centuries, focused on technological and institutional changes that enabled unprecedented growth in agriculture, industrial production, commerce, and cities; and (3) the flattening of growth and technological stasis throughout the late imperial period (from the fourteenth century onward), resulting in what he described as “quantitative growth and qualitative standstill.” Elvin concluded that the turning point in China’s economic development came during the fourteenth century, pointing to three changes or reversals that deterred further investment, material and intellectual, in technological innovation: (1) the diminution of foreign contact and trade resulting from the Ming state’s self-imposed maritime embargo, which cut off China from international trade, vitiated its navy, and hindered the development of national identity; (2) the “filling-up” of China’s frontiers and closing of outlets for emigration, resulting in a worsening imbalance in the labor/land ratio that discouraged labor-saving innovations; and (3) the waning of philosophical interest in the natural world and efforts to gain mastery over it, thus precluding the emergence of “science.” Despite important developments in the late imperial period (especially during 1550–1800), including the disappearance of serfdom, the growth of rural trade and industry, and increased scale of economic organization, China remained encased in a technological cul-de-sac that precluded a breakthrough to an industrial revolution.

Elvin’s book was not intended as a comprehensive economic history, but it did advance a bold and novel thesis to explain long-term changes in the Chinese economy and its failure to generate the kind of transformative change wrought by the Industrial Revolution in the West. Equally importantly, however, Elvin established the idea of a “medieval economic revolution” in China that confounded the universal categories of Western social science and challenged commonplace assumptions about the primacy of the Western European historical experience. Historians of late imperial China responded to Elvin’s contrast between the medieval economic revolution and the merely incremental pace of subsequent economic growth by asserting that from the sixteenth century onward China underwent a “second economic revolution” characterized by: the disappearance of bound labor; the ascendancy of private enterprise over state economic management; the growth of rural industries; the increasing spatial range of the market; higher levels of monetization in private trade and public finance; a greater volume of foreign trade; and dramatic increases in the size of the population and economic output.5

Nonetheless, despite the emerging consensus that the market exerted a growing influence on economic life from the Song dynasty onward, many scholars shared Elvin’s conviction that China’s late imperial economy remained trapped in some form of structural equilibrium that prohibited transformational growth. In contrast to the focus on commercial development in the studies by Shiba, Hartwell, and Elvin, scholars such as Kang Chao and Philip Huang emphasized the constraints imposed by the inherent limitations of a peasant economy dominated by small family farms.6 Chao and Huang argued that the persistence of a peasant mode of production driven by family subsistence needs inhibited labor-saving technological innovation and the formation of capital-intensive farming. Access to land and market opportunities ironically reinforced, in Huang’s words, an “involutionary” pattern of diminishing labor productivity and “growth without development.” Kent Deng singled out the crucial importance of the “absolute” landownership rights of free peasant families as the key to a structural equilibrium that in his view was congruent with the development of the Chinese empire since its origins in antiquity. Deng postulated that the interlocking effects of Confucian ideology, the imperial state, and the landholding system promoted economic stability, a decent and at times affluent livelihood, commercial expansion, population growth, and military security, but the strength of this fundamentally agrarian system also deterred transformative change.7

This notion that China’s economy was constrained by a peasant mode of production has been disputed by scholars steeped in the tenets of neoclassical economics who argued that farming families were inculcated with norms of diligence, thrift, and accumulation and responded positively to shifts in factor prices within smoothly functioning, competitive markets largely free from government interference. Although the constraints of premodern technologies – especially in transport – limited the potential for market-driven development, the growth of regional and international markets after 1870 (at least in some favored areas) because of improvements in transport, information, and technological diffusion generated rising real incomes and sustained economic growth before the onset of the Great Depression and the Japanese invasions in the 1930s.8 The involution thesis also was challenged by Li Bozhong’s contention that – in contrast to Elvin’s depiction of technological stasis in the Ming-Qing era – Chinese farmers continually innovated by developing new agricultural technologies and investing household labor in handicraft industries that boosted family incomes and rural prosperity throughout the late imperial era.9

The dispute over the nature of the Chinese rural economy ultimately hinged on the question of whether it should be understood primarily as a product of China’s unique historical experience – the most crucial features of which were the predominance of small family farms and a distinct “peasant” mentality – or, conversely, as one governed by universal laws of economic behavior in which farming households responded affirmatively to market incentives, behaving much like entrepreneurial firms. In the 1990s, the search to transcend the apparent stalemate between these conflicting views gave rise to what has come to be known as the “California School” of Chinese economic history. Applying the analytical tools of comparative economic history to the study of China’s late imperial economy framed within a world-historical perspective, the California School group challenged long-standing assumptions about the inherent superiority of Western institutions, culture, and government for the promotion of economic growth.10 In his provocative study of the “Great Divergence” that led to the Industrial Revolution breakthrough in Britain but not elsewhere, Kenneth Pomeranz raised the question of whether institutional differences in fact produced divergent outcomes in economic performance.11 Pomeranz contended that despite their different institutional matrices, the most economically advanced regions of the premodern world – including not only Britain and the Netherlands in Europe and China’s Yangzi Delta, but also Bengal in India and eastern Japan – evinced fundamental similarities grounded in what Adam Smith identified as the motive forces of economic growth: the expansion of markets and the specialization of labor. Pomeranz thus repudiated Huang’s involutionary model in contending that Chinese farming families and entrepreneurial firms alike responded efficiently to price-setting markets for land, labor, and capital. At the same time Pomeranz emphasized the limits to Smithian dynamics of economic growth and the intensifying constraints to further development, largely due to exhaustion of natural resources, that all of the leading economic regions of the world faced by the end of the eighteenth century. The breakthrough to modern economic growth came not from further extension of Smithian market dynamics, but rather from Britain’s unique advantages for resolving resource constraints through its colonial empire and for developing the revolution in energy (coal-powered steam technology) that was the true basis for the Industrial Revolution.

The tempestuous debate over the “Great Divergence” incited by the work of Pomeranz and other California School historians without doubt has been the most hotly contested issue as well as the most vitally creative catalyst for new scholarship in the field of comparative economic history during the past fifteen years.12 The most important influence of the California School scholarship – and what will be its enduring legacy – has been its insistence on precision and consistency in comparing economic institutions and performance in Europe, Asia, and beyond. In response to – and the response overwhelmingly has consisted of efforts at refutation – Pomeranz’s “Great Divergence” thesis, economic historians have focused intently on developing quantitative measures of economic performance to test its arguments. As a result, the recent wave of scholarship on the Chinese economy in comparative historical perspective has mostly been confined to issues and time periods for which quantitative measurement might be feasible (and yet still, as we shall see, severely hindered by the limitations of empirical evidence). As a result little of this scholarship examines Chinese economic history before the eighteenth century. Moreover, for reasons that defy ready explanation, the “Great Divergence” debate seems to have engaged economists more than historians, and the impetus for new research stimulated by it has largely come – apart from the California School scholars themselves – from Asian and European scholars rather than the North American academic community.

As welcome as the new attention to the economic history of China generated by the “Great Divergence” debate is, the narrow focus of recent comparative scholarship on particular institutions and quantitative measurement has caused scholars to lose sight of the Chinese economy as a whole and its historical development. Insufficient attention has been paid to the fact that the value of institutions always is context-specific; there is no set of institutions that is optimally valid under all historical circumstances – a point forcefully argued by Pomeranz, but often ignored. The purpose of this book is to tell the story of the Chinese economy in its own terms; or, perhaps I should say, to view the story of Chinese history through the lens of economic livelihood. Scholars and students of Chinese history as well as comparative economic historians presently lack access to even basic knowledge about Chinese economic history. General economic histories of China have been published in China – perhaps most authoritatively, the sixteen-volume Comprehensive Economic History of China (中国经济通史) published by Jingji Ribao Chubanshe (2nd edition, 2007) under the guidance of eleven editors – but they remain encumbered by shopworn Marxist paradigms and fail to incorporate virtually any Western scholarship, and Japanese scholarship only intermittently. Surprisingly, synthetic surveys of Chinese economic history rarely have been attempted by Japanese scholars in the past half-century. Mention should be made of a recently published volume edited by Okamoto Takashi, which provides a cogent but highly abbreviated survey of Chinese economic history from the Neolithic era to the advent of the recent economic reforms launched in 1978.13 But this work, with some exceptions, draws almost exclusively on Japanese scholarship. Elvin’s Pattern of the Chinese Past, now more than forty years old, has served – and for the most part served well – as the basic point of reference for Western scholars and students without command of the Chinese or Japanese languages, but Elvin’s book was not intended as a comprehensive economic history of China, and much of its content has been superseded by new knowledge.

This book, which spans nearly thirty centuries from the Bronze Age to the dawn of the twentieth century, immodestly attempts to fill this void. As the brief synopsis of recent debates over the premodern Chinese economy delineated above suggests, this field of study is riven by clashing interpretations, and as the following chapters will show, consensus is elusive on many major issues for virtually every period of Chinese history. Since this book is intended to be a work of synthesis, I have striven to achieve balance and objectivity; where I have waded into scholarly controversies and made my own interpretative choices, I have tried to acknowledge differing opinions and to justify my own judgments. My allegiance to the California School – as a matter of method, not doctrine – will be self-evident, but I hope I have succeeded in providing a fair hearing to opposing points of view.

My goal has been to write a coherent, synthetic narrative of the development of the Chinese economy over the very long term based on the best available scholarship. Of course, given the constraints of time, space, and resources, omissions are inevitable, and worthy scholarship undoubtedly has been overlooked in places. I have not proposed an overarching theory of the Chinese economy; my hope is that in this case, truly “le bon dieu est dans le détail.” But there is indeed a polemic that underlies this narrative. In the first place, this study repudiates any linear, stadial notion of history or economic development. Second, it disavows a fundamental tenet of neoclassical economics, namely the idea that the market is the driving force in economic development and the creation of wealth. Modern economic growth (and this was true of premodern economic growth as well) principally derives not from the expansion of markets, but rather from innovations fostered by new knowledge and technology. The narrow attention economic historians have focused on the market has obscured the impact of other institutions – most notably, the state – in promoting economic development.

Needless to say, in the case of China, where the imperial state endured for two millennia, the presence of the state loomed especially large in the lives and livelihoods of its subjects. As noted above, the remarkable durability of the imperial state has induced Western social theorists to categorize China as a form of “oriental despotism” in which the stultifying effects of imperial rule imparted a profound inertia to political and economic institutions that defied the norms of economic behavior and economic history. This characterization of Chinese “despotism” has persisted in Western social science even in recent times.14 Over the past several decades, Chinese historians have endeavored to counter this false image by delineating the dramatic expansion of the private economy since the mid-sixteenth century, the diminished role of the state in governing economic life, and even the possible emergence of a “civil society” in which the state granted substantial autonomy to local community leaders. In a different vein, the work of R. Bin Wong has rehabilitated our understanding of the late imperial Chinese state, refuting the caricature of a despotic and arbitrary government dedicated to the enrichment and opulence of the sovereign by elucidating the actual goals, capacities, and commitments of its leadership and the ways in which state actions – not necessarily deliberately – made positive contributions to economic growth.15 Nonetheless, the conviction that late imperial China should be seen as a “patronage economy” that “obstructed innovation and also encouraged widespread corruption” remains widespread, even among scholars who specialize in the study of the Chinese economy.16

In the study of European history, growing numbers of economists and historians have begun to recognize that the consolidation of power in the hands of territorial states during the early modern period enhanced the state’s fiscal and infrastructural capacity and encouraged state interventions to promote economic welfare that had positive effects on economic growth. Rather than dismissing the state as an invariably rent-seeking encumbrance continually interfering with the free play of market forces, this body of scholarship has sought to recuperate the crucial importance of the early modern state in fostering or abetting economic developments that culminated in the emergence of capitalism and the Industrial Revolution.17 The state did so through promoting and protecting new knowledge, investing in public goods, and incubating nascent strategic industries through policies that can be broadly described as “mercantilist” in the sense defined by Gustav Schmoller in 1884: “the total transformation of society and its organizations, as well as of the state and its institutions, in the replacing of a local and territorial economy by that of the national state.”18 Centralization of political power curtailed seigneurial and urban monopolies, privileges, and jurisdictional authorities that had hindered market integration, commercial competition, technological diffusion, and industrial investment.19 War-making, despite the short-term devastation it inflicted, exerted crucial influence on state formation and long-term economic development.20 Rather than simply an extension of Smithian dynamics of market expansion and labor specialization, economic growth in early modern Europe was nurtured by Schumpeterian principles in which it is not perfect markets, but rather imperfect markets, that spur innovation and economic growth. The quest for national sovereignty and geopolitical power led not only to an expansion of the fiscal capacity of the state, but also to the protection of property rights (including intellectual property through patents), investment in “infant” industries, greater mobility of skilled labor, the acquisition of new technologies, and the creation of trade networks that extended around the globe.21

We also see this Schumpeterian dynamic at work in Chinese history. The imperial state was not a monolithic entity. Just as the economy evolved over time, so did the state and its institutions. The dialectic between the fiscal operations of the state and the wider economy yielded divergent results under different historical circumstances and ideological commitments. From a Schumpeterian perspective, at times the Chinese imperial state galvanized economic growth by providing domestic peace, international security, and investment in public goods – education, welfare, transport systems, water control, and standardized market institutions – as well as creating an institutional infrastructure that enabled Smithian growth in agriculture and commerce. The state’s role in creating demand (including war-making) also figured significantly in stimulating economic development. During the late imperial era, China’s rulers embraced the Neo-Confucian ideological abhorrence (not unlike that of neoclassical economics) to state interference in the private economy. Although this commitment to light taxation and minimal state intrusion – a far cry from the “oriental despotism” imagined by Western social theorists! – had positive effects in encouraging Smithian dynamics of economic expansion, the weak infrastructural capacity of the state limited the potential for economic growth along Schumpeterian lines as was happening concurrently in early modern Europe.

That, at least, is a hypothesis that should be subjected to rigorous research and analysis. This study will, I hope, provide a new set of benchmarks for comparative economic history, but my principal intention is to present a coherent narrative of the development of the premodern Chinese economy. Above all, it is my fervent wish that this study can begin to do justice to a proper understanding of the lives and livelihoods – and the diversity, imagination, and industry – of the Chinese people over the past three millennia.
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1 The Bronze Age economy (1045 to 707 BCE)



China’s Bronze Age, beginning c. 2000 BCE, gave birth to the earliest states in East Asia and the technologies and institutions that made possible the mobilization of material and human resources on a large scale. The first state, Shang (c. 1570–1045 BCE), developed political institutions and a ritual order that enabled it to impose its dominion over much of North China’s Central Plain, the alluvial floodplain of the Yellow River that became the heartland of early Chinese civilization. From c. 1200 BCE the Shang rulers began to use writing to record the divinations essential to the royal ancestral cult and the conduct of their government. Shang rule was overthrown by the upstart Zhou dynasty in 1045 BCE. The Zhou ecumene, centered in the ancestral Zhou homeland of the Wei River valley in the west, encompassed the entire Central Plain as well. The Zhou retained many features of Shang culture, including its ritual practices, writing system, and bronze metallurgy. But the Zhou also introduced new conceptions of divine authority and political sovereignty and developed a more formalized bureaucratic government to extend the reach of royal power.

If any civilization merits the appellation “Bronze Age” it is surely ancient China. Bronze ritual vessels occupied the central place in the political, social, and cultural order of the earliest Chinese states. The sheer quantity of surviving bronze artifacts from China’s Bronze Age is without peer among ancient civilizations: more than 12,000 Zhou bronze ritual vessels exist today, and no doubt many yet remain undiscovered in tombs and caches. The scale of these artifacts also is enormous: one bronze cauldron from c. 1200 BCE weighs 875 kg., and archaeologists recovered more than 10 tons of bronze vessels from a single cache buried in the fifth century BCE.1 Beginning in the late Shang period, but especially with the onset of the Zhou dynasty, the ruling elite began to inscribe bronze vessels for commemorative purposes. These inscriptions primarily signified the purpose for casting the vessel and commemorated the honors the maker received from the king that brought glory to his lineage and his ancestors.2 Zhou bronze inscriptions – notably the “appointment inscriptions,” which record the bestowal of offices, rewards, and duties by the king – also contain valuable information about the organization of the Zhou state and the self-conception and cultural practices of its rulers. More incidentally, the bronze inscriptions yield important insights into the economic livelihood and resources of the Zhou ruling class, subjects regarding which we know little for the Shang period. Therefore this study of China’s economic history begins with the founding of the Zhou dynasty.

Much ink has been spilled over the nature of the early Chinese state, especially on the question of whether Shang-Zhou China should be defined as a slave society or a feudal society. Few scholars today – outside of China, where Marxian theories of historical development still hold sway – find any utility in these obsolete categories, but there is little consensus on how to define the Zhou state and society.3 In my view, the Zhou can best be described as a patrimonial state.

The concept of a patrimonial state as an ideal type was central to Max Weber’s sociology of the state. For Weber, the patrimonial state was a large-scale version of the patriarchal household (oikos) in which “the most fundamental obligation of the subjects is the maintenance of the ruler.” In Weber’s formulation, the ruler of the patrimonial state expands his authority beyond the personal retainers attached to his household through gifts of land and other means of control to “political subjects” – local lords, governors, and associations – who retain some degree of autonomy. Although Weber believed that the patrimonial state was compatible with a wide range of economic forms, including a market economy, he especially associated it with liturgic governance, by which he meant taxation in services and goods imposed on certain groups (classes, status groups, castes) in return for monopoly rights over their respective economic pursuits. Weber identified the patrimonial state with a wide variety of ancient societies (Egypt perhaps being the most salient), and also with the major Asian empires of more recent times in the Middle East, India, and China.4

Although I borrow the nomenclature of the patrimonial state, I disassociate it from Weber’s theory of the evolution of historical societies. I define the patrimonial state as one in which the monarch shares his sovereign authority with noble houses established by royal investiture and linked to the royal family through real or fictive kinship ties. Sovereign authority is transmitted through the patrilineal line of descent, typically through primogeniture. Junior lines of descent also have some share in the status, prestige, and wealth – the common patrimony – of these aristocratic lineages. Induction into this ruling class is sanctified by ritual practices derived from ancestor worship, the principles of family hierarchy, and the bestowal of ritually prestigious goods. In Chinese history – and also in later Chinese political theory, which frequently invoked the patrimonial state as an ideal type – the patrimonial state was antecedent to the emergence of the autocratic state from c. 450 BCE onward.5 In contrast to Weber, for whom the late imperial Chinese state epitomized the patrimonial form of governance, I argue that the patrimonial state disappeared forever in China after the founding of the first unified empire in the third century BCE.

Economic life in Zhou China centered on the patrimonial ruling lineages who commanded the labor of farmers and artisans. The ruling lineages consisted of blood relatives sharing common residence and organized into hierarchically ordered statuses that were affirmed through regular feasting and rituals. In addition to lands, the Zhou king bestowed on his vassals and officers servile populations whose “most fundamental obligation,” as in Weber’s formulation, was providing for the maintenance of their lords. As an economic unit, we can speak of the lineage as a household comprising not only members of the lineage but also a wider group of officers, artisans, and servile dependents who participated in the lineage’s administrative and economic activities. The structure of the lineage household of Zhou China differed from households in other ancient societies. The society of Early Dynastic Mesopotamia was organized into large temple and palace households encompassing priests, administrators, farmers, artisans, and shepherds that provided for the subsistence needs of its numerous members.6 The Greek conception of the oikos or household – expressed most cogently in the Oikonomikos of Xenophon in the fourth century BCE – focused on the gentleman farmer and the management of the property and persons under his dominion.7 The Zhou lineage household also differed markedly from the household institution – comprising the conjugal family and its dependents – created by the centralizing states of the Warring States era, which persisted throughout the history of imperial China. But the Zhou patrimonial lineage, like these other types of households, was a single unit of production and consumption whose members resided together. In the absence of markets, the lineage household was largely self-sufficient. But the Zhou ruling lineages also engaged in complex exchanges of property and people as well as symbolically invested prestige goods.

At present it remains unknown whether other institutions played a significant role in the economic life of the early Zhou period. Our evidence, both textual and archaeological, is restricted to the activities of the Zhou royal house and the ruling lineages within the royal domain. We must begin, then, by examining the structure and operation of the patrimonial state.





The patrimonial state of the western Zhou (1045–771 BCE)

Following its sudden and perhaps unexpected victory over the Shang c. 1045 BCE, the Zhou faced severe logistical obstacles in extending its rule over the former Shang territories. The Zhou’s territorial base in the Wei River valley was located on the western fringe of the Shang ecumene, separated from the Central Plain by the rugged furl of the Taihang Mountains. Under the forceful leadership of the Duke of Zhou, regent to the child king Cheng, the Zhou developed a two-pronged strategy to impose its suzerainty. The Zhou homeland in the west was directly ruled by royal administrators and defended by the main royal military forces, known as the Six Armies. The twin capitals of Feng and Hao served as the centers of court life and ceremony, but Zhouyuan (also known as Qiyi), the ancestral home of the Zhou lineage 100 kilometers to the west, remained a major political center. Zhouyuan was the site of important royal temples and tombs, and many aristocratic lineages maintained residences there. In the east, in the old Shang territories of the Central Plain, the Zhou exercised only indirect control. The Zhou appointed at least two dozen – and perhaps forty or more – royal kinsmen and long-time allies to rule over new domains carved from the former Shang territories.

The bronze inscriptions and early literary evidence such as the “Announcement” chapters of the Book of Documents portray the Zhou kings as all-powerful yet magnanimous sovereigns, bearers of the Mandate of Heaven who entrusted the weighty duties of government and justice to worthy kinsmen. Rulers in the eastern domains who were not related to the royal line by blood nonetheless were inducted into the king’s circle of intimates through solemn rituals of fealty modeled on the forms of ancestor worship. Under the principles of patrimonial rule, the king shared his realm with this extended family of subordinate rulers: as long as they paid homage to the king and submitted to his will, they and their descendants would continue to enjoy the blessing not only of the king but also of Heaven – the supreme fount of sovereign authority. Most importantly, both rulers of domains and royal officers received lands and resources as the hereditary patrimony of their lineage. Many inscriptions on bronze vessels commemorate the gifts, honors, offices, and duties bestowed by the Zhou kings on individuals. These individuals in turn cast bronze vessels dedicated to their fathers and grandfathers both to glorify their ancestors and for the edification of their posterity.

The Zhou kings entrusted administration of the royal domain to a group of officials known as the Three Ministries – of Lands (revenue), Construction (public works), and Horses (military affairs and hunting).8 A large staff of scribes and secretaries acted as the mouthpieces of the king, issuing royal orders, composing the king’s speeches for major ceremonial events, and preserving the government’s documentary records. Many of these scribes were persons of exalted social standing with close ties to the king, whom they served as personal advisors and emissaries. Real power often lay in the hands of high-ranking royal princes, however, rather than the ministerial officials. On occasion kings delegated full authority over the entire royal administration to a leading prince, a practice that commenced with the regency of the Duke of Zhou.

The rulers of the new domains – known as “archer lords” (hou 侯) – were strategically positioned around the perimeters of the Central Plain and in the Fen River valley (Map 1.1). The Chronicles of Zuo, a fourth century BCE historical work, describes the founding of the domain of Lu in the eastern part of the Central Plain as follows:

The portion given to the Lord of Lu [Bo Qin, the eldest son of the Duke of Zhou] included a grand chariot; a grand flag bearing an ensign of entwined dragons; the huang jade ornament of the Xia sovereigns; Fanruo, the bow of Fengfu; and six lineages of Shang – Tiao, Xu, Xiao, Suo, Changshao, and Weishao. The king ordered Bo Qin to take command of the lineage elders, assemble his kinsmen, and gather together all their dependents, to model himself on the Duke of Zhou and receive the king’s mandate. In this way Bo Qin may perform the king’s service in Lu, and thus make manifest the illustrious virtue of [his father] the Duke of Zhou. The king bestowed upon Lu lands and all the resources attached to them, along with the priests and wardens of the ancestral temple, diviners, scribes, ceremonial dress and regalia, written records on bamboo slips, officers of state, and ritual vessels. Furthermore, the people of Shangyan were compelled to submit to the rule of Bo Qin, whose seat of government was placed at the site of the ancient king Shaohao’s capital.9



In addition to receiving a territory and all the trappings of sovereign office, Bo Qin was assigned a portion of the defeated Shang population, who were relocated to Lu and obliged to render service to their new master. The domain rulers gained full authority over their subjects and the fruits of their labor. They owed fealty to the Zhou king and often were called upon to provide military assistance, but there is no definitive evidence that they were required to pay tribute. A secondary capital known as Cheng Zhou, near modern Luoyang, extended the reach of royal power to the east. Another contingent of royal military forces known as the Eight Armies was stationed around Cheng Zhou to defend the eastern and southern frontiers of the Zhou realm.

Map 1.1 The Zhou royal domains



Source: Li Feng 2008: 102, map 2.



The Zhou ruling class thus was bifurcated into two groups, the archer lords and royal officers. The archer lords were first and foremost military commanders, but held dominion over their territories, whose inhabitants were subject to their lord’s juridical authority and demands for revenue. According to a bronze inscription commemorating the investiture of Ke as ruler of Yan, at the far northern edge of the Central Plain, the king conferred six groups of people as Ke’s subjects. These six groups included long-time allies of the Zhou, former enemies relocated from distant areas, and local inhabitants, suggesting that the Zhou deliberately sought to foster new social communities in the old Shang territories.10 The power wielded by the domain rulers over their subjects was not absolute, however. The Zhou kings also dispatched overseers, chosen from the most highly ranked royal kinsmen, to supervise the conduct of the archer lords, whom the king could – in theory at least – replace at will.

The second group within the Zhou ruling class consisted of royal officials. In lieu of regular salaries or stipends royal officers received benefices – grants of lands and servile laborers – to provide for their needs. Early Zhou bronze inscriptions typically record the king’s award of lands and subjects along with ritual regalia and weapons. For example, in 981 BCE King Kang appointed a certain Yu, grandson of an illustrious high official said to have served the Zhou founders, to a major military office. Yu cast a bronze cauldron to commemorate his appointment in which he quoted extensively from the king’s charge to him, including the detailed list of gifts bestowed by the king:

[The king spoke:] I award you a vessel of sacrificial wine, a hat, a cloak, a pair of knee pads, slippers, and a horse and chariot. I award you the flag of your late grandfather, Lord of the Nan lineage, to use in hunting. I award you four Elders from the Zhou domains along with 659 bondsmen ranging from charioteers to common men. I award you thirteen Elders of foreign origin who are royal servants along with 1,050 bondsmen. Order them to relocate immediately from their lands.11



Yu received a total of 1,709 bondsmen under the leadership of local officers (of both Zhou and foreign origin) who formerly had been direct subjects of the king and now were transferred to Yu’s authority and transferred to the lands possessed by his lineage. “Elder” here is most likely a kinship term signifying the head of a lineage, and the groups in question probably were entire lineages. The benefices obtained by royal officers like Yu became the hereditary patrimony of their lineage. These aristocratic lineages continued to maintain residences and ancestral temples at Zhouyuan in addition to their estates, which often were scattered across the royal domain.

Although members of aristocratic lineages often acceded to offices performed by their fathers and grandfathers, strictly speaking appointments were not hereditary. Instead, young men first had to prove their mettle as aides to senior officials before receiving royal appointments.12 In the inscription quoted above King Kang commended Yu’s past loyalty and accomplishments, saying that “day and night you have performed great services.” As it turned out, the king’s faith in Yu proved well-founded. Two years after receiving his appointment as a military commander, Yu cast another cauldron in which he commemorated his victory over a foreign enemy and enumerated the chiefs, men, horses, oxen, and chariots he captured as well as the severed ears taken as trophies from slain enemy soldiers. By the ninth century BCE royal officials commonly served in a series of both civil and military posts over the course of their government career.

During the first century following the conquest of Shang, the Zhou kings – secure in their ritual preeminence and with formidable military power at their disposal – exercised supreme authority over the ecumene. But in 957 BCE the Zhou suffered a calamitous military defeat inflicted by the rival state of Chu in the south in which the reigning king was killed and the royal Six Armies annihilated. This military setback heralded a decisive shift in royal fortunes. Henceforth the Zhou found itself largely on the defensive against its foreign adversaries. The royal government was reorganized into a more formal and bureaucratic institution. In addition to the Three Ministries, the Secretariat and the Royal Household emerged as distinct branches of government. The expanded duties of the separate Secretariat reflected a new emphasis on bureaucratic communication and record-keeping. Each branch of government developed a more or less formal hierarchy of offices.

Nonetheless, royal authority became more circumscribed. The king exercised effective control only over the royal domain in the west and the region around Cheng Zhou, leaving the eastern domains more independent of royal control. At times the kings were forced to resort to military force to impose their will on recalcitrant archer lords.

The truncated reach of the Zhou kings’ political power resulted not only from their waning military strength but also from the steady depletion of their economic base. The practice of bestowing lands and population on royal officers reduced the revenues at the command of the royal house. By the late tenth century BCE the Zhou kings no longer awarded entire territories to meritorious officials, but instead parceled out scattered small farms and the laborers who worked them. Despite the diminished resources at their disposal, the Zhou kings continued to make land grants, even to the extent of seizing lands from other lineages to do so. For example, King Li (r. c. 857–853 to 842 BCE), upon charging his subordinate Ke with an important military commission, presented Ke with seven parcels of land in different locations. Among these parcels were lands previously held by the Jing lineage. In earlier times members of the Jing lineage had held powerful positions in the Zhou government; apparently the family’s stature and influence had declined to the point where the king could brazenly expropriate their possessions for his own purposes.13 Another bronze inscription dated to King Li’s time again shows the king transferring a local jurisdiction within the royal domain from one noble lineage to another.14

Although in these cases King Li seems to have been exercising his sovereign dominion over all landholdings, such assertions of royal prerogative no longer went unchallenged. In the mid-ninth century BCE the royal house was wracked by a series of succession disputes that further sapped royal prestige and authority. In 842 BCE a group of disgruntled nobles banded together to force King Li into exile.15 For fourteen years, until Li’s death in 828 BCE smoothed the way to restore the heir apparent to the throne, one of the rebel lords presided over the Zhou court. Royal authority briefly revived following the restoration of King Xuan (r. 827–782 BCE), but lapsed again in Xuan’s later years after a series of military setbacks.

Later writers portray the principal adversaries of the Zhou at this time – the Xianyun people of the Ordos region, to the north of the Zhou homeland, and the Southern Huaiyi in the Huai River valley of central China – as rude “barbarians,” nemeses of civilized culture. But the Xianyun and Southern Huaiyi possessed formidable military power and were capable of fielding hundreds of chariots in battles with the Zhou, indicating substantial resources in men and materiel. The Southern Huaiyi already had launched offensives against the Zhou in the late tenth century BCE, but beginning with the reign of King Li the Zhou found itself locked in prolonged wars against the Xianyun that threatened its very survival.

The crisis in royal authority in the face of internecine strife and frontier invasion triggered a far-reaching transformation in the culture and ideology of the Zhou ruling class. During the first century after the conquest of Shang the inventories and decoration of the bronze vessels fundamental to conceptions of sovereignty and divine power remained largely unchanged, suggesting a strong continuity in ritual and political culture between the Shang and the early Zhou. Between 950 and 850 BCE, however, a transformation in the types, decoration, and use of bronze ritual vessels occurred on such a radical scale that archaeologists speak of it as constituting a “ritual revolution.”16 The dramatic changes in the types of vessels testify to a significant reconceptualization not only of ritual performance but also of the relationship between divine power and human authority. In addition, the adoption of highly standardized sets of vessels graded according to ritual rank both for use in sacrifices at ancestral temples and as elite burial goods reveals a new emphasis on sumptuary regulation to define social hierarchy. The remarkable homogeneity of the new ritual culture at a time of growing conflict within the Zhou ruling class also bespoke a concerted effort to articulate a coherent identity for Zhou civilization in opposition to the “barbarian” cultures that now threatened it with extinction.17

The growing emphasis on hierarchal order within the ruling class and a distinctive Zhou cultural identity did little to reverse the declining fortunes of the royal house, however. Partisan struggles at the court and military blunders led to a catastrophic defeat in 771 BCE at the hands of the Xianyun and their allies among disaffected Zhou nobles. The Xianyun sacked the capitals of Feng and Hao, killed the Zhou king, and forced the Zhou to abandon their homeland. Surviving members of the royal clan fled to Cheng Zhou, where a new king was installed. Historians regard the relocation of the Zhou capital to Cheng Zhou in the east as the crucial watershed that demarcated the Western Zhou (1045–771 BCE) from the Eastern Zhou period (771–256 BCE).

Although the Zhou dynasty survived, the power and prestige of the Zhou kings had suffered a mortal blow. Their economic base dwindled to a small territory in the immediate environs of Cheng Zhou. A number of aristocratic lineages closely connected to the royal family – most notably, the Zheng and Guo – followed the Zhou eastward and reestablished themselves in new domains on the Central Plain. The Zheng and Guo houses, long bitter rivals, continued to vie for supremacy at the Cheng Zhou court. In 707 BCE, the Zhou king launched a punitive campaign against Lord Zhuang of Zheng (r. 743–701 BCE), only to suffer a humiliating defeat. Zhuang subsequently wielded ruthless military force and intimidation to secure his position as the paramount political leader among the rulers of the Central States, foreshadowing the emergence of the “hegemon” (ba 霸) as a formal institution in the mid-seventh century BCE (see Chapter 2). Although the Zhou kings retained their ritual preeminence and continued to receive homage from the regional rulers, political and economic power tilted decisively in favor of the latter.

After the fall of the Western Zhou, various non-Zhou peoples occupied parts of the former Zhou homeland and settled in the Central Plain as well. Over the next several centuries – conventionally known as the Spring and Autumn period, spanning c. 720–481 BCE – conflicts between the Zhou peoples and their foreign neighbors intensified. Cultural boundaries became more rigid, fostering a distinctively Chinese (Hua 華) ethnic identity. The emergence of pastoral nomadism in the steppe grasslands along the northern frontiers of the Zhou ecumene during these centuries further sharpened this sense of cultural and ethnic distinction. But within the Zhou ecumene assimilation to the prevailing norms of Zhou high culture accelerated. Strong upstart states emerged on the margins of the Zhou ecumene, notably Qin in the former Zhou homeland and Chu in the Huai and Yangzi River valleys. Although Qin and Chu exhibited distinctive features in religious practices and material culture stemming in part from interactions with their non-Zhou neighbors, the ruling classes of these states emulated the elite culture of the Zhou world and modeled their political and social institutions on the prevailing Zhou traditions.







Political economy of the Western Zhou

Land and labor were the foundations of the Bronze Age economy and the major sources of wealth for the Zhou ruling class, but the two were not inseparably linked. The fundamental social and economic unit of the early Zhou was the yi 邑, a broad term that encompassed settlements ranging from simple villages to royal capitals. Originally yi may have designated kin groups, but over time their populations became more heterogeneous.18 Various numbers of dependent settlements (shuyi 屬邑) were attached to royal capitals (dayi 大邑) and the towns that served as seats of aristocratic lineages (zuyi 族邑, zongyi 宗邑). The estate of an individual lineage or landowner might encompass numerous settlements. One late Western Zhou bronze inscription, which records a royal command mandating the return of lands (apparently illegally occupied by the official’s subordinates) to the rightful owner, identified the lands by the yi to which they were attached, thirteen yi in all.19 Another inscription attests the transfer of a total of twenty-two yi from one domain to another.20

One of the few early Zhou “appointment” inscriptions recording the founding of a new domain commemorates King Kang’s investiture of Ze as the ruler of Yi in the early tenth century BCE. Ze did not simply assume authority over an existing territory, however; at the same time the king assigned Ze overlordship of a disparate group of subjects, many of whom were transferred from elsewhere (ellipses indicate illegible graphs on the original vessel; X indicates a graph whose meaning and pronunciation is unknown):

[The king speaks:] I award you lands, including three hundred zhen [甽] fields; one hundred twenty…; thirty-five residential settlements [zhaiyi 宅邑]; and one hundred forty … . I also award you … seven surnames21 of the king’s men [wangren 王人] residing at Yi; seven Elders of Zheng whose X-retainers number … and fifty men. I further award you commoners at Yi numbering six hundred and … six men.22



The unknown graphs in this inscription impede a full understanding of the text, but it is clear that the king’s award consisted of three elements: arable lands, settlements, and people. “Zhen fields” probably referred to valley bottom arable lands, although the dimensions of such lands are unknown. In addition to the thirty-five residential settlements, the number 140 probably also denoted village settlements, although the distinction made here between types of settlements is unclear.23 Finally, the award specifies three population groups. “King’s men” referred to persons attached to the Royal Household. It seems that the king retained some residual authority or responsibility over these people even after they were assigned to the ruler of a domain or an aristocratic lord. As mentioned earlier, “Elders” probably denoted lineage heads. Thus the king transferred seven lineage groups from Zheng, a royal city in the Wei River valley, to Yi, located in the Central Plain. Finally, the king confirmed Ze’s authority over more than 600 commoner families who already were inhabitants of Yi. Initially, at least, each of these three populations apparently differed in the nature of their subordination to their new ruler, although we cannot say what these differences were. The founding of a new domain thus also created a new community with its own complex social order.

The extant bronze inscriptions are virtually silent about the internal organization of the domains of the Central Plain, but we are better informed about the royal realm in the west. Initially, the Zhou kings wielded direct control over much of the territory and population of the royal domain in the Wei River valley and the region adjacent to Cheng Zhou. Although the twin capitals of Feng and Hao constituted the political center of the Zhou state, the main royal ancestral temples and tombs remained at Zhouyuan. As noted earlier, the Zhou appointed various ministers to supervise revenue collection, construction projects, and military procurement. Several – perhaps many – persons served in these ministerial offices at any given time. Appointments to the office of Minister of Lands (Situ 司土), for example, typically conferred responsibility over specific territories, populations, or occupational groups. In one case, the king ordered the official he appointed as Minister of Lands “to take charge of the forests, mountains, and pastures in the outlying areas around Zheng.”24 This dispensation suggests that the Zhou state drew revenues from mines, forests, and stock-raising as well as from arable lands. However, the means by which the royal government extracted revenue from its subjects remains poorly understood.

A number of inscriptions make reference to local officials charged with the administration of territorial units known as bang 邦 and li 里. Li Feng suggests that the bang units generally were associated with aristocratic estates and the li units with territories under direct royal control, and that both units encompassed multiple yi settlements. But the term li sometimes was applied to aristocratic estates, and the relationship between the local administrators of these territories, known as bangjun 邦君 or lijun 里君, and the estate owners remains obscure. There are examples of the Zhou king transferring li units from one proprietor to another and appointing bangjun administrators with jurisdiction over aristocratic estates.25 The terms bang and bangjun are relatively rare, however, and probably the aristocratic households themselves exercised direct control over local governance.

In addition, late Western Zhou inscriptions make frequent mention of appointments to offices managing the lands and populations of the “Five Cities” (Wuyi 五邑), either individually or collectively. Although the Five Cities cannot be identified precisely, it seems likely that the term included cities often mentioned in connection with the royal domains such as Zheng, Pang, and Zhouyuan, and perhaps the capitals of Feng and Hao as well.26 Quite possibly the Five Cities had become the main source of state revenues by this time.

The role of tribute in the political economy of the Zhou state remains obscure. References to tribute payments – primarily from foreign enemies such as the Southern Huaiyi—appear relatively late, mostly dating from the reign of King Xuan. In an inscription dated to 823 BCE the king appointed an official to supervise the storehouses at Cheng Zhou where the tribute goods received from “the four quarters of the world” (i.e., foreign states on the periphery of the Zhou ecumene) were deposited. The king also ordered the official to go to the land of the Southern Huaiyi and collect the tribute – in the forms of goods (which commentators generally believe consisted of textiles and agricultural products) and people – owed to the Zhou king. In addition, the inscription states that tribute received from the regional rulers was deposited at Cheng Zhou as well.27 In a second inscription, probably dating from several decades later, the king decreed a punitive campaign against the Southern Huaiyi for failing to submit tribute.28 Another inscription from this era depicts the king directing a royal official to take charge of the twenty storehouses at Cheng Zhou and to inspect a newly built storehouse.29 These documents attest to the central place of Cheng Zhou in the royal fiscal administration in the late Western Zhou period, but it is impossible to estimate the significance of tribute as a form of revenue.

Beginning in the mid-Western Zhou period the Royal Household (wangjia王家) emerged as a distinct institution apart from the Zhou state. The Royal Household was headed by one or several Stewards (Zai 宰), a title that in Shang times denoted a close companion to the king who accompanied him at hunts and banquets. The Stewards exercised broad authority over the affairs of the king’s household, the lands and peoples directly subject to its rule, and the royal workshops. The Stewards often acted as the king’s representative in court ceremonies and as the channel of communication between the king and his ministers. Stewards also were obliged to attend to the needs of the king’s consorts, who apparently had their own properties and retinues. By the late Western Zhou period the Royal Household had developed a separate administrative corps, complete with its own group of ministers and staff of secretaries, in which the office of Provisioner (Shanfu 膳夫) became especially prominent. Although the Provisioners probably originally were responsible for supplying the royal family with victuals and other necessities, their role evolved into serving as the king’s confidant and advisor.30

Several inscriptions dating from the mid-Western Zhou period instruct officials to take charge of the “male and female bondservants and dependent laborers of the Royal Household attached to King Kang’s Temple” (康宮王家臣妾附庸) or “the king’s male and female bondservants and hundred artisans attached to King Kang’s Temple.”31 The temple of King Kang, located at Zhouyuan, was one of the most important ritual sites of the Western Zhou, frequently mentioned as the place where the king conferred appointments and honors on his officials. The temple appears to have been part of the Royal Household, with its own retinue of servants, craftsmen, and agricultural laborers (the term fuyong, “dependent laborers,” usually is linked to arable lands in other contexts) to supply its needs. Mention also is made of populations attached to the Royal Household located at a number of other cities. Thus the Royal Household, like the royal government itself, seems to have managed lands, workshops, and ceremonial centers that were widely dispersed across the Wei River valley.

In addition to the archer lords in the east, the Zhou kings created an aristocracy in the west through grants of lands and population within the royal domain. In contrast to the quasi-independent domains of the archer lords, however, the monarchy retained sovereign rights over the aristocratic estates carved out from the king’s own lands. Over time the aristocratic lineages divided into collateral branches subordinated to the main line of descent in a clearly graded hierarchical order.32 Kinship solidarity was reinforced by common residence, ritual life, and feasting. The economic organization of the aristocratic households – which included various types of bondsmen, including farmers, craftsmen, shepherds, and domestic servants – seems to have paralleled that of the royal household. Yet the lineage Elders often entrusted management of lineage affairs to outsiders. The aristocratic lineages developed their own administrative staff parallel to the royal government. In an inscription from 841 BCE, Bo Hefu, then ruling in place of the exiled King Li, commanded a certain Shi Hui to assume his father’s place and take command of “our family’s servant chariot-drivers, hundred craftsmen, herders, and bondsmen and bondswomen” (僕馭, 百工, 牧, 臣妾). In another inscription from the same era a lineage elder lauds the service performed by the father and grandfather of the vessel-maker Ni to his family and appoints Ni to take charge of “the household servants and male and female bondservants of the common household (gongshi 公室; i.e., the main branch of the lineage) and the household affairs of the collateral branches (xiaozi shijia 小子室家).”33 Like royal appointments, such service often became hereditary. Like royal officials, too, those who served as managers of aristocratic households received grants of lands and servants in lieu of a regular stipend. The important role of administrators in managing lineage affairs suggests that the junior branches did not become independent economic units; instead, family wealth and property remained under the control of the main line.34

The internal organization of the Royal Household and the aristocratic lineages probably differed more in scale than in kind. As the Shi Hui inscription cited above indicates, aristocratic lineages possessed diverse economic resources, including industrial workshops. A set of inscriptions dedicated by a certain Qiu Wei itemizes extensive lists of leather goods and chariot ornaments used to trade for lands, leading some scholars to speculate that this family specialized in the manufacture of these goods. It has also been suggested that it was the wealth gained from craft production that enabled Wei’s family to ascend into the ranks of the aristocracy.35

Many aristocratic lineages, especially the most exalted ones, maintained residences at Zhouyuan in close proximity to the king, even though their landholdings may have been located some considerable distance away. The main line of the Jing lineage, a powerful presence at the court in the middle Western Zhou period, resided at Zhouyuan, but its estate was located near Baoji, far to the west. Collateral branches of the Jing family also resided in the royal cities of Feng and Zheng.36 Although a “Jing domain” (Jing bang 井邦) existed down to the end of the Western Zhou, at least some branches of the Jing lineage had lost their privileged position and were unable to protect their landholdings from expropriation or forfeiture.37

By 900 BCE aristocratic landholdings were becoming widely dispersed. As noted earlier, as the lands at the disposal of the king diminished, royal land grants increasingly took the form not of entire territories but rather “fields” (tian), or individual tracts of land.38 Although the dimensions of these “fields” were not specified, the practice of transferring fields and bondsmen in roughly equal proportion suggests that a “field” amounted to the amount of land that a single farmer could cultivate – generally said to be 100 mu, or 1.82 hectares (about 4.5 acres). These smaller parcels of land also became objects of exchange among aristocratic households. A bronze inscription from the late tenth century BCE records that the vessel was cast to commemorate – and, it seems, to serve as legal testimony of – an exchange of four fine horses for thirty fields.39 In other cases lands were exchanged for a variety of goods, including jade ornaments, ritual vessels, carriages, equipage, and silks.

Transfers of fields in such transactions typically were described in terms of “relinquishing” (she 舍) property. Surveying the lands and having an official notary record the transfer of property and its boundaries were crucial procedures for establishing land claims. But such transactions did not confer absolute rights over land. The king retained residual – though not uncontested – rights to appropriate and reassign landholdings within the royal domain. Transmission of property through inheritance also involved complex ritual exchanges and the certification of royal officials. A set of inscriptions dated 867–866 BCE records the division of property by the head of the Shao lineage between his two sons. In addition to bequeathing his rank to his eldest son, Shao stipulated the division of his lands and retainers between the two heirs. The vessel-maker Zhousheng, the younger son (and a royal steward), affirmed his assent to his father’s disposition by swearing an oath to support his brother, conveying gifts of jade, silk, and ritual bronzes to his father, mother, and brother, and casting these bronze vessels. The elder brother submitted the father’s testament to the royal scribes for verification and subsequently delivered a notarized copy to Zhousheng.40

In addition, aristocratic lineages within the royal domain began to assert competing claims to land, leading to conflicts that required royal intervention. In a case dated to 913 BCE, Qiu Wei – the possibly parvenu leather manufacturer mentioned earlier – petitioned for redress when a local royal official, Li, reneged on his promise of “relinquishing” to Qiu five fields as he had previously promised. A group of five senior officials deliberated on Qiu’s complaint and ruled in his favor, commanding Li to surrender four fields as well as a residence in his settlement. Subsequently the Three Supervisors undertook a survey of the lands Li handed over to Qiu and established their boundaries. Li’s lineage also was obliged to provide a feast for the Three Supervisors to compensate for their time and effort.41 These procedures for arbitration by royal officials became the standard practice in land disputes

As Itō Michiharu and Li Feng have shown, the land boundaries described in the Qiu Wei inscription reveal a complex configuration of landownership in which fields belonging to different aristocratic lineages were interspersed in a mosaic-like pattern (Figure 1.1). This pattern of dispersed holdings of small parcels of land rather than contiguous manorial estates probably became typical in the Wei River valley in late Western Zhou times. Conflicts over land tenure and transactions also suggest some strong measure of economic competition. The decline of royal power in the late Western Zhou period was paralleled by shifting fortunes among the aristocratic lineages.

Figure 1.1 Configuration of landholdings recorded in the fifth-year Wei Ding inscription



Source: Li Feng 2008: 177; based on Itō 1987: 192.









Production and labor

In contrast to the skilled proficiency of Western Zhou bronze workers and other artisans, agriculture still had not advanced beyond Stone Age technologies. North China has a dry climate, with highly irregular rainfall, and thus is prone to drought. The fertile loess soil of the middle and upper reaches of the Yellow River valley was easily worked; it is in this region that agriculture in East Asia, dating back at least to c. 7000 BCE, originated. The highly porous loess also was readily eroded by the flow of rivers, however. The Yellow River traverses this region, accumulating the great quantities of loess silt that give the river its name. The Central Plain, regularly inundated by the floodwaters of the Yellow River, developed thick alluvial deposits of loess soil carried down from the highlands to the west. But the Yellow River floods also turned much of the Central Plain into marshland. Farmers in the Central Plain thus faced very different conditions and problems compared with those inhabiting the Wei River valley.

The principal foods crops of Bronze Age China were millet cereals and soybeans, both originally domesticated in the loess soil region of the middle Yellow River valley. Zhou farmers cultivated a variety of millets, of which the “broomcorn” variety (panicum milleium) – either steamed or boiled to make porridge – was considered the best-tasting. Millet is poorly suited for making flour, however. Wheat – an import from West Asia – and rice were still rare in North China at this time, and their consumption most likely was confined to the ruling classes. Hemp was an especially versatile crop: the seeds were eaten as a cereal food as well as pressed to make cooking oil, and hemp fibers were woven into linen-like textiles. The most important domestic animals were pigs, chickens, and dogs, which provided the principal sources of meat. Beef and mutton were prominent in sacrificial offerings, but less commonly consumed than pork. Alcoholic beverages were made by fermenting millet.42

We still know little about farming techniques in the early Zhou, but permanent cultivation of fields (with occasional fallowing) was widespread by that time.

There are a few references to irrigating fields, achieved primarily by diverting streams into adjoining farmlands. Large-scale irrigation works did not appear until much later. Bronze was too precious to be widely used for utilitarian purposes such as agricultural tools. Instead Zhou farmers continued to rely on tools made from stone, bone, and shells. Agricultural tools consisted primarily of digging implements – one- and two-pronged digging sticks and spades – and harvesting scythes.43

Little is known too about the organization of labor on royal or aristocratic estates. Scholars have relied heavily on a group of litanies recorded in the Book of Odes (c. 600 BCE) that portray the early Zhou rulers marshaling hundreds of farm laborers to till great landed estates. The following song describes the first Zhou king, at the time of the spring sacrifices to the gods, exhorting his overseers to commence work in the fields:

Hark! King Cheng

Has issued his command.

Lead your husbandmen,

Sow the hundred crops,

Hasten to break ground on your private fields,

Thirty li around.

With earnest effort till the soil,

By tens and thousands, working in pairs.44



In this and other songs in the Book of Odes royal officials directly supervise the agricultural work of numerous field laborers. According to a treatise dated to c. 300 BCE, “working in pairs” referred to two men digging furrows with spades side-by-side. The “working in pairs” cultivation technique gave rise to the standard unit of land measurement, the mu, originally defined as one pace wide and one hundred paces long.45 This song also makes reference to “private fields,” an issue that has been the subject of much scholarly dispute. A similar reference appears in “Great Fields,” a panegyric celebrating the blessings bestowed by the gods in the form of abundant harvests:

Clouds fill the sky, brisk and chill,

Gentle rains softly fall.

The rain soaks our public lands (gongtian 公田),

And then reaches our private fields.

Here stand waves of unripened grain,

There reapers have stacked the bundled sheaves,

Here fallen kernels have been left,

There ears of grain lie scattered on the ground

For widows and orphans to glean.46



Although many commentators have argued that these “private fields” refer to lands cultivated by farmers for their own subsistence, it seems more likely that a distinction is being drawn between lands allocated to officials and those whose produce is reserved for the king.47

The songs quoted above, written from the perspective of the king and his officials, depict large latifundia farmed collectively by great numbers of servile laborers. In contrast, the song “Seventh Month” adopts the point of view of a humble farmer who recites the year-round cycle of farming and household tasks in which his family engages. This song’s evocative portrayal of the rhythms of a farm family’s working life merits quotation at length:

In the seventh month, the Fire Star passes the meridian,

In the ninth month, warm clothes are given out.

In the days of our first month, the wind blows cold and shrill,

In the days of our second month, our bones the air does chill.

Without our garments of homespun hemp,

How could we last to the end of the year?

In the days of our third month, we take spades in hand,

In the days of our fourth month, we make our way to the fields.

Together with my wife and children,

We bring food to those toiling in the south-facing fields

The surveyor of fields is well-pleased.

In the seventh month, the Fire Star passes the meridian,

In the ninth month, warm clothes are given out.

The spring days bring warmth,

And the oriole begins to sing.

The young women lift their deep baskets,

And follow the narrow paths,

Seeking the tender mulberry leaves.

As the spring days lengthen,

The plucked mugwort piles high.

The young lady’s heart is wounded by grief,

For the moment the young lord whisks her away draws near.

In the seventh month, the Fire Star passes the meridian,

In the eighth month, the reeds and sedges grow thick.

In the silkworm month, the mulberry branches are stripped bare.

Taking axes and hatchets,

They lop off the high spreading branches,

And haul away the fresh leaves.

In the seventh month, the shrike screeches,

In the eighth month, the spinning begins,

Both the black yarn and the yellow;

Our brilliant reds, finest of all,

Are reserved for the young lord’s breeches.

In the fourth month, the clover is in ear,

In the fifth month, the cicadas’ chirping resounds,

In the eighth month, the harvest is gathered,

In the tenth month, the leaves have all fallen.

In the days of our first month, they go after badgers,

Taking the foxes and wild cats as well,

To supply our young lord with furs.

In the days of our second month, a great hunt is held.

All must attend the lord’s carriage

Girded for battle.

The year-old shoats can be kept for oneself,

The full-grown boars must be offered to the lord …

In the sixth month, they feast on plums and wild grapes,

In the seventh month, they boil the greens and pulse,

In the eighth month, they knock down the dates,

In the tenth month, they reap the rice

For brewing the springtime wine

To toast the longevity of the elders.

In the seventh month, they eat melons,

In the eighth month, they cut down the bottle gourds,

In the ninth month, they gather the hempseed,

Pluck bitter herbs, and fell the foul ailanthus,

To feed our husbandmen.

In the ninth month, they prepare the threshing ground,

In the tenth month, the harvested grain is gathered in,

The early-ripening millet and the late,

The hempseed, beans, and wheat.

Oh, fellow husbandmen!

Our harvest is well secured,

Now we must set to putting the houses in repair.

In daytime we collect the rushes,

At night we twist them into thatch,

We climb to the roofs in haste,

Soon we must begin sowing our fields again.

The days of our second month echo with the sound of axes hewing ice,

In the days of our third month, the ice house is fully stocked.

Early in our fourth month, sacrifices of lamb and leeks are offered,

In the ninth month, the hoar frost sets in,

In the tenth month, the threshing ground is swept clean,

With a pair of wine flasks each toasts the other,

Saying, “Let’s kill both lamb and sheep,

And go up to the hall of our prince,

We’ll raise our cups of rhinoceros horn,

And wish him long life without end!”48



A pastoral idyll, this song nonetheless alludes to the manifold obligations that farmers owed their lord throughout the seasons: accompanying him on his hunts, repairing his buildings, stocking his ice-house, providing silk clothes. The vast disparity between the farmers and the landowners is readily apparent in the contrast between the coarse clothing and foods of the former compared to the fine silks and sumptuous larder of the latter. In contrast to the great armies of field workers described in “Great Fields” and other songs, though, here the scale of farm labor appears to be considerably smaller.

Based on the evidence of the Book of Odes, most scholars have concluded that collective labor under the direction of overseers was the norm in the Western Zhou period on “public” and “private” lands alike. Zhu Fenghan, citing evidence such as the “Seventh Month” song, has postulated that extended kinship groups – rather than gangs of slaves – were the basic units of production in agricultural work at this time. Zhu argues that commoner lineages farmed “private lands” to provide for their own subsistence, while submitting the produce of the “public lands” to the landowner. He further suggests that the commoner lineages apportioned the yield generated by communal work according to the labor contributed by each individual family; hence the widows and orphans in “Great Fields” must resort to gleaning, since they receive no share of the harvest.49

At this stage of knowledge Zhu Fenghan’s hypothesis must be considered speculative. Unfortunately, archaeological study thus far has shed little light on the livelihood or social organization of the commoner population. One cemetery of commoner graves found near the capital of Feng provides some support for Zhu’s analysis. The forty-five graves in the cemetery appear to be grouped into seven to eight clusters, perhaps comprising separate lines of descent within a larger lineage group. Each cluster spans the same time period, from the middle to the late Western Zhou. Most graves are small and contained only rudimentary mortuary goods. But one cluster of graves stands out as noticeably larger; three of these graves contained bronze halberds, and one had two bronze ritual vessels, the only bronze vessels found in the cemetery. Zhu has plausibly suggested that this cluster belonged to the headmen of a commoner lineage who provided military service – considered a mark of distinction – in the Six Armies stationed at Feng.50

In contrast to the depictions of large latifundia in the Book of Odes, however, the inscriptional evidence from middle and late Western Zhou suggests that agricultural work was organized on the far smaller scale of the individual household. As noted earlier, some bronze inscriptions indicate that the size of a “field” corresponded to the amount of land a single laborer could farm. In one case one noble offered another five laborers and four fields as compensation for a theft of grain committed by his retainers. In another inscription a meritorious official received an award of five families and ten fields.51 These ratios imply small-scale units of production such as family farms.

The question of the organization of labor necessarily leads to the problem of the nature of economic subordination in the Western Zhou. The term chenqie 臣妾, which I translate as “male and female bondservants,” has been the subject of much dispute. Marxist scholars in China have long wrangled over whether chenqie denoted slaves or serfs, and thus differ in their views on whether the Western Zhou constituted a slave society or a feudal society. Later, in the Eastern Zhou period, the term chenqie does come to mean chattel slaves who could be bought and sold (see Chapter 2). However, the precise status of chenqie in the Western Zhou remains obscure.52 Royal land grants and even transfers of land among aristocratic lineages commonly were accompanied by the transfer of chenqie as well, suggesting that these persons tilled agricultural lands on behalf of the owner. In some cases chenqie clearly were attached to the land they farmed, but in other examples chenqie were relocated from other places to their new home. Moreover, awards of chenqie attached to the Royal Household did not entirely dissolve those bonds. The king seems to have retained some residual authority over royal retainers (wangjia 王家, wangren 王人) even after he bestowed them on another.

In addition to chenqie, a number of other terms denoting servile statuses appear in Zhou bronze inscriptions, such as “servant” (pu 僕); “attached laborer” (fuyong 附庸); and “commoner” (li 鬲; shuren 庶人). Some inscriptions group these terms together, and given our present state of knowledge it is difficult to discern the distinctions among them, other than noting that fuyong denoted agricultural laborers attached to the land. To avoid categories such as “slave” and “serf” that inevitably entail specific modes of production, I prefer use the more neutral translation “bondservant” to represent all of these discrete terms.

The complexity of the relationship between agricultural laborers and the ruling classes is suggested by the Hu ding bronze inscription (dated to 899 BCE), which has been the focus of spirited debate. Hu, a diviner in the Royal Household, submitted a grievance to a high official, Jing Shu, accusing another noble, Xiaofu, of failing to make good on his promised exchange of five bondservants in return for horses and silk. Jing Shu negotiated a settlement in which Hu agreed to pay a hundred measures of bronze metal in lieu of the original payment in horses and silk. The five bondservants over whom Hu assumed overlordship remained on the lands which they previously tilled; thus the produce of the land was transferred to Hu as well. Apparently the bondservants remained in close proximity to Xiaofu, who is told that he must allow the bondservants “to live in the village (yi) in which they have lived, and farm the land which they have farmed.” At the same time Jing Shu enjoined Hu not to stir up animosity between the bondservants and their former master, Xiaofu. The bondservants are also described as “the king’s men” (wangren), suggesting that they had been members of the royal retinue before having been bestowed on Xiaofu. Their status as “the king’s men” probably limited the authority that their new master Hu exercised over them, but in what way remains uncertain. At the conclusion of the transaction Hu provided a feast of mutton and wine along with gifts of silk to the five bondservants to signify his new status as their lord.53

This inscription is one of the rare instances that describe an exchange of persons for goods. The nature of the transaction is not as straightforward as the term “purchase” might imply. Hu is said to have “redeemed” (shu 贖) the bondservants in exchange for “compensation” (chang 償) in other goods.54 Hu did not take physical possession of the bondservants, who continue to live and work in their original place of residence. Moreover, the seller, Xiaofu, relinquished not only the five men but also his claim to the produce of the land which they farmed – in effect, his claim to the land itself. The bondservants appear to have been living under multiple jurisdictions, and their fealty to their new master required reciprocation in the form of feasts and gifts. In this as in other cases, the economic value of the bondservants lay in the product of their labor, not their labor itself. Nowhere in the bronze inscriptions do we find evidence of bondservants performing labor services on behalf of their masters.

The transactions in this and other middle and late Western Zhou inscriptions involved individual fields and households, in contrast to the territories and large groups of peoples that appeared in earlier appointment inscriptions. Over time, the fragmentation of estates into small parcels dispersed over considerable distances and the exchange of individual bondservants along with the land they worked probably weakened kinship bonds among the farming population while strengthening their attachment to their village. Subordination to the lord became personal rather than collective, even though the lord may have resided in a distant town. In contrast to Zhu Fenghan’s emphasis on the primacy of kinship bonds among commoner lineages, Itō Michiharu contends that in the later Western Zhou period group identity was based on common residence rather than kinship.55

Mention has already been made of the inclusion of workshops and specialized craftworkers in both the Royal Household and the households of aristocratic lineages. Manufacture of utilitarian goods such as pottery took a variety of forms ranging from seasonal household work for domestic use or local exchange in rural areas to full-time specialized production in large workshops located in the capital cities under the supervision of royal officers. The “Seventh Month” song depicts rural women spinning silk yarn and weaving and dyeing silk fabrics for the use of their lord; no doubt they also made hemp clothes for their own families. Bronze ritual vessels exhibit remarkable homogeneity in design and decoration across the Zhou ecumene, suggesting that metallurgical knowledge was widely shared. Pottery artifacts, in contrast, display marked regional variation.

A number of bronze, bone, pottery, jade, and tile workshops have been excavated in the Zhouyuan region that presumably were attached to aristocratic households. Since the size of these workshops far exceeded the needs of even an extended lineage, some of their production was intended for exchange and wider distribution. The Yuntang bone workshop at Zhouyuan specialized in the production of one type of ornament (hairpins), further evidence that production was oriented for consumption beyond the aristocratic household.56

Artisans employed by the Royal Household and aristocratic lineages typically are grouped together with chenqie and other servile groups in the bronze inscriptions. Some inscriptions also mention the transfer of craft workers between aristocratic lineages. A recent study of a cemetery for the artisans attached to a workshop for the manufacture of jue 玦 earrings (a commonplace stone ornament) at Zhouyuan has revealed a steeply inclined hierarchy of status. One tomb contained a rich variety of bronze ritual vessels, lacquer and jade wares, and oracle bones as well as tools used in jue manufacture, indicating that the occupant was a high-ranking person, probably the supervisor of the workshop with the status of a household steward. None of the other artisan burials contained bronzes, although two classes of graves can be differentiated based on size, jade artifacts, and the quantity of plebeian grave goods such as ceramics. These distinctions most likely correspond to a differentiation between master craftsmen and journeymen workers. Only a few skeletons were sufficiently well-preserved to permit gender identification, but all of them were female. We can infer from the close proximity of artisans’ graves and workshops to elite residences that artisans were not independent agents who freely disposed of their labor, but rather were attached to aristocratic households in some servile capacity.57

A large bronze foundry excavated near Cheng Zhou dating from the early Western Zhou period undoubtedly was a royal workshop. A few smaller bronze workshops also have been found near the Feng-Hao capitals, including one that specialized in the manufacture of chariot fixtures. Aristocratic households likewise had their own bronze foundries, although the workmanship of these private bronze casters generally was inferior. Qiu Wei’s lineage probably cast its own commemorative vessels in addition to its leather-making enterprise. Despite the radical change in the types and iconography of bronze vessels accompanying the ritual revolution of the ninth century BCE, the Western Zhou did not witness any notable technological changes in bronze metallurgy. Zhou bronze-making artisans continued to use the Shang methods of piece-mold casting down to the sixth century BCE.58

The chariot was the most sophisticated industrial product of this era. In the post-conquest era the Zhou took up the Shang practice of burying chariots – complete with horses and drivers – as part of elite mortuary ritual. Archaeological finds of chariot burials have been concentrated around the Feng-Hao capitals, where the Zhou Six Armies were stationed. Few remains of chariots from the early Western Zhou have been discovered in the Zhouyuan region, but they become more numerous in the middle Western Zhou period. Manufacture of chariots drew on the combined skills of carpenters, bronze smiths, leatherworkers, and jade inlay and lacquer decorators. Chariots with intricately worked bronze fittings were highly prized emblems of noble status and frequently appear in the lists of gifts bestowed by the Zhou king. No workshops related to chariot manufacture have yet been identified, however.







Accumulating wealth

The Western Zhou ruling class derived its wealth from gifts, land revenue, craft manufacture, and exchange with other aristocratic houses. Unfortunately, we lack reliable evidence to estimate the relative value of these forms of income in the household economy as a whole. Land and agriculture comprised the material base of the Western Zhou economy. But a wide array of prestige goods also endowed individuals and families with marks of status. Over the course of the Western Zhou we can see an incipient – but still incomplete – movement from a redistributive economy in which wealth circulated through royal largesse and gift-giving to a tenurial economy based on rights of permanent possession and exchange validated through contract.

The foundation of the Zhou state rested on the dispensation of gifts from the king to his subordinates, both the archer lords and royal officials. Most importantly, the king granted the lands and laborers that enabled the aristocratic lineages to establish their own independent economic base. In addition, the king bestowed the right to cast, inscribe, and use bronze vessels, the crucial mark of membership in the Zhou elite. Other gifts listed in the bronze inscriptions – and commonly found in elite tombs as well – included: cowries; bronze ritual vessels; sacrificial wine; bronze metal; carriages; horses; flags; weapons, armor, and other military accouterments; jade ornaments; and vestments. Possession and display of these goods expressed one’s status, although an explicit hierarchy of rank does not seem to have existed before the ritual reforms of the ninth century BCE. It is possible that the formalization of strict sumptuary rules in mortuary practice that emerged from the ritual reforms represented a reaction to a breakdown in an implicit hereditary hierarchy within the Zhou nobility.

The gifts of cowries that commonly accompanied royal investitures in the early Zhou period represented a continuation of a Shang practice. Indeed, gifts of cowries constitute virtually the only form of prestation recorded in Shang oracle bone inscriptions. Cowry shells have been used as money in a number of premodern Asian and African societies. Cowries shared many of the intrinsic virtues of metallic currency – scarcity, durability, uniformity in size and shape, and countability – and, most importantly, were impossible to duplicate. Cowries served as a measure of value in the exchange of goods in the Western Zhou (see below), but not as a means of exchange.59 The once common assertion that cowries served as currency in Shang and Zhou times is now deemed fallacious.60 The value imputed to cowries undoubtedly derived from their ritual uses in sacrifice and as mortuary goods, rather than any abstract notion of monetary value. Moreover, the prominence of cowries in gift-giving declined markedly over the course of the Western Zhou.

We lack contemporary evidence for the burden of land rent in the Western Zhou. According to the fourth-century BCE philosopher Mencius, in Shang and early Zhou times the ruler extracted a tithe of 10 percent of the yield of the land.61 The Rituals of Zhou, which depicts the organization of the Zhou state in highly schematic and idealized form, claimed that noble lords turned over two-thirds of the revenue from royal land grants to the king, reserving only one-third for themselves.62 But we have no way of verifying such claims, which must be regarded as dubious. Songs from the Book of Odes such as “Seventh Month” suggest that the farming population performed casual labor services for their lords, but in general they owed dues in agricultural and handicraft products, not labor. Monumental building, even at the behest of the Zhou kings, was rare at this time.

Markets did not exist in the Western Zhou. All of the exchanges recorded in bronze inscriptions consisted of personal transactions between aristocratic lineages. Land transfers often involved the intermediation of royal officers and local officials as well as complex exchanges of gifts. The late Western Zhou kings seem to have routinely reassigned tenurial rights to landholdings within the royal domain to new proprietors – although such royal interventions may not have gone uncontested. Even where there is evidence – for example, from the inscriptions on bronze vessels cast by Qiu Wei – of a conscious effort to acquire and accumulate landholdings we find ample testimony of the complexity of tenurial rights in the Western Zhou.

As noted earlier, it has been suggested that Qiu Wei was an upstart entrepreneur whose status derived not from royal appointment – he does not seem to have held any – but rather the wealth generated by the manufacturing workshops he controlled. Two separate inscriptions record transactions in which Qiu obtained lands from a nobleman named Ju. On one occasion Ju received from Qiu ceremonial attire and jade ornaments to be worn at a royal ritual in exchange for arable land, a total of thirteen fields in all:

Elder Ju’s men obtained (qu 取) from Qiu Wei a jade emblem, the value of which was determined to be eighty strands of cowries. They relinquished ten fields of arable land. Ju also obtained two red tiger-shaped jades, two deerskin knee covers, and one decorated leather apron, with a total value determined to be twenty strands. They relinquished three fields of arable land.



Qiu then reported the transaction to a group of five Elders, who assigned the task of verifying the transfer of lands to the Three Supervisors. Finally, several individuals (whose status is unspecified; perhaps they were Ju’s men) and a kinsman of Qiu hosted a feast for the officials.63

In the first transaction, the parcels of land had an average value of 8 strands of cowries, while in the second transaction the average value is 6⅔ strands, suggesting some difference in the size or quality of the fields.64 This inscription constitutes the one case in which the value of land was measured in cowries, and it is difficult to determine how common this practice might have been. Qiu’s obligation to make a report to the five Elders and the role of the Three Supervisors in certifying the land transfer – which, as other inscriptions confirm, was a standard practice – suggest that this kind of land transaction required the approval of the king’s representatives.65 The provision of feasts for the royal officials involved in the transaction also seems to have been obligatory.

The second of Qiu’s land purchases from Ju further demonstrates the complexity of land tenure at this time. In this case Ju obtained from Qiu a chariot and various chariot ornaments, mostly made of leather and animal skins. In return Ju “relinquished” to Qiu forest land in the Linzi li district. Qiu then “relinquished” a pair of horses to a certain Yan Chenda, a garment to Yan’s wife, and a badger-skin cloak and boar-skin canopy to Shou Shang, an official under Yan’s supervision. In this case the land survey and marking of the borders was carried out by Shou Shang and Yan’s men, whom Qiu rewarded with a variety of gifts, mostly animal hides. Finally, Qiu’s kinsmen prepared a celebratory feast for Yan’s men, who gave gifts to Qiu’s retinue in return.66 Most scholars have concluded that Yan Chenda was in some capacity subordinate to the landowner Ju, perhaps as the local li administrator. Yan clearly had some rights over this forest land that required indemnification after Ju transferred ownership to Qiu. As Itō Michiharu has observed, the elaborate rituals of gift-giving undertaken by Qiu undercut a purely utilitarian view of this transaction as a land sale.67

One scholar has interpreted these events as symbolic of the changing fortunes of the aristocracy in the middle Western Zhou period: Ju, having fallen on hard times, was forced to sell his lands in order to obtain the proper regalia to attend royal ceremonies, while Qiu represented an upwardly mobile class of entrepreneurs enriched by craft manufacture.68 This assessment surely exaggerates the power of wealth to transform the Western Zhou social order. Moreover, not all aristocratic lineages sought to capitalize on opportunities to expand their landholdings. In one case involving a theft of grain by a group of bondservants, the thieves’ lord offered to make reparations in the form of lands and laborers, but the aggrieved noble insisted on payment in grain.69

Several inscriptions recording land transfers stipulate that at the conclusion of the agreement each party received a split tally (xi 析) to certify the transaction. Of course, the bronze inscriptions themselves served this documentary purpose. Late Western Zhou land exchanges also mention the practice of swearing oaths to ratify the agreement as irrevocable. Yet we must not conclude that land was freely alienable. Li Ling has described the land transactions that appear in Western Zhou bronze inscriptions as redemptions of debts rather than sales. Li contends that the language employed in the inscriptions – whereby one party “obtains” certain goods (usually having prestige value in ritual use or display), and then “relinquishes” lands as compensation – implied two actions separated in time rather than simultaneous exchange.70 Nor were lands ever exchanged for cowries or any simulacrum of money. The role of royal officials in endorsing land transfers and performing tasks such as surveying the lands and marking their boundaries, as well as the oath-taking and ritual feasting that concluded such transactions, cautions us against thinking that aristocratic estates constituted private property in the strict sense. The principle function of exchange was the acquisition of prestige goods that displayed status; land and labor – rather than constituting the goal of exchange – typically were “relinquished” for this purpose.

Moreover, land as well as prestige goods and noble status itself was possessed by the aristocratic lineage, not an individual. Constance Cook observes that “the accumulation of prestige and wealth was an ongoing process passed down through the generations.”71 Royal sanction was crucial not only in the initial founding of lineage estates, but in reaffirming the succession of later generations to the status and offices of their forebears. To be sure, the fortunes of individual lineages rose and fell, and the progressive segmentation of lineages over time most likely fostered growing economic inequality among lineage branches. But the principles of the patrimonial order remained intact, and exchange mediated through a market had not yet emerged.







Conclusion

In the Western Zhou, the king, the archer lords, and royal officers all drew revenues from lands which they possessed as the common patrimony of their lineage. The concept of taxation did not yet exist. The Western Zhou thus can be categorized as a type of domain state in which the wealth and income of the ruling class derived from personal and familial rights to land and labor rather than the perquisites of office.72 But over the course of the Western Zhou period royal authority became increasingly circumscribed. From the outset the Zhou kings had ceded control of the territories and populations of the old Shang heartland on the Central Plain to the archer lords. Within the royal domain in the west, the award of land grants to royal officials progressively diminished the monarchy’s direct control over land, labor, and other resources. Nonetheless, the Zhou kings continued to exert considerable influence over the royal domain, at least indirectly. The Zhou government developed a more formal bureaucratic structure and exercised effective juridical authority, as the central role of royal officials in arbitrating disputes between aristocratic lineages demonstrates. The emergence of the Royal Household as an autonomous branch of the royal government perhaps enhanced the personal power of the king, but over an increasingly smaller dominion. At the same time the attrition of royal power was accompanied by growing instability within the ranks of aristocratic lineages. The patrimonial order of the Zhou aristocracy had been founded on lineage solidarity and the ancestral cult. Over time, kinship bonds loosened as genealogical connections became more distant. The fragmentation and dispersal of landholdings also contributed to social and economic differentiation within aristocratic lineages. Among both aristocrats and commoners alike, social identity increasingly focused on the territorial community – the settlement (yi).

After the debacle of 771 BCE and the loss of their homeland, the Zhou kings slid toward irrelevance, the titular figureheads of a defunct political order. Military and economic power devolved to the archer lords, now fully independent of royal control. We know little about the activities of the archer lords during the Western Zhou period, but they take center stage in the Eastern Zhou. Although the archer lords emulated some features of late Western Zhou royal government, a new type of polity – the city-state – dominated the political, social, and economic landscape of the Spring and Autumn era. The city-state was engendered by a reorganization of the Zhou patrimonial order that removed the king from the apex of power. But the city-states also fostered political, military, and economic forces that would hasten the final demise of the patrimonial state.
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2 From city-state to autocratic monarchy (707 to 250 BCE)



With the fall of the Western Zhou in 771 BCE, royal majesty faded into a long, sputtering twilight. The lords of regional domains, large and small, broke free from Zhou rule, although they continued to pay homage to the ritual preeminence of the Zhou kings. Many of the several hundred newly independent polities took the form of agrarian city-states, consisting of a capital city where the ruling lineages dwelled and adjoining rural settlements whose inhabitants worked the land under servile conditions. The largest territorial states were located on the periphery: Jin in the north, Qi in the east, Qin to the west, and Chu stretching across the southern perimeter of the Zhou ecumene (Map 2.1). The political world of the early Eastern Zhou period – known as the Spring and Autumn era (771–481 BCE), named after the chronicle of this age purportedly written by Confucius (551–479 BCE) – was wracked by chronic warfare. Many states perished, victims of internecine struggles as much as foreign attack. Even the most powerful states were not immune to these centripetal political forces. Jin, descended from the Zhou royal house, expanded northward from its original base in the lower Fen River valley through conquests of non-Zhou peoples. But powerful noble families brazenly asserted their own independence, and the Jin ruling house itself succumbed to a coup-d’état by a junior kinsman in 678 BCE. Despite its military might, Jin “was actually a congeries of semi-independent city-states that spent almost as much time fighting their ruler and each other as waging war with other states.”1

Map 2.1 Major states of the Spring and Autumn era, 771–481 BCE





The endemic disorder that afflicted the Zhou ecumene in the Spring and Autumn era was temporarily ameliorated by the advent of the institution of the hegemon (ba 霸), which first appeared in 667 BCE. The first hegemon, Lord Huan of Qi (r. 685–43 BCE), claimed to act in the name of the Zhou king to summon the rulers of the various states to assemblies, negotiate truces and succession disputes, and marshal the collective forces of the various states to pursue military campaigns against non-Zhou peoples. But the Qi rulers’ assertion of hegemonic authority rested on their precarious military supremacy and transient political alliances. By the end of the seventh century BCE the rulers of Jin had usurped the mantle of hegemon, although they likewise faced constant challenges to their nominal suzerainty, notably from the upstart southern state of Chu. By the time of Confucius no ruler could wield sufficient authority to win recognition as hegemon, and the institution lapsed into obsolescence.

The city-state polities, too, proved unstable. As in the Western Zhou, rulers lavishly bestowed grants of land and population on kinsmen and officials, and in so doing diminished the resources on which their authority depended. Powerful ministers eclipsed their sovereigns in government and diplomacy. Civil wars between rival ministers and factions often toppled hereditary rulers or reduced them, like the Zhou kings, to otiose pawns. Bureaucratic rank increasingly superseded aristocratic pedigree. During the fifth century a new political order arose, one founded on the centralization of power in the hands of an all-powerful monarch. Fewer than two dozen states survived into the Warring States era (453–221 BCE), of which seven formidable macrostates emerged as contenders for supremacy.

The Warring States period thus marked the eclipse of the patrimonial order of the early Zhou, in which rulers shared their authority with kinsmen and noble lineages, by a new type of polity that concentrated power and economic resources in the hands of an exalted monarch. The rise of the autocratic state was driven by a series of social, technological, and economic transformations that swept across the Zhou ecumene. The monarchs of the Warring States era needed to increase revenues and enlarge their armies to compete against their rivals. Stripping the nobility of their lands and offices, they granted proprietary rights to farmers in return for labor and military service and taxes paid directly to the ruler’s treasury. From this time the conjugal household became the basic unit of agricultural production and taxation. Small-scale agriculture exemplified by the family farm would remain a distinctive feature of the Chinese economy throughout the imperial era.

Technological as well as political changes transformed the sources of wealth and power. The introduction of iron metallurgy triggered a military revolution. Mass production of iron weapons rendered obsolete chariot warfare conducted by nobles. Rulers instead fielded vastly larger infantry armies mustered from peasant conscripts. Warring States rulers also turned to an emerging class of merchants to assist them in gathering and centralizing control over economic resources. The invention of coinage facilitated long-distance trade and the accumulation of wealth. A sharp bifurcation in the ruling class emerged. Autocratic rulers entrusted bureaucratic office and military leadership to a rising professional administrative class whose members largely were drawn from the ranks of the lesser nobility (shi 士). Many hereditary noble families – shorn of their privileges, deprived of their lands, and excluded from office-holding – sank into poverty and political irrelevance.

The autocratic state that developed during the Warring States period laid the institutional foundations for the unification of China into a single empire. The Qin state, perched on the periphery of the Zhou ecumene, was by no means the pioneer in formulating centralization policies. But over the course of the fourth to third centuries BCE Qin dramatically outstripped its rivals in wealth and power. Qin’s rapid ascent rested in no small part on a comprehensive body of administrative and criminal law that stifled dissent, imposed strict bureaucratic discipline, and enabled the state to mobilize men and materiel on an unimagined scale.





The heyday of the city-state

As we saw in Chapter 1, the settlement (yi) was the basic social unit of the early Bronze Age. Most of these settlements were no more than villages. The last Shang capital at Anyang – an agglomeration of palaces, temples, workshops, elite residences, and farming communities stretching over 24 square kilometers – was forty-five times the size of any other settlement of its day.2 During the Western Zhou the administrative functions of the state appear to have been dispersed throughout a network of royal cities without a single paramount center. In the Eastern Zhou period the new capital at Cheng Zhou retained symbolic importance as a ceremonial center, but politically it had been reduced to a hollow shell. The common feature of the new Spring and Autumn polities was the concentration of political and military power in the walled cities that served as the capitals for the multitude of independent ruling lineages. Thus the Spring and Autumn era marked the heyday of the city-state in China.

In the Shang and Western Zhou periods, cities formed around the nuclei of palace and temple compounds and elite tombs. These ritual centers spawned a host of satellite settlements that served as the residences of noble lineages, each with its own complement of farmers, craftworkers, and menial servants. At Zhouyuan, for example, archaeologists have discovered more than twenty elite settlement sites together with bronze, bone, pottery, and jade workshops scattered across an area of 15 square kilometers. The royal capitals of Feng and Hao as well as other Zhou cities display a similar pattern of dispersed settlements without any clear differentiation of urban space from agricultural activities. Most strikingly, the Western Zhou royal cities lacked the defensive walls that became the cardinal feature of the Chinese city beginning in the Spring and Autumn era.3

The surge of city-building in the Spring and Autumn period and the appearance of defensive walls as the defining characteristic of the Chinese city was driven by the need to fortify cities against attack. In the state of Lu – a relatively small state, but the best-documented one – no fewer than twenty cities were fortified between 770 and 480 BCE.4 Unfortunately, archaeological evidence for Spring and Autumn cities remains scant. Virtually all of these cities were rebuilt on a larger scale in the Warring States era, leaving few remnants of their earlier configuration. Some Spring and Autumn state capitals – for example, in Lu, Qin, and Zheng – had walls 13–15 kilometers in circumference, but most cities of this era were much smaller.5 As ministerial and noble houses waxed in power they too constructed walled towns (known as du 都, a word that later came to mean “capital city,” but at this time designated the seat of a noble lineage) around their residences. Contemporaries were well aware of the perils of allowing noble lineages to build their own castle towns. In 722 BCE Ji Zhong, a minister in the state of Zheng, objected to his ruler’s award of a walled city to his younger brother because the circumference of the city’s walls exceeded one hundred zhi (4.5 kilometers). Ji Zhong warned that according to the regulations of the former kings, the walls of a du must not exceed one-third the size of the ruler’s capital; if larger, the state will surely suffer harm.6 The political history of the Spring and Autumn era repeatedly demonstrated the wisdom of Ji Zhong’s admonition. In 626 BCE, an attempt was made to resolve a violent succession dispute among the three sons of the recently deceased ruler of Lu by granting each son his own walled city. These castle towns subsequently provided the descendants of the three brothers with the means to impose labor service on the local population, build up their military power, and wrest authority from the rightful ruler. From 562 BCE Lu was in effect carved into three parts.7

In fiscal terms, the city-state remained a type of domain state: the ruler and his subordinates derived their income from personal or lineage rights to the fruits of land and labor. Most Spring and Autumn polities created two grades of officials – ministers (qing 卿) and officers (dafu 大夫) – under the command of a prime minister. As in the Western Zhou, ministerial responsibilities were divided among revenue, public works, and military affairs; in the Spring and Autumn period it became standard practice to appoint judicial ministers as well. Officials received emoluments in the form of benefices (caiyi 采邑), usually measured in numbers of settlements (yi) and lands, and thus obtained their own independent base of territory, subjects, and resources. The size of settlements and benefices varied. The custom of the state of Zheng fixed the benefice of a prime minister at eight yi, but several inscriptions from Qi mention awards of 300 yi to meritorious generals and officials.8 In the former case, yi most likely referred to a town and its surrounding rural hinterland, while in latter instance the yi probably were no more than small villages.9 A fourth century BCE military manual defined a “one-chariot settlement” (that is, a yi obligated to provide the ruler’s army with one war chariot) as consisting of ninety households.10 Other documents suggest that the size of yi ranged from thirty to a hundred households.11

At the same time, noble lineages became internally differentiated by rank and wealth, an acceleration of a trend that had already appeared in the late Western Zhou period. Benefices in theory remained the property of the lineage as a whole, but it became common practice to apportion settlements and lands among the various branches. Junior branches of noble houses thus acquired a certain measure of economic independence.12 Mortuary evidence indicates considerable inequality of wealth and status among the individual lineage branches, and in some cases junior branches had more lavish tomb goods than the senior ones.13

The nobility of the Spring and Autumn period defined itself by its monopoly over the “three great affairs” of war, sacrifice, and hunting, through which they displayed their awesome authority by taking life and spilling blood. Shared participation in the “three great affairs” imparted a collegial martial identity to the noble class that was reinforced by the common practice of blood oaths to forge bonds of fealty and political alliances.14 At the same time ritual rank within the nobility became more strictly hierarchical and codified by elaborate sumptuary rules. Ritual performance shifted away from the renewal of intimate congress with the ancestors through sacrificial feasts and toward flaunting the lineage’s rank and instilling solidarity among its living members.15 Noble status was hereditary, but rank, wealth, and power were closely aligned with office-holding. Ministers and officers formed a new political class that vied with the rulers for control of the state – and often, as in the case of Lu mentioned above, succeeded. In the growing competition among noble houses for land and wealth, military force usually proved decisive.

As in the Western Zhou, noble lineages typically resided not at their rural estates but rather in and around the capital, in close proximity to the ruler. The population of the city-state was broadly divided into the citizens of the capital (guoren 國人) and the inhabitants of the countryside, including the lesser towns (yeren 野人). The citizenry did not encompass the entire capital population, however. Membership in the citizenry initially was restricted to members of noble lineages – including the lesser nobility, known as shi 士 – who performed military service on the ruler’s behalf. Over time the citizenry expanded with the extension of liability for military service to include some commoners, but as a rule merchants, artisans, and farmers remained excluded.16 Chinese society in this era has been aptly characterized as consisting of an “armed nobility based in the cities, surrounded by a countryside occupied by a servile peasantry.”17

The urban citizenry often became a political force in the Spring and Autumn city-states. In times of crisis, such as military emergencies or succession disputes, rulers or ministers summoned assemblies of citizens to rally support for their actions. The citizenry often played a decisive role in partisan conflicts between the ruler and noble families, or between rival political factions. On occasion, collective action by the citizenry sufficed to depose a tyrannical ruler. The civil strife that afflicted the city-states vitiated the power of hereditary rulers and noble lineages alike – and ultimately subverted the citizenry as well, as the case of Zheng illustrates.18

Zheng’s ruling lineage, one of the senior branches of the Zhou royal house, became an influential force in the early Eastern Zhou, in the immediate aftermath of the relocation of the royal capital to nearby Cheng Zhou. But throughout the seventh century BCE Zheng was plagued by intrigue, regicide, and frequent changes of regime. With the rise of the Qi, Jin, and Chu as the dominant contenders for hegemony, smaller states such as Zheng found themselves imperiled by extinction. Squeezed between the archenemies Jin and Chu, Zheng’s leaders sought protection through alliances with either macrostate, changing sides as the balance of power shifted. Bloody conflict among Zheng’s noble lineages and between the ministers and citizenry made its political predicament even more dire.19 In 565 BCE the prime minister Zisi orchestrated the assassination of Zheng’s ruler and replaced him with a more malleable substitute. Two years later Zisi’s attempt to wrest control of some lands from five noble families provoked an insurrection. The revolt was suppressed, but not before Zisi was put to death by his enemies.

Among the allies of Zisi killed in the uprising was the father of Zichan (c. 581–522 BCE), a member of a minor branch of Zheng’s ruling house. Over the next two decades the young Zichan skillfully navigated Zheng’s turbulent political waters and propelled himself into a position of power. In 554 BCE Zichan was elevated to a ministership after Zheng’s citizenry rose in rebellion and killed the prime minister who had succeeded Zisi. When Zichan led a victorious campaign against the neighboring state of Chen the Zheng ruler rewarded him with a carriage, ceremonial robes, and six settlements. Zichan refused the ruler’s offer, however, insisting that his rank entitled him to only two settlements; in the end he was persuaded to accept three. Zichan’s uncommon modesty won him the respect of the populace. In 543 BCE, after Zheng’s citizenry deposed and executed yet another prime minister, a senior member of Zheng’s ruling clan invited Zichan to take the reins of government. At first Zichan demurred, but he finally agreed to do so after receiving assurances that he would have full executive authority.

Possessing a prudent respect for the power of the citizenry, Zichan had worked assiduously to earn their support. Once securely in command of the state, however, he unveiled a bold political agenda that resurrected Zisi’s abortive attempt to strengthen the government’s control over resources. Zichan proposed to construct irrigation channels and divide arable lands into uniform units that would become the basis for assessing land taxes and military service while also extending liability for military service to a larger proportion of the population. In 536 BCE, Zichan promulgated a law code which he had inscribed on bronze cauldrons – the tangible symbols of sovereign authority – so that the laws would be publicly known and enforced without discrimination on commoners and nobles alike. According to the Chronicles of Zuo, the indignant citizenry at first reviled Zichan’s reforms, but ultimately came to embrace Zichan for restoring Zheng to prosperity:

After a year under Zichan’s administration of government, the people of Zheng sang of him:

We must take our gowns and caps and hide them away,

We must take our lands and fields and divide them into five portions,

Should any man seek to slay this Zichan, we will gladly join him!





But after three years the words of the song had changed:

We have sons and brothers

‘Tis Zichan who has tutored them.

We have lands and fields

‘Tis Zichan to whom we owe our bounty,

Should Zichan die

Who would take his place?20





Zichan retained the support of Zheng’s citizenry and remained prime minister until his death in 522 BCE.

The urban citizenry also played an influential role in the usurpation of the rulership of Qi by the Tian clan. At the same time that Zichan assumed the prime ministership in Zheng, Tian Wuyu became the dominant figure at the Qi court through his magnanimity toward the citizenry, for example by lending grain on generous terms.21 His son Tian Qi likewise gained the support of the Qi citizenry, enabling him to usurp control of the Qi government in 481 BCE and paving the way for the Tian clan formally to displace Qi’s ancestral rulers in 386 BCE.22

Mark Lewis has likened Zichan to the tyrants or demagogues of the ancient Greek city-states who wooed popular support to seize power and then exercised harsh rule to maintain it.23 Certainly, like the Greek tyrants, Zichan and Tian Wuyu were harbingers of a new political order that would concentrate power in the hands of the ruler and extinguish the city-states and their acrimonious politics. In the eyes of the later Legalist philosopher Han Fei Zi (c. 280–233 BCE), Zichan deserved comparison with the sage-rulers of high antiquity like Yu the Great, who is said to have rescued the world from the Great Flood.24 But Han Fei Zi’s contemporary and rival, the Confucian philosopher Xun Zi (fl. c. 310–c. 215 BCE), rendered a far more dour verdict: “Zichan gained the support of the people, but he never learned how to govern them.”25







The rise of the autocratic state

During the sixth century BCE, the mounting tensions within the Zhou city-states burst, unleashing powerful torrents of political and social change. The precisely graded ranking of the nobility broke down. Stratification within the ruling class intensified, fomenting a vast disparity in wealth and power between the rulers and the rest of the nobility. A new political order arose, one founded on the centralization of power in the hands of all-powerful monarchs (Map 2.2). The next several centuries witnessed the destruction of the old noble lineages and the largely autarkic estate economies under their dominion. Rulers asserted direct control over the land, which they awarded to farming families in return for tax payments, labor duties, and military service. The nobility’s hereditary rights to office were abrogated, and rulers instead established bureaucratic forms of government in which officials served at the ruler’s pleasure. The advent of the Iron Age also posed a direct challenge to the status, privileges, and self-identity of the nobility. Chariot warfare conducted by nobles under strict rules of chivalry was supplanted by far more bloody conflicts fought by massive infantry armies conscripted from the agrarian population and equipped with iron weapons, including powerful crossbows. Skilled leaders of commoner origins rose through the ranks to take command of the new armies.

Map 2.2 Major states of the Warring States era, 481–221 BCE





This transformation of the relationship between rulers and subjects began with the need to enhance the military power of the state and the corresponding development of written records to amass information about individuals, households, and property.26 Initially, the main purpose of written registers was military conscription. A chronicle entry for 645 BCE states that the ruler of Jin, after a military defeat at the hands of Chu, awarded grants of land as compensation for military service. But this instance probably was a one-time expedient restricted to the citizenry, evidence of the ruler’s weakness rather than strength.27 The earliest efforts to broaden the basis of taxation and military service – in Lu in the 590s BCE and the reforms Zichan launched in Zheng in 543 BCE – likewise appeared in weaker states besieged by powerful adversaries. In both Lu and Zheng officials conducted land surveys and organized the rural population into units liable for military service, although we lack information on how land registration was related to military conscription. The southern state of Chu, the first to field infantry armies in place of chariots, also pioneered the development of bureaucratic tools to mobilize soldiers and military supplies. Chu’s government conducted the first universal registration of able-bodied adult men for military service in 589 BCE, and in 548 BCE undertook a comprehensive survey of land, forest, mineral, and livestock resources. By 500 BCE population registers apparently had been introduced in Qi as well. By that time, too, a land tax amounting to 20 percent of the harvest had been implemented in most of the Jin state, whose territories effectively had been partitioned among the so-called “Six Ministerial Houses.” The imposition of this land tax had been premised on grants of lands to farming households, and most likely required some form of registration as well.

In addition, expansionary macrostates such as Jin, Qin, and Chu also began to found new administrative towns known as xian 縣 in their borderlands and in newly conquered territories. Rather than award the xian towns, which at first served primarily military purposes, as benefices to noble lineages, rulers placed them under the jurisdiction of appointed governors. Often, however, the governors turned the xian under their control into personal fiefdoms, even though they had no hereditary rights of succession. In Jin, which was said to have forty xian in the late Spring and Autumn era, the ruler occasionally rewarded meritorious officials with grants of xian that became part of their hereditary benefice. But in 514 BCE the prime minister of Jin confiscated lands belonging to two nobles caught conspiring against the ruler and converted them into a total of ten xian directly controlled by the state28 In the late Spring and Autumn period, ministerial houses also began to establish xian towns within their own large benefices. Not until the reforms of Shang Yang in Qin in the mid-fourth century BCE did xian become the basic units of a comprehensive system of territorial control directly subordinated to the central state.29

Following the partition of Jin into the three states of Wei, Hann, and Zhao in 453 BCE, the Wei kingdom pioneered the institutional reforms that became the hallmark of autocratic rule in the Warring States period. In 419 BCE Wei’s armies inflicted a decisive defeat on Qin and annexed rich agricultural lands on the western edge of the Central Plain. It was around this time that Li Kui, the prime minister of Wei, instituted policies focused on agricultural improvement and enhancing the welfare of farming families. Wei was probably the most densely populated state of the time, and thus Li Kui emphasized intensification of farming by cultivating multiple staple crops (millet, wheat, hemp, and soybeans) to reduce risk of harvest failure, adopting more laborious cultivation techniques, and utilizing marginal lands by planting mulberries and other non-food crops. Li Kui also advocated a form of indirect price control by having the state purchase grain after abundant harvests when prices were low in order to boost the income of farmers, while protecting urban consumers by selling its stocks when grain was dear. This form of state intervention to smooth out oscillations in food prices became a cardinal feature of the political economy of the Chinese imperial state.30

Li Kui also is credited with instituting a law code and compiling perhaps the earliest treatise on law, the Canon of Laws. Although Li’s law code does not survive, it is said to have served as the foundation for the imperial law codes of the Qin and Han empires.31 Li Kui often is regarded as one of the forefathers of Legalism and progenitor of the doctrine of “enriching the state and strengthening the army” (fuguo qiangbing 富國強兵). Certainly, Li deemed the impoverishment of the agrarian population – the ultimate source of the state’s wealth – as the greatest danger to the state. Thus he advocated that the ruler should impose only modest levies on farmers while curbing extravagant consumption through sumptuary regulation and inhibiting merchants from manipulating prices to the disadvantage of producers and consumers alike. Li – himself of commoner descent – displayed scorn toward the old nobility and warned that disparities in status, wealth, and knowledge undermined social order and the stability of the state.32

The full flowering of the autocratic state occurred in Qin in the mid-fourth century BCE, during the prime ministership of Shang Yang. The Qin reform agenda was powerfully shaped by the Wei precedent. In 385 BCE, a Qin prince who, thirty years earlier, at the age of ten, had been forced into exile in Wei, returned to Qin and reclaimed the throne. Lord Xian (r. 385–362 BCE), as he became known, then introduced changes modeled on Wei institutions: appointing market inspectors to collect taxes on trade, establishing household registers for military service, introducing xian administrative units, and moving the Qin capital from Yong to Yueyang, a more centrally located site with ready access to the commercial networks of Wei and the Central Plain. Lord Xian’s son, Lord Xiao (r. 361–338 BCE), continued his father’s initiatives while seeking to recruit talented statesmen from abroad. One of those who answered his summons was Gongsun Yang (better known as Shang Yang, 390–338 BCE), a member of the ruling clan of Wey then serving as a household officer for the prime minister of Wei. Shang Yang, like Lord Xian before him, regarded the rich and powerful Wei state as a model for emulation.

In 356 BCE Lord Xiao appointed Shang Yang as a senior minister and gave him license to undertake sweeping administrative and legal reforms.33 Shang immediately enacted a law code, ostensibly based on Li Kui’s Canon of Laws, and introduced a new system of military rank – seventeen grades in all – that became the basis for recognition of accomplishment in warfare.34 According to the Book of Lord Shang, a digest of Shang Yang’s policies and political theories composed in the third century BCE, the rewards for killing one enemy soldier in battle included promotion of one grade in rank, a grant of 100 mu of arable land, 9 mu of land for a dwelling, and one servant farmer (shuzi 庶子).35 Thus Shang Yang sought to create a system of merit based on service to the state that would supersede the privileges of the old nobility and provide the basis for the reallocation of land and wealth. He also organized the population into military-style units of five and ten households and established the principle of mutual responsibility, whereby all members of the group bore equal legal culpability for crimes committed by any of its members. Finally, the first phase of Shang Yang’s reforms imposed severe legal penalties intended to curb exploitation by unscrupulous merchants. Like Li Kui, Shang Yang championed the well-being of farmers – who toiled at the “primary occupation” (benye 本業), the root of the state’s wealth – over and above the “inessential occupations” (moye 末業) of artisans and merchants.36

Although Shang Yang’s program aroused resentment and opposition from the noble lineages of Qin, Lord Xiao remained loyal to his protégé. In 352 BCE he elevated Shang to the office of chancellor, which combined the portfolio of prime minister with control of the military. Two years later, in 350 BCE, Shang launched a second and more sweeping series of institutional reforms.

One key goal of Shang Yang’s policies was to establish the conjugal household as the basic unit of social and economic organization. Among the new laws introduced by Shang Yang in 356 BCE was the stipulation that the tax assessment on households with two or more adult males would be doubled. During the second phase of reform, Shang made it a crime for fathers and adult sons to live together. Moreover, Shang abolished the practice of primogeniture and instituted the requirement that all sons inherited equal portions of the father’s estate. This set of decrees was intended to undermine the economic foundations of the old nobility by breaking up their landholdings and dividing them among numerous sons. Recently excavated household registers and legal statutes suggest that Shang Yang’s draconian reforms were not fully implemented even under the Qin Empire.37 But the principle of equal inheritance subsequently became enshrined in imperial law for more than twenty centuries and one of the cornerstones of China’s family farm economy.

The new measures Shang Yang enacted in 350 BCE included a law that divided arable lands into standardized parcels separated by boundary ridges (known as qianmo 阡陌). This initiative clearly can be traced to Li Kui’s policies in Wei and perhaps to the reforms of Zichan – about which we know little – as well. A recently excavated document dating from 309 BCE contains a portion of the Qin land statutes that provides some details about the qianmo practice. The law stipulated that the land was to be divided into parcels 1 pace wide and 240 paces long. Two of these parcels constituted a mu unit, and 100 mu (or 1 qing) became the standard land allotment that the Qin state provided to farming households. The parcels were to be marked off by boundaries such as ridges and roads, and landowners were required to perform annual maintenance to ensure that the parcels remained clearly demarcated.38 These standardized land units became the basis of a new system of land tenure and taxation in which the Qin government distributed lands to individual households in return for payments of grain, fodder, and straw as well as labor and military service. It seems likely that some form of this system of land tenure had been introduced by Zichan in Zheng nearly two centuries before, and already existed in Wei and the other Jin successor states (Hann and Zhao), and perhaps in other states as well. The extent to which Shang Yang was able to seize lands from noble lineages and reallocate them to ordinary farming households remains unclear. Allocation of land to farming households most likely was carried out on newly opened lands and in conquered areas where the local population was forcibly displaced by Qin colonists.39

Shang Yang pursued other centralization policies as well. In 344 BCE he ordered the Qin officialdom to adopt uniform weights and measures to ensure equity in tax collections. He also moved the Qin capital to a new site at Xianyang and began the construction of monumental palaces befitting the supreme dignity of the Qin ruler. The founding of the new capital separated the ruler and his government from the residences of the noble lineages, which remained clustered around the older capital at Yong. Shang Yang’s reforms did not abolish the Qin nobility, however. Indeed, in 340 BCE, after a military victory over Wei, Lord Xiao bestowed noble rank on Shang Yang and rewarded him with a benefice of fifteen settlements.

After Lord Xiao’s death in 338 BCE, however, Shang Yang’s enemies quickly fanned the new ruler’s suspicions about his chancellor’s loyalty. Within a year Shang was arrested for treason and executed in gruesome fashion by being drawn and quartered. But his legacy endured. At the time of Shang’s death the Qin state had become the most formidable military power of the Zhou ecumene, and already had embarked on the long march that would culminate with the founding of the first universal empire.

The institutions established by autocratic rulers in Qin and other states transformed the Zhou social order. Many of the old noble lineages disappeared, supplanted by a rising new nobility awarded rank in return for meritorious service to the state in government or warfare. The distinction between the citizenry of the capital and the inhabitants of the countryside had been largely erased. A new commoner (shuren 庶人) class emerged that was tied directly to the state by grants of land received in return for tax payments, statutory labor, and military service.40 In the Western Zhou period, shuren had designated a servile class of farmers subordinated to noble households. The new institutional regime that began to coalesce from the sixth century BCE transformed shuren into independent farming families, although connotations of servile status persisted. Confucius, dismayed by the decay of the Zhou nobility, vehemently objected to giving shuren any voice in affairs of state.41 But the Confucian philosopher Mencius, writing in the mid-fourth century BCE, readily acknowledged that shuren could and did serve in government. Nonetheless, although Mencius dismissed the distinction between urban and rural residence as obsolete, he still insisted on maintaining the proper social and political hierarchy between the ruling elite and non-official commoners.42

Other records from this era place the shuren on the same footing with merchants and artisans – below the lesser nobility (shi 士) and above a range of servile groups designated by general terms such as “menials” (zao 皂), “dependents” (li 隸), and “servants” (chen 臣) as well as by occupational categories such as drivers (yu 輿), stablehands (yu 圉), and herders (mu 牧).43 What appears to distinguish shuren (a term that retained its sense of persons engaged in agriculture), merchants, and artisans from the servile classes was their independent means of livelihood. However, the lands received by shuren strictly speaking were not private property, but rather tenurial rights conditionally bestowed by the state in return for goods and services.

Although shuren no longer were considered a servile class, forced labor occupied a far more central place in the political economy of the autocratic state than in the city-states of the past. The burden of statutory labor service often was heavy, as the frequent protests – especially by artisans – against excessive demands for labor service demonstrate.44 However, penal servitude supplied most of the labor force in government workshops. This practice may have begun in the Jin successor states, but it became a keystone of the legal regime instituted in Qin by Shang Yang. Shang Yang’s reforms created a category of penal servitude imposed on men and women alike, collectively known as lichenqie 隸臣妾, that encompassed both convict laborers and government slaves (mostly war captives). In contrast to earlier times, when bondservants were attached to noble households, by the Warring States period the servile classes were largely wards of the state. Although Qin law established distinctions between convict laborers and government slaves, both groups were fundamentally defined by the unconditional surrender of their labor power to the state.45 Lack of a stable occupation itself became a crime: the Book of Lord Shang advocated that the idle should be enslaved by the state, while the Wei Code of 252 BCE stipulated that they should be impressed into the army and treated more harshly than honorable soldiers.46 In the economy of the autocratic state, work became the defining mark of personhood, for free and unfree alike.







Economic transformation in the dawning Iron Age

The three centuries before the unification of China under the first empire, Qin, in 221 BCE, witnessed remarkable changes in economic livelihood. The major states contending for supremacy – notably Qin, Chu, and Qi – increasingly centralized control of land, labor, and goods. Bondservants liberated from the dominion of their lords acquired significant tenurial rights. The introduction of iron metallurgy and tool-making led to rapid improvements in the productivity of agriculture. Political centralization and the advent of a money economy spurred interregional trade, urban growth, and the rise of an independent merchant class. Some of these trends intensified under the imperial rule of the Qin and Han dynasties, while others atrophied.

Chief among the technological innovations of the Eastern Zhou period was the introduction of iron metallurgy. Evidence for the manufacture of iron dates back to the ninth century BCE, but the production of iron tools – chiefly spades and hoes, but also plows, sickles, knives, axes, and chisels – can be attested only from the fifth century BCE. At this time iron tools were cast in molds, and thus relatively small and light. For the rulers of the Warring States, equipping their large infantry armies with iron weapons took precedence over manufacturing agricultural tools. Moreover, iron tools required more refined metallurgical technology to reduce the amount of carbon and harden the iron. Nonetheless, over the course of the Warring States period the manufacture and use of iron tools became widespread, leading to greater efficiencies in agriculture and increases in total output. These advances in agricultural productivity on one hand enabled the rulers to feed ever more massive armies, and on the other hand favored smaller household-level units of production.47

Apart from the introduction of iron tools, other innovations in agricultural technology contributed to rising productivity in the Warring States period. It is difficult to determine when the use of ox-drawn plows was introduced, but plow oxen are frequently mentioned in Qin documents from the third century BCE. The earliest reference in historical chronicles to building flood-control dikes along the Yellow River dates back to 602 BCE. The Wei government organized large-scale irrigation projects in the region around modern Kaifeng when it relocated its capital to Da Liang in 362 BCE. In the third century BCE officials in Qin initiated major irrigation projects in newly conquered regions, such as the Zheng Guo Canal in Henan, which was said to have irrigated 40,000 qing (180,000 hectares). The Duyan irrigation works constructed by the Qin governor Li Bing c. 250 BCE transformed the Chengdu Plain in Sichuan into a fertile rice-growing region. Qin officials attributed their abrupt rise in power in the fourth–third centuries BCE to the greater efficiency of agriculture in their realm. Modern scholars are inclined to agree.48

The rise of family farm as the foundation of the Warring States economy is amply attested by economic policies that made the nuclear household the fundamental unit of taxation and services required by the state. As we have seen, Li Kui, the prime minister of Wei, advocated more intensive land-use and cultivation techniques in order to raise farm incomes and generate income for the state. Li’s proposal for the state to intervene in grain markets to ensure stable prices was premised on his bleak assessment of the economic situation of ordinary farmers. According to Li, a typical farming household of five persons cultivated 100 mu of land that yielded a total harvest of 150 shi (“stones”; one shi was equivalent to 20 liters) of grain. The state collected a land tax of 10 percent, or 15 shi, and the family required 90 shi of grain for its own subsistence, leaving a surplus of 45 shi. At a market price of 30 coins per shi, the surplus was equivalent to 1,350 coins. Community ritual observances cost 300 coins annually, and clothing for five persons a total of 1,500 coins. Thus the household incurred an annual deficit of 450 coins, “not including expenses for unfortunate events like illness, death, and burial, or extraordinary exactions imposed from above.”49 According to Li Kui, then, the market occupied a vital place in the livelihood of ordinary farmers, who disposed of their surplus grain on the market and depended on this cash income to provide for many of their basic needs. But this reliance on the market, Li concluded, also necessitated intervention by the state to protect farmers from violent oscillations in prices.

Many scholars are skeptical about this depiction of the pervasive influence of the market in the agrarian economy of this era, especially since the speech attributed to Li Kui appears only in a historical work compiled long after his time, in the first century CE.50 Surely the scenario described by Li Kui was not typical of the Warring States world, but it may have been common in Wei, the most commercially advanced region within the Zhou ecumene. The Warring States era witnessed a concentration of wealth in the hands of rulers, their kin, high officials, and probably some merchants as well, and a sharpening economic polarization between this group and the lower elite. In contrast to Li Kui’s gloomy assessment, however, archaeological evidence also suggests a broader distribution of wealth among the lower orders of society as the social boundaries between the lower elite and commoners blurred. In Qin, a radical transformation in mortuary customs around the time of Shang Yang’s reforms testifies to a sudden change in the status of the nobility. In Chu, where documentation of mortuary practices for the lower social strata is most extensive, grave goods became increasingly homogeneous during the Warring States era, indicating an erosion of the privileges of the lower nobility and the growing importance of wealth as the measure of social status. The inclusion of at least a modest inventory of grave goods in the great majority of Chu tombs perhaps reflects a general increase in prosperity.51 In the view of some scholars, the possession of bronze ritual vessels by a broader spectrum of Chu society and the greater variety, larger size, and more elaborate decoration of bronze artifacts testifies to a growing consumption demand emanating from the lower ranks of nobility and newly affluent commoners.52 A similar convergence in mortuary goods, including the presence of weapons, in commoner and elite tombs in the Qi region likewise “indicates a continuum in life style from elite to at least some commoners.”53

The emergence of money and markets in China was prompted by the need of rulers to amass resources across increasingly greater distances. Bronze currency in the shape of knives and spades first appeared c. 600 BCE, around the same time as the earliest coinage in the Mediterranean world. The physical shapes of these currencies derived from useful tools, and their adoption as signifiers of money perhaps reflects the growing economic value of practical utensils. The earliest spade currency apparently was issued in the name of the Zhou king, and shortly afterward was imitated by other core states of the Central Plain such as Jin, Zheng, Song, and Wey. By c. 500 BCE the eastern seaboard states of Qi and Yan began to issue a distinctively different knife-shaped currency, while Qin introduced the first round bronze coins, known as Banliang, probably around 335 BCE. The southern state of Chu had the most distinctive monetary system, which included gold pieces and bronze imitations of cowry shells as well as spade-shaped bronze currency. Because of its multiple currencies, Chu pioneered in developing abstract units of monetary value that enabled conversions of values between different types of money. Chu’s gold currency also served to some degree as an international currency, particularly in Qi and Qin.54

The distribution of currency types and monetary units reveals the contours of four zones of monetary circulation (Map 2.3). Both the Qi knife currency and the Qin Banliang coins were highly standardized, and neither circulated much beyond the state’s borders. In addition, little bronze currency from foreign states has been unearthed in the territories of the Qi and Qin states, which seem to have relied on Chu gold tokens for interstate exchange. By contrast, the Jin successor states and other core polities of the Central Plain issued many varieties of bronze currencies that circulated widely across state borders. The Jin successor states of Zhao and Wei also pioneered in issuing multiple denominations of bronze currency.55 Although the Chu monetary system was unique, its bronze currencies – including a spade currency modeled on a Wei prototype – circulated in Wei and elsewhere in the Central Plain, indicating extensive commercial interchange between these regions. The density and diversity of currency at archaeological sites in the Central Plain – especially in Henan, the heartland of the Wei and Hann states – reinforces the conclusion that commercial exchange was concentrated in this region.56

Map 2.3 The distribution of bronze currency types in the Warring States era





The proliferation of currency accompanied the emergence of a class of private merchants on whom rulers depended to procure vital goods and resources. The wealth of merchants and the escalating demand for their services endowed them with a significant degree of independence. Fan Li, upon resigning as prime minister of Yue in 473 BCE, is said to have traveled to Qi and devoted himself to husbandry, earning a fortune of several hundred thousand coins. Subsequently Fan moved to Tao, the major commercial crossroads on the Central Plain, where he “established his business, storing away goods, looking for a profitable time to sell … and in the course of nineteen years three times made a fortune of one thousand catties of gold.” Bai Gui (fl. c. 370–300 BCE), a Wei merchant, reaped a great fortune from his dealings in grain, silk, and lacquer. Bai Gui’s mercantile acumen prompted the Wei ruler to recruit him for high office. As prime minister of Wei, Bai Gui is said to have pursued strongly pro-commercial policies, such as reducing the customs duty on commercial goods from 10 to 5 percent.57 Commercial success launched other merchants into political careers as well. Lü Buwei, a traveling merchant from Wey who made a great fortune trading at Handan, the capital of Zhao, attracted the attention and friendship of a Qin prince, the future King Zhuangxiang, who appointed him chancellor upon his coronation in 250 BCE. In 247 BCE, when King Zhuangxiang died suddenly and was succeeded by his 13-year-old son, Lü became regent and political tutor to the future first emperor of China.58

The Warring States rulers fully recognized the value of strategic economic goods in the incessant struggle for world conquest. A passage in the Guan Zi coined the term “shadow kings” (yinwang 陰王) for the rulers of Chu, Qi, and Yan, arguing that the mineral wealth they possessed (gold in Chu, salt in Qi and Yan) could make them supremely powerful if only the rulers knew how to best utilize these resources. Should the Qi ruler put his subjects to work producing salt, for example, he could sell the salt to the interior states of the Central Plain, rich in grain but poor in salt, and reap a great profit in gold. Once in possession of sufficient stockpiles of gold, the ruler could control the prices of all goods, and thus never lack what he needed. But if the ruler did not know how to profit from the natural resources of his realm, they were as worthless as dirt.59

The emergence of merchant entrepreneurs reflected not only the rulers’ need to amass resources but also growing regional specialization of production of goods such as iron, salt, lacquer, and silk. Rulers especially coveted the profits reaped by entrepreneurs in the iron and salt industries, whose great wealth “rivaled the fortunes of kings.”60 The rulers of Qin made mines and salt ponds – “the wealth of the mountains and marshes” in the argot of the day – part of the ruler’s personal domain. But Qin, like other states, levied excise taxes on these lucrative industries rather than managing them directly. The Guan Zi warned against direct government management of iron mines. In the remote areas where mines were located, the convict and slave laborers usually employed in state-run workshops would run away, while imposing labor conscription for such onerous work would incur the enmity of free subjects. The author of the treatise advised the ruler of Qi to allow private entrepreneurs to operate iron mines and collect a share (30 percent) of the mine output.61

Regulation of trade was vital to both the state’s economic welfare and its military security. The E Jun Qi bronze tallies, issued by the Chu central government to a local official in 323 BCE, offer unique insights into the regulation of domestic trade during the Warring States period. The tallies granted exemptions from internal customs duties along stipulated trade routes for up to 50 wagons and 150 boats, exemptions that had to be renewed annually. These trading expeditions apparently were conducted under government oversight and moved throughout the Chu realm, but the tallies do not specify what goods were involved, nor do they explain the nature of the state’s proprietary interest in this trade. The wagon tallies, which were intended for routes along the northern frontier of the Chu state, specifically prohibited the transport of metals, leather, and arrows – that is to say, strategic goods of military value. However, the boat tallies, intended for use in the southern portion of the Chu state, have no such provisions.62 The tallies demonstrate that the Chu state collected duties on domestic trade at customs stations along major trade routes, a practice also attested for Qi. In Qin, by contrast, the state tightly regulated border trade but apparently did not tax the movement of goods within its territories.63







The city transformed

The most eloquent testimony to the economic transformation of the Warring States period is found in the dramatic changes in the number, size, and structure of cities. Archaeologists have identified more than 400 walled settlements dating from this era, of which 114 encompass an area of at least 1 square kilometer (Map 2.4). The spectacular urban growth of the Warring States period is most apparent in the scale of the royal capitals. The longest walls of the capitals of the seven largest states all extended more than 4 kilometers; the largest, Xiadu in Yan, stretched for 8 kilometers. Table 2.1 shows the twenty largest cities as measured by the length of their longest wall (note, however, that there are some important omissions in this list: for example, the site of Da Liang, established as the Wei capital in 362 BCE, has not been excavated). In addition to being far larger than their Spring and Autumn predecessors, Warring States cities exhibit marked changes in morphology. The cardinal feature of the Spring and Autumn city was a fortified enceinte enclosing the ruler’s palace at the center of the larger walled town, a plan that emphasized the city’s function as a defensive bulwark for the ruler. The royal cities of the Warring States period, by contrast, typically were partitioned by walls and canals into two (or more) zones: a palace sector distinguished by large mounds on which major palaces and temples were raised; and a plebeian sector for bronze, iron, jade, bone, and coinage workshops and the residents of artisans, merchants, and farmers who worked nearby fields.

Map 2.4 Warring States cities, based on archaeological excavations



Source: Emura 2005: 68, figure 22.



Table 2.1 City sizes in the Warring States period(all dates are BCE)










	City
	Recorded date of wall-building
	State
	Longest wall (m)
	Area (km2)
	State capital



	(1) Xiadu 下都
	
	Yan
	8,000
	32
	*


	(2) Xianyang 咸陽
	350
	Qin
	7,200
	
	*


	(3) Shouchun 壽春
	
	Chu
	6,200
	26
	* (241–224)


	(4) Xinzheng 新鄭
	
	Hann
	5,000
	
	*


	(5) Handan 邯鄲
	
	Zhao
	4,880
	19
	* (from 386)


	(6) Linzi 臨淄
	
	Qi
	4,500
	20
	*


	(7) Ying 郢 (Ji’nan 紀南)
	519
	Chu
	4,500
	16
	* (until 241)


	(8) Lingshou 靈壽
	
	Zhongshan
	4,500
	
	* (c. 380–296)


	(9) Anyi 安邑
	385
	Wei
	
	13
	* (until 362)


	(10) Liao 蓼
	
	Chu
	3,775
	
	


	(11) Qufu 曲阜
	
	Lu
	3,700
	10
	*


	(12) Yong 雍
	
	Qin
	3,480
	10
	* (until 383)


	(13) Xue 薛
	323
	Qi
	3,300
	7.36
	


	(14) Royal Zhou 周王城
	510
	Zhou
	3,200
	
	*


	(15) Cai 蔡 (Shangcai 上蔡)
	
	Chu
	3,187
	
	* (until 447)


	(16) Quwo 曲沃
	
	Jin
	3,100
	
	* (until 403)


	(17) Song 宋 (Shangqiu 商丘)
	
	Song
	3,050
	
	*


	(18) Jiang 絳 (Xiangfen 襄汾)
	
	Hann
	2,700
	5.0
	


	(19) Jinyang 晉陽
	
	Zhao
	2,700
	
	


	(20) Jiwangcheng 紀王城
	
	Zou
	2,530
	
	*





Source: Xu Hong 2000.



The transformation of urban morphology in the Warring States era readily can be seen at Linzi, the capital of Qi. Linzi featured a small palace sector in its southwestern corner enclosed by walls and containing an iron foundry and mint that adjoined a much larger and older city crisscrossed by streets ranging from 6 to 20 meters wide, forming a grid pattern (Figure 2.1). Linzi’s palace sector was a more recent addition, leading archaeologists to speculate that it had been constructed by the Tian clan after they deposed Qi’s ancestral dynasty in 362 BCE. The workshops located within the palace sector undoubtedly were state-run enterprises, while smaller, privately operated workshops were concentrated in the central, northeastern, and western portions of the larger city.64 This pattern also is seen in Xiadu in Yan, the largest of the Warring States royal capitals, where large state-run foundries, mints, and workshops clustered around the royal palace while smaller private workshops were scattered throughout the plebeian residential areas (Figure 2.2). The western walled sector of Xiadu was never occupied; apparently this enclosure had been built in anticipation of future expansion of the city before Yan was vanquished by Qin in 222 BCE.65

Figure 2.1 Archaeological reconstruction of Linzi





Figure 2.2 Archaeological reconstruction of Xiadu



Source: Chen Shen 2003: figure 12.1.



Even more significant than these large royal capitals, however, was the emergence of a dense network of smaller towns, more commercial in nature, in the southern portion of the Central Plain, especially in the states of Wei and Hann (roughly equivalent to modern Henan province). This region was the hub of the major trade routes and the most important iron-producing region. Archaeological evidence for the distribution of bronze and lacquer wares also is heavily concentrated in Wei and Hann as well as in the southern state of Chu (Map 2.5). Under Li Kui’s regime, Wei had adopted policies intended to protect farmers from the vicissitudes of the market economy. But in the mid-fourth century BCE, during Bai Gui’s tenure as prime minister, Wei pivoted toward a laissez-faire posture that allowed merchants considerable freedom from state control.66 Subsequently Wei experienced vigorous commercial growth even as its military strength ebbed. In 289 BCE, when Qin recovered the Henei region it had lost to Wei in Li Kui’s time, the Qin armies captured more than sixty walled towns. In 260 BCE, a Wei statesman boasted that the Wei territories east of the capital at Da Liang encompassed “seventeen large xian cities, each with walls of a thousand zhang and a population of ten thousand households, along with thirty-plus small xian towns with marketplaces.”67 Unfortunately, this region has been repeatedly inundated by Yellow River floods and, as a glance at Map 2.4 shows, few Warring States cities have been excavated there.

Map 2.5 Urban sites and economic activities in the Warring States period



Source: Emura 2005: 76, figure 23.



The claim that many xian cities in Wei had populations of 10,000 households cannot be accepted at face value. Other sources suggest that the smaller towns had populations of around 1,000 persons, the larger cities 10,000 inhabitants, and the royal capitals perhaps many more – although the claim that Linzi numbered 70,000 households, attributed to a third-century BCE statesman, surely is an exaggeration.68 Nonetheless, this depiction of a dense network of commercial towns blanketing the Wei territory appears to be valid. The leading commercial hubs all were located in the heart of the Central Plain (see Map 4.2). The city of Tao in Song, at the intersection of the principal east–west and north–south trade routes, was said to be “located at the center of the Subcelestial Realm, connected in the four directions to all of the states, a place where every sort of goods is exchanged.”69 Puyang, the capital of Wey, likewise prospered as a major crossroads of interstate trade.70

Archaeological research has confirmed the crucial role of Warring States cities as sites of mass production of industrial goods. Both bronze artifacts – especially weapons – and pottery commonly were marked with the name of the artisan who made them, a reflection of this shift toward mass production in large, state-run workshops. A third century BCE almanac for managing the organization of work throughout the year instructed that “goods must be inscribed with the name of their makers, so that their honesty can be scrutinized; if the craftsmanship is deficient, the maker must be punished, to eradicate such treachery.”71 Inscriptions on artifacts typically name the artisan, the workshop master, and the supervising official(s). Bronze ritual vessels cast in the state workshops in Wei specify the person who ordered vessel cast; the date of manufacture; the supervising official; the artisan; and the vessel’s capacity and weight.72 In many cases workshops were under the supervision of officials known as Sikou 司寇, originally an office charged with judicial and police duties. By this time Sikou often were appointed to supervise public works, since most of the artisans in state workshops were convict laborers.73 Under the more centralized political regimes of the peripheral states, much industrial production was managed by the state. Although private workshops manufactured consumer goods, they did so under close supervision by state officials.74

In Qin, the manufacture and storage of weapons remained under the tight control of the central government. The inscriptions on Qin weapons often designate the area to which they were to be sent, often far from the place of manufacture. In the Jin successor states of Wei, Hann, and Zhao, by contrast, arms manufacture was decentralized. Arms workshops, which doubled as armories (ku 庫) for storing weapons, were found in many local cities – at least seventeen in the case of Wei.75 The same pattern of regional variation is also found in coin manufacture. In contrast to the bureaucratic states of Qin, Chu, Qi, and Yan, where coinage was mostly restricted to central mints in the state capitals, many cities in the Jin successor states issued coins in their own name. Relatively few specimens from Wei, Hann, and Zhao designate capital cities; most of the coins issued by these states were cast in local mints, usually in the same cities that had weapons workshops. Moreover, the same mint cast many different types of currencies; the Hann city of Jinyang, for example, produced knife and spade currency and round coins, attesting to its connections to the Qi and Qin currency zones.

The evidence of coinage and weapons manufacture reinforces the conclusion that in contrast to the bureaucratic states of the periphery, where a high degree of central control over the internal economy prevailed, the cities of the Jin successor states enjoyed considerable political, military, and economic autonomy. In these cities, concentrated in the heartland of the Zhou ecumene, private commerce and an independent merchant class enjoyed greater freedom from state control.76

Cities also flourished as centers of trade as well as industry, although so far archaeological research has shed little light on the evolution of marketplaces as distinct urban spaces. In Spring and Autumn texts, the word shi 市refers to public gathering places within cities, the sites of festivals, citizen assemblies, and public executions, but with no mention of commercial activities.77 By the mid-Warring States period, however, shi had acquired the meaning of urban marketplace; indeed, marketplaces had become synonymous with cities, as the frequent occurrence of the term chengshiyi 城市邑 (“settlements with walls and markets”) attests. The practical value of commerce to the welfare of the state was cogently expressed in surviving fragments of the “Market laws” from the state of Qi:

In the realm of a true king there are no markets, nor does the hegemon need to set up shops and stalls. But a kingdom of middling size profits from commerce, and a small kingdom utterly depends on it. The market is the source of the hundred goods and the measure of the resources at the ruler’s disposal. A kingdom of middling size able to profit from the market will become strong; a small kingdom able to profit from the market will remain secure. When the market flourishes, goods circulate; when goods circulate, the people … [graph missing] and the wealth and possessions of the various states will arrive. When the wealth and possessions of the various states arrive, even a small kingdom will become rich.78



In contrast to the idyllic and peaceable times of the “true kings” of the early Zhou, in the fiercely competitive world of the Warring States the goods obtained from trade and the revenues generated by taxing commerce were vital to the state’s survival. The value of commerce to the state was greatest in the smallest kingdoms, which lacked the manpower to field great armies.

Not surprisingly, autocratic monarchs kept a watchful eye on marketplaces, appointing inspectors to supervise the activities of merchants and to maintain order among potentially unruly urban crowds. At the Qin capital of Yong archaeologists have identified a rectangular walled area in the northwestern part of the city measuring 150 meters by 180 meters as a marketplace. Each wall had a single gate at its center, and the marketplace was internally divided by a grid of crisscrossing streets.79 The “Market laws” of Qi prescribed that markets must be located in towns, and that the size of a marketplace be proportional to the size of the town; in the case of a royal capital, the market should be 400 paces square (roughly three times the size of the Yong marketplace). Qi’s “Market laws” also stipulated that the market should be enclosed by walls to restrict access, but with gates sufficiently large to permit the easy movement of goods. Shops should be arranged in orderly rows by trade, with the size of shops proportional to the dearness of its wares (more space was allowed for cheaper goods).80 Unfortunately, we have no evidence, either textual or archaeological, for the organization of markets in the commercial cities of the Jin successor states.

Government inspectors routinely supervised commercial activities. Many Warring States pottery and lacquer artifacts are inscribed in ink with the graphs shi 市 (“marketplace”) or ting 亭 (government post and police stations) – or the combination shiting 市亭 – which are believed to be marks of certification by local market inspectors responsible for ensuring the quality of goods.81 A recently discovered cache of clay seals from the Chu city of Cai (no. 15 in Table 2.1) sheds additional light on government regulation of marketplaces. Many of these seals bear legends with the word shi, and attest to the existence of different types of markets, such as “night market” and “artisans’ market.” One unusual graph is believed to refer to private shops, and possibly attests to the presence of goldsmiths and shops selling fabrics and embroidery. A number of seals read “market container” or “Cai market container,” presumably referring to the units of measurement in common use in Cai’s marketplaces. The largest group of seals refers to “government storehouses” (fu 府), including “right storehouse”; “east (also west, north, and south) storehouse”; “east (also north) gate storehouse”; “customs storehouse”; and “grain storehouse.” Other seals are inscribed with placenames, images of animals (perhaps trademarks), or the legends “trust” (xin 信), “honesty” (du 篤), and “pledge” (zhi 質). Although most of the seals came from Cai and elsewhere in Chu, a few seals are of Wei, Qin, and Qi provenance.82 Taken together, the Cai seals testify to the city’s vigorous commercial life, a multiplicity of markets, the presence of foreign merchants intermingled with local private traders, and also to the state’s substantial involvement in the city’s economy as a procurer of goods and regulator of market behavior.83







The emerging political economy of the fiscal state

Statesmen and philosophers of the Warring States period invariably defined agriculture as the “fundamental occupation” (benye 本業, benshi 本事), the staff of life for the people and the fount of wealth for the ruler. For proponents of the autocratic state, power stemmed from military strength, and increasing the population enabled the ruler to maintain larger armies. Thus the Book of Lord Shang asserted that “the security of the state depends on agriculture and war.”84 Statesmen such as Li Kui focused on the need to improve agricultural productivity through more intensive techniques of cultivation while protecting the farming population from the scourges of drought, flood, and the seasonal vicissitudes of the market. The older chapters of the Guan Zi likewise urged the ruler to increase the land under cultivation, ensure that agricultural tasks are not disrupted by untimely demands for labor and military service, and accumulate sufficient stocks of grain to support the people during times of dearth. In the oft-quoted words of this text, “the five grains and rice are the Masters of Destiny for the people.”85 But Confucian philosophers, too, insisted that the ruler must first provide for the material welfare of the people before he can train them to be moral subjects. In the words of Mencius, “this is the way of the common people: those with a secure means of livelihood (hengchan 恆產) will be steadfast in their hearts.” Mencius further asserted that “benevolent government must begin with surveying and allocating lands. When boundaries are not drawn properly, neither the division of land according to the well-field system nor the levy of grain reserved for the ruler’s emolument will be equitable.”86 According to Mencius, the “well-field system” (named after the Chinese graph for “water well,” jing 井, which was seen as a visual representation of nine equal-sized plots of land) had been created by the sage-kings of yore to ensure the self-sufficiency of each household while providing the ruler with a modest share of the product of the land.

Just as there was common agreement on the primacy of agriculture as the mainstay of the economy, so too was there a growing awareness of the tension between the subsistence needs of the population and the demands of the autocratic state. Moreover, political leaders of the Warring States era began to recognize that left unchecked the market economy created inequalities of wealth inimical to both the power of the state and the welfare of the people. Initially, Chinese statesmen had expressed laissez-faire attitudes toward merchants and commercial activities. Zichan, explaining his refusal to assist a Jin minister in his efforts to obtain a jade ornament from a Zheng merchant, claimed that the ruler of Zheng had made a pact with city’s merchants under which his government would not interfere with their business.87 In a dialogue set in 523 BCE, the Qi minister Yan Ying criticized the Qi ruler for monopolizing the resources of mines, forests, and seas and allowing his palace women to commandeer goods from the capital’s merchants without compensation. Subjects from outlying towns and rural areas who entered the capital had been summarily drafted into onerous labor service and forced to pay exorbitant customs duties. Surely, Yan Ying concluded, this predatory behavior would cause Qi’s downfall.88 Mencius, an arch critic of contemporary rulers’ fixation on amassing wealth and power, claimed that in antiquity government officials merely supervised marketplaces to keep order, but did not interfere in the buying and selling of goods. Only when scoundrels began to hoard goods in order to manipulate prices did officials begin to tax commerce as a way of discouraging such despicable behavior.89

Mencius’s conviction that the pursuit of profit inevitably sowed cupidity and deceit signaled an important shift in attitudes toward a merchant class that had now become a powerful force in economic affairs and in political life as well. Mencius’s critique of the profit motive was widely shared across the philosophical spectrum, most emphatically by Mencius’s staunchest adversaries, the Legalists. Statesmen such as Li Kui and Shang Yang deemed private commerce and the profiteering merchant class as threats to the commonweal embodied by the monarchal state. The Legalist philosopher Han Fei Zi concurred that the concentration of wealth in the hands of merchants undermined social order, above all because others would abandon the arduous work of husbandry to seek the easy profits of trade:

When office and rank can be bought, then none will despise merchants and artisans. When ill-gotten wealth and stocks of commodities fetch a good price in the marketplace, there will be no shortage of tradesmen. When jobbers and forestallers earn twice as much as farmers and enjoy greater esteem than soldiers or plowmen, then men of conscience and fortitude will be few and merchants and tradesmen will multiply.90



Thus Han Fei Zi deemed merchants to be one of the “five kinds of vermin” that the ruler must eradicate.

Nonetheless, even the Qin state sought not to stifle commerce but to regulate it. For example, Lü Buwei’s blueprint for Qin’s imperial rule stipulated that in mid-autumn, when farmers gather their harvest and put it up for sale, taxes on commerce should be lowered to encourage trade and the circulation of commodities:

In this month, adjust the levies at the border crossings and marketplaces to induce merchants and traders to come hither bearing goods and valuables, and in so doing benefit the people’s livelihood.

When the various traders from the four quarters of the world

And those from the outlying provinces all arrive,

Then we will not lack for wealth and goods.

The ruler will not suffer a dearth of revenues,

And the hundred tasks all will be completed.91



Lü Buwei’s advice here directly contradicted the Book of Lord Shang, which instead advocated onerous customs and market levies precisely to discourage commerce.92 But numerous other contemporaries, including the Confucian Xun Zi and the authors of the Guan Zi, extolled the benefits of reducing customs duties and promoting foreign commerce.

Most representative, perhaps, of the emerging political economy of the Warring States era are the numerous essays incorporated into the Guan Zi treatise. The Guan Zi purports to record a series of Socratic dialogues between the first hegemon, Lord Huan of Qi, and his Machiavellian prime minister, Guan Zhong (c. 710–645 BCE), but the extant text dates from much later times. The older portions of the Guan Zi probably were composed at the Jixia Academy at the court of Qi during the last century of the Warring States era. These essays are eclectic in theme and spirit, representing a wide spectrum of philosophical principles. A more coherent set of economic doctrines – decidedly mercantilist and dirigiste in outlook – appears in the “Ratios of Exchange” chapters (chapters 68–85 of the received text), which most likely date from the first century of the Han dynasty. Although surely the work of several hands, the ideas in the “Ratios of Exchange” chapters are sufficiently consistent to consider them the product of a single author, who for the sake of convenience I will refer to as “Pseudo-Guanzi.” We will examine the economic philosophy of Pseudo-Guanzi in the next chapter. Here I will confine my analysis to the earlier – and in many ways strikingly different – vision of political economy found in the older chapters, whose authors (again for heuristic purposes) I will refer to collectively as “Proto-Guanzi.”93

The cardinal principle of Proto-Guanzi is the necessity for the ruler – as “shepherd of the people,” to quote the title of the book’s first chapter – to accumulate stores of grain and goods in order to provide for his subjects in times of dearth. The ruler must not only have the prudence to lay up stores; he must also have the magnanimity to share his wealth. Proto-Guanzi recognized the tensions and conflicts engendered by the emergence of the autocratic state and the market economy, as expressed in this terse formulation: “the rural areas compete with the marketplaces for inhabitants; private families compete with public storehouses for goods; gold competes with grain for value; the countryside competes with the court for suzerainty.”94 Production and exchange are both essential to the welfare of the state and the people, but the ruler must act to maintain the delicate balance between the two: if the profits of commerce exceed the returns from agriculture, farmers will abandon their lands; if the state imposes exorbitant taxes, the people will have no reserves in times of hardship. Seasonal and annual variations in the supply and demand for grain can cause ruinous gyrations in the price of foodstuffs, with potentially devastating consequences: cheap grain impoverishes producers, while dear grain imperils consumers. Thus – following in the footsteps of Li Kui – the wise ruler must intervene in markets to maintain price equilibrium.

Proto-Guanzi also enunciates what became the canonical conception of Chinese society as comprised of four functionally distinct classes: rulers (shi 士), farmers, artisans, and merchants. Each class has its proper and necessary role in society, but Proto-Guanzi insists that these occupations should be hereditary statuses passed from father to son, and indeed each class should dwell apart from the others. Interestingly, artisans are expected to reside at government workshops, while merchants occupy the marketplaces – further evidence of the prevalence of state-managed industry, in contrast to the more entrepreneurial world of commerce. This chapter also provides an archetypal statement of the behavior and activities of the merchant class:

Merchants observe outbreaks of dearth and starvation, scrutinize changes in the fortunes of states, study the patterns of the four seasons, and take notice of what goods are produced in each place. With this knowledge of prices in the marketplace, they gather up their stock of goods, load them on oxcarts and horses, and circulate throughout the four directions. Having reckoned what is abundant and what is scarce and calculated what is precious and what is worthless, they exchange what they possess for what they lack, buying cheap and selling dear … Marvelous and fantastic things arrive in timely fashion; rare and unusual goods readily gather. Day and night thus engaged, merchants tutor their sons and brothers, speaking the language of profit, teaching them the virtue of timeliness, and training them how to recognize the value of goods.95



Although this passage is remarkably free of moral judgment, in other places Proto-Guanzi inveighs against the unbridled pursuit of private commercial profit and its damaging effects on primary producers.

Ultimately, however, it is within the ruler’s power to ensure the welfare and prosperity of his people. “If goods are plentiful and productive tasks properly regulated, there will be little need to seek blessings from Heaven,” writes Proto-Guanzi in a chapter devoted to fiscal management. Although Proto-Guanzi repeatedly warns that extravagant and frivolous expenditures on the part of the ruler will impoverish the people and ultimately undermine the state, he advocates restraint, not austerity. The ruler must strike a balance between thrift and indulgence:

Gold is the standard of expenditures. The prince who discerns the fundamental laws of gold will understand the dangers of parsimony and prodigality. Knowing this, he will exercise moderation in his expenditures.

Now, parsimony in expenditure harms husbandry, while prodigality in expenditure harms trade. Parsimony causes the value of gold to fall, and when gold is cheap productive tasks remain uncompleted. For this reason, then, parsimony is harmful to husbandry. Prodigality in expenditure, by contrast, causes the value of gold to rise, and when gold is dear, the value of goods declines. For this reason, prodigality harms trade.

Thus goods remain unsold and the peoples suffer privation: such a state of affairs results from ignorance of the standard of expenditures. Production halts and yet the surfeit of goods grows: such a state of affairs results from ignorance of the need to moderate expenditures.96



Proto-Guanzi here denies that goods or money have value in themselves. It is the ruler, through his fiscal policies, that establishes their relative values. Meager revenue extraction and spending will reduce the demand for gold, and the resulting surplus of money in the market causes prices to rise. Conversely, excessive taxation and expenditure, by increasing the demand for gold, induces deflation and discourages production. Thus the inordinately frugal ruler is just as harmful as the extravagantly profligate one.

One chapter of the Guan Zi, entitled “On extravagance in spending” – a chapter sufficiently idiosyncratic that it must be considered a separate work – goes even further in stressing the positive value of state expenditures as a stimulus to economic prosperity. This chapter begins with the premise – also recognized by the Legalist Han Fei Zi – that population growth has the unfortunate consequences of raising land prices and fomenting competition among farmers, bringing ruin and unemployment to many families. But it is precisely the ostentatious lifestyles of the rich – for example, by building magnificent mausolea using the costliest materials and elaborate assemblages of grave goods – that will bring employment to the poor: “let the rich live in luxury and the poor work for them.” This text expresses rare enthusiasm for the contributions of commerce and conspicuous consumption to the economic vitality of the realm:

Itinerant merchants are no ordinary subjects. They claim no locality as their home, not do they serve any single prince. They sell goods to earn a profit, but they do not buy simply to acquire possessions. From the mountains and forests of the state they take what they can for profit; in the marketplaces of the capital they double the return on their investment. Thus when those on high spend extravagantly while those below live in luxury, the prince and his ministers each benefit. When those on high and those below treat each other as kinsmen, the prince and his ministers do not hoard their wealth for their private enjoyment. This being so, the poor will have work to do and food to eat.97



This uncommon defense of the economic benefits of public spending is not supported elsewhere in the Guan Zi, but it is at least consistent with Proto-Guanzi’s critique of excessive frugality on the part of the ruler.

Leaving aside the chapter “On extravagance in spending,” the basic tenets of political economy espoused by Proto-Guanzi were widely shared among contemporary philosophers and statesmen. Although Confucians repudiated the unvarnished goal of enriching the state to bolster its military might, they readily agreed that the ruler bore responsibility for the smooth functioning of markets so that his people would not lack the necessities of life. For example, Xun Zi described an economy in which the ruler manages resources for the benefit of all, ensuring the widest possible circulation of goods but extracting only modest revenues:

These are the laws of a true king: he establishes fair rates of taxation, regulates the people’s livelihood, and disposes the myriad goods, thereby providing nourishment to all of his subjects. He assesses a tax of one-tenth of the produce of the land; his officials inspect goods at border crossings and marketplaces but levy no excises; he dictates the times when the mountains, forests, marshes, and fishing grounds will be closed or opened for the people’s use without imposing excises on them; and his officials inspect arable lands and grade them according to their productivity. He determines tribute payments after taking into account the distances over which they must be conveyed. He ensures the free movement of goods and grains so that their circulation is not hindered or obstructed. Goods flow to where the need for them arises, and all within the four seas are like one family.98



But the quest to reap the benefits of private commerce both to provide for the people’s livelihood and to satisfy the ruler’s need for revenue proved difficult. Legalist philosophers, leery of the corrosive effects of private wealth and economic inequality, dissented from this embrace of even a well-regulated market economy. In their view, the sole means of securing the welfare of the people depended on first enriching the state, which in turn required that the state eradicate the self-interested aggrandizement epitomized by the entrepreneurial merchant.

The political economy of the Warring States era reflected a world in which codified law supplanted ritually governed norms and the patrimonial rights of the ruling elite had been transformed into the public powers of the state. A new political formation – the fiscal state – had eclipsed the domainal regimes of the Spring and Autumn city-states.99 The emerging fiscal state was premised on the subordination of society – constituted by individual conjugal households – to the autocratic ruler through taxation, labor service, and military conscription. By centralizing control over economic resources and enhancing his military power, the ruler safeguarded his realm against foreign rivals, promoted the economic welfare of his subjects, and ensured that the public good would prevail over private interests. In addition, the state regulated market exchange, arbitrated disputes over exchange and property rights, and secured control over production of strategic goods. To be sure, Confucian philosophers abhorred “fiscalist ministers” (julian zhi chen 聚斂之臣) focused single-mindedly on amassing revenues without regard for its effects on the people.100 Xun Zi predicted that if the ruler devoted himself solely to amassing revenues (julian) his state would surely perish.101 But the Qin and Han empires fully embraced the principles of the fiscal state, and Confucian statesmen – with a few exceptions – would come to accept it as a pragmatic necessity.







Conclusion

The patrimonial state of the Western Zhou rested on a ritual order in which the king bestowed rank, office, and wealth according to kinship status and service to the royal house. As royal authority ebbed, regional domains asserted their independence from the Zhou kings, a trend already well underway before the fall of the Western Zhou in 771 BCE. Nonetheless, aristocratic status, kinship hierarchy, and ritual protocol continued to define the social order of the emerging city-state polities of the early Spring and Autumn era. Indeed, the culture of the ruling elite became increasingly homogeneous throughout the expanding Zhou ecumene during this period. But the constant warfare of the Spring and Autumn world unleashed new forces – including the militarization of society, the rise of the citizenry, and the devolution of power from hereditary rulers to their ministers and generals – that engulfed the lineage-based polities in perpetual internecine conflict. In the long-run, this endemic disorder spawned more centralized and bureaucratic regimes that absorbed many defunct city-states into expanding territorial states.

From c. 600 BCE, the centralization of power in the hands of powerful monarchies and the progress of territorial consolidation dramatically reshaped the economic and social structure of the Zhou ecumene. The Iron Age revolution had an equally convulsive impact on the social order. Iron metallurgy transformed the technologies of both destruction and production, further accelerating the centralization of state power. The rise of the autocratic state in the Warring States period was driven by the mobilization of men and materiel for war, which in turn required new techniques of political, economic, and legal control that fostered a direct relationship between the state and its subjects. These policies established the family farm as the mainstay of agricultural production and the conjugal household as the fundamental social unit that supplied revenues, conscript labor, and military recruits to the state. Agricultural production surged, and increasing numbers of people were employed in mining, logging, craft production, and transportation. Mass production in government-managed workshops supplied not only the state but also urban consumers with a wide range of goods. At the same time long-distance trade flourished, abetted by regional specialization of production, the emergence of an independent merchant class, and the introduction of bronze currency. Material wealth and political office superseded descent and rank as the basis for social distinction. Although Confucian traditionalists bemoaned the demise of the patrimonial state, already by the time of Mencius in the fourth century BCE a new calculus of economic livelihood – the fiscal state – had eclipsed the domainal regimes of the Spring and Autumn city-states. The ruler exercised unprecedented authority to extract economic resources in the name of the commonwealth. Yet he was also obliged to balance his determination to enhance the wealth and power of the state with the subsistence needs of his subjects.

By the late Warring States period, two distinctive patterns of economic development had emerged. In the thickly settled heartland of the North China Plain, central government authority weakened after the division of Jin into the three separate states of Wei, Hann, and Zhao in 453 BCE. In this region local cities and their merchant and artisan classes enjoyed considerable autonomy from their royal overlords. Private entrepreneurship stimulated industrial and commercial expansion. In the peripheral states of Qin, Chu, Qi, and Yan, by contrast, autocratic rulers established the bureaucratic institutions to control economic resources that became the hallmarks of the fiscal state. In these states industrial production was concentrated in state-managed workshops and officials exercised much tighter control over trade. The latter pattern of strong state control of the economy would prevail after the formation of a unified empire under the Qin in 221 BCE.
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3 Economic foundations of the universal empire (250 to 81 BCE)



Many of imperial China’s political institutions and practices took shape during the reign of King Zheng of Qin (r. 247–210 BCE), first as king of Qin and ultimately as China’s first emperor. The final triumph of Qin over its last remaining adversaries in 221 BCE owed much to the First Emperor’s ruthless ambition and political acumen. The First Emperor vowed that his dynasty would last “for ten thousand generations,” but the Qin state quickly fell into disarray after the emperor’s death in 210 BCE. His successor was murdered in 207 BCE, plunging China once again into strife and war. It has become commonplace to conclude that the Qin fashioned a strategy for conquest but failed to develop a plan for governing; such an inference is mere shibboleth, however. The Qin also established the institutional infrastructure and political practices that made possible the creation of a unified empire over a vast territory.

The military triumph of Qin owed not to any advantage in arms or tactics but rather the state’s mobilization of the entire society for warfare. The army served as the model for the organization of society. Qin officials enrolled the entire population into units of five households for purposes of taxation, military service, and public works construction. Social hierarchy was based on military rank. Generous rewards and promotions were doled out to meritorious soldiers and farmers. Local officials were held to exacting standards in the execution of their duties and faced harsh punishment for even slight shortcomings. In the words of the contemporary Confucian philosopher Xun Zi, the rulers of Qin “employ their people harshly, terrorize them with authority, embitter them with hardship, coax them with rewards, and cow them with punishments.”1

As we observed in Chapter 2, the centralizing regimes of the Warring States era replaced patrimonial governance with a fiscal state. The fiscal state would remain the foundation of imperial rule, but it assumed different forms over the long arc of imperial history. The distinctive form of the fiscal state during the Qin and early Han empires can be categorized as a military-physiocratic state that fused a system of social ranking and obligations derived from military organization with an agrarian economic base. The Qin-Han rulers shared the physiocratic disdain – most cogently expressed by Legalist philosophers – for commerce as inherently sterile. Labor was considered the crucial resource, and the state mobilized slaves, convicts, and ordinary conscripts to work not only in its mines, workshops, and plantations but also on massive construction projects. The vital importance of labor also can be seen in a system of state extraction focused on labor services equally apportioned among all adults. Mobilization of labor in turn was predicated on the capacity of the state to penetrate local society through meticulous record-keeping on a scale scarcely imagined before modern times.

Although the Qin Empire barely lasted fifteen years, its legacy profoundly influenced its long-lived successor, Han (202 BCE–220 CE). The First Emperor of Qin was vilified from every quarter during the Han, yet the early Han emperors adopted many features of Qin government. As much as Legalist and Confucian statesmen differed on the proper role of government in economic life, both condemned the concentration of wealth in the hands of “aggrandizing” landowners and merchants. Legalists and Confucians also agreed that the legitimacy of the emperor to a significant degree depended on the economic well-being of his subjects. The Han, like the Qin, was committed to the smallholder family farm as the foundation of popular welfare. Many basic elements of Qin rule – including the establishment of the household as the basic social and fiscal unit, the use of merit ranks to award landed property, the legal tenet of mutual responsibility and shared liability among kinfolk and neighbors, and strict regulation of commerce and industry – became cornerstones of Han imperial governance as well.

Nonetheless, the early Han rulers distanced themselves from the excesses of the Qin regime. Professing to return to the benevolent rule of the ancient sage kings, they revived the principles of shared governance embedded in the patrimonial state. The first Han emperor, Liu Bang (Emperor Gaozu, r. 202–195 BCE), awarded sovereign rights over much of his territory to imperial kinsmen, in imitation of the early Zhou kings. The Huang-Lao philosophy of government, in which the supreme authority of the universal monarch is subject to the tenets of natural law, enjoyed great popularity in the early Han. Liu Bang’s son, Emperor Wen (r. 180–157 BCE), consciously emulated the Huang-Lao ideal of a ruler who ensures the economic well-being of his subjects through personal frugality, minimal taxation, and refraining from disrupting their livelihood.2 But Emperor Wu (r. 141–87 BCE) repudiated Wen’s laissez-faire policies and restored the highly centralized form of government that existed under the Qin Empire. Wu’s regime enacted sweeping institutional reforms that empowered the state to seize control over much of private industry and commerce. This unprecedented intrusion of the autocratic state into economic life in turn provoked sharp conservative reaction, ultimately leading to the repeal of much of Wu’s statist agenda.

Our knowledge of this era of Chinese history has been greatly amplified by the progress of archaeological research and the recovery of documents excavated from tombs. In the 1930s, a large cache of well-preserved administrative records dating from the mid-Han era were discovered at Juyan (Edsin-gol) in Gansu, the site of a major Han frontier garrison.3 The Juyan manuscripts proved especially valuable because they offered a glimpse of local society and ordinary subjects – albeit for a frontier military colony that was hardly typical of the Han Empire as a whole – scarcely represented in the transmitted texts that have survived into modern times. With the rapid advance of archaeological investigation in recent decades, as many as 150 sites have now yielded specimens of writing, although the types, quantities, and legibility of these documents vary widely.4 Among the caches of excavated manuscripts most important to the study of economic history are the Shuihudi documents, which include a corpus of administrative statutes placed in the tomb of a Qin local official who died c. 217 BCE;5 the Zhangjiashan manuscripts, which preserve a portion of the “Statutes and Ordinances of the Second Year” issued by the Han court in 186 BCE;6 and the Fenghuangshan manuscripts, among which the records of a local tax collector of the mid-second century BCE are especially illuminating. The excavated manuscripts not only provide us with new types of documentary sources, but they also cast new light on transmitted texts. For example, given the close affinities between the corpus of excavated Qin legal and administrative statutes and the Rituals of Zhou we can now recognize that the latter text – despite its later enshrinement in the Confucian canon – actually reflects the principles and forms of Qin imperial government.7





Organizing imperial society: household registration, military service, and land tenure

Population registration was an essential building block for the construction of the autocratic state. The fundamental ethos of population registration under the autocratic state was summed up by the guiding principle of “register households in order to make the people equal” (bianhu qimin 編戶齊民). Civil registration became a crucial mechanism for eliminating the special status and privileges of the nobility and reducing the whole free population to common and equal status as subjects of the ruler.8 Shang Yang’s reforms compelled the division of kinship units into households composed of a married couple and their minor children.9 The conjugal household became the basic unit of production, taxation, and social reproduction. Upon reaching adulthood, each son was to be given his share of the family patrimony in order to live apart as a separate household. Individual households were required to provide both statutory labor service and military service on a regular basis. Property rights were invested in the conjugal family as well, and property was transmitted through the patriline from fathers to sons, who formed separate patrilines.

The Qin state applied a military model of hierarchical organization and discipline to civil governance. Shang Yang’s reforms – which, we must keep in mind, were based on existing practices in Wei and other Central Plain states – created a multitiered administrative hierarchy connecting subjects to rulers through a military-style chain of command. Even before Shang’s time the Qin state organized its subjects into units of five families – which the Shuihudi manuscripts refer to as wu (伍) – that served as the basis for taxation and conscription.10 As noted in Chapter 2, the entire wu group shared joint legal liability for the criminal actions of any of its members. The wu groupings were based on residential proximity rather than kinship connections.

No population registers from the Warring States era survive, but a speech recorded in the Guan Zi provides a revealing glimpse of the kinds of information deemed pertinent to proper governance:

Inquire about the orphans of those who died in war: are there any who do not have arable lands and dwellings? Inquire how many young and able-bodied men have not yet performed military service. Inquire about the widows of those who died in war: do they receive the grain allowances to which they are entitled?

… Make inquiries to determine the numbers of unmarried men, widowed women, and destitute or sick persons. Inquire about those exiled from the realm: to what clans do they belong? Inquire about the honorable families in the countryside: how many people do they support? Inquire about the poor townfolk; how many of them have gone into debt to feed themselves? Inquire how many families tend gardens to feed themselves. How many have cleared lands and cultivate them? How many officers (shi 士) cultivate land themselves? Inquire about the poor in the countryside: which lineages have they descended from?

… Inquire about the men and women who possess skills: how many can be usefully employed to make sturdy equipment? How many unmarried women remain at home engaged in domestic labor? How many merely depend on the state to fill their bellies? How many people are fed by the labor of a single individual? Inquire about the numbers of war chariots. How many privately owned draft horses are there, and how many privately owned carts?11



The full list of items about which officials should collect data runs much longer. Regardless of whether Warring States governments possessed the means to accumulate such detailed information about their subjects, knowledge of the productive capacity of the population, its consumption needs, and the resources available for waging war was an urgent priority. Noteworthy here, too, is the emphasis on maximizing the productive labor of women.12

The fullest description of the procedures for population registration has been preserved in the Rituals of Zhou – a prescriptive text, to be sure, but one that reflects the actual practices revealed by the excavated Qin-era documents. According to this text, local officials at the canton (xiang 鄉)13 level were obliged “to apply the state’s assessment rules and periodically investigate the numbers of individuals in each household; to distinguish the household’s elderly and young, noble and base, lame and infirm, and its livestock resources; and to determine who is liable for labor service and who should be exempted.”14 Parallel passages add that the household surveys also registered weapons in the family’s possession.15 According to a sample form found among the Shuihudi manuscripts, Qin population registers listed the names, marital status, and service liability of the household head, his wife and children, and slaves. In addition, the register should contain information on the household’s movable property (“clothes and utensils”), domestic animals, and the general dimensions of the dwelling (the number of gates and courtyards, and whether the roof was tiled or not).16 Ages were not recorded, but the height of male children was. The Qin dynasty began to require that men report their age only from 231 BCE. Previously, liability for military service was determined by height rather than age, no doubt testifying to the limited reliability of birth records in the population registers prior to that time. The Rituals of Zhou states that military service was required of inhabitants of the capital who were 7 chi tall (161 cm) and under the age of 60 and rural inhabitants who were 6 chi (138 cm) and not yet 65 years old. In the Qin period the height requirement for military conscription was 7.1 chi (163 cm).17

The earliest extant specimens of household registration yet discovered were found among the Liye manuscripts, in the former territory of Chu, and date from the time of the Qin Empire. Of twenty-four registers from a single li, fifteen are sufficiently legible to determine the membership and structure of the household. The registers follow a standard format, recording the name of the li and the members of the household grouped according to labor service status (adult males; adult females; minor males; minor females; and persons exempt from service duty, such as elderly women and slaves). As we would expect, the conjugal family was the norm: in twelve of the fifteen cases, the households were conjugal families (in two cases including the widowed mother of the head of the household); in one case the household included an unmarried brother, while the remaining two households were joint families composed of two or three married brothers and their children. Although the Liye manuscripts do not provide all the information specified in the Shuihudi sample form, the differentiation of household members by labor service status reflected the Qin state’s overriding concern with mobilizing the labor power of its subjects.18

It is important to keep in mind that the concept of taxation (fu 賦) had originated in the obligation to perform military service, and the fiscal policies adopted by the Warring States regimes remained strongly imbued with the notion of taxation as a means of fortifying the military strength of the state. The Qin Empire apparently did not fully implement the Legalist principle – enunciated in the Book of Lord Shang – of imposing universal military conscription on women as well as men. But women comprised a crucial part of the labor resources mobilized by the state.19 The household levy (hufu 戶賦) enacted in Qin by Shang Yang in 348 BCE imposed military service on adult males and conscript labor on all adults in addition to the land tax collected in grain. Unfortunately, the excavated Qin texts do not specify the tax obligations under the household levy except for payments of fodder. Generally speaking, the Warring States kingdoms collected a land tax amounting to 10 percent of the harvest. The excavated Qin documents suggest that the tax rate in grain was adjusted annually depending on harvest yields.20 It is clear that some portion of the Qin household levy was collected in coin, but the origins of this practice remain unknown (it perhaps began with the issue of the Banliang coin by the Qin state c. 336 BCE).

Household registration also provided the basis for state land allocations. The practice of allocating lands to individual households had been widely adopted in the core states of the Central Plain in the late Spring and Autumn era. Shang Yang’s reforms sought to deprive the hereditary nobility of its special status and privileges and instead create a new social hierarchy based on meritorious military service. He promulgated a steeply graded system of seventeen military ranks that entitled individuals to specific legal and economic prerogatives including allocations of arable land and dwellings, a practice known as mingtianzhai 名田宅.21 The institution of land allocations (known more generally as fentian 分田) was implemented not only by Qin but also by the other major states of the Warring States era.

Civil registration served other purposes as well. The growing economic complexity and geographic mobility of the Warring States era posed a challenge to the autocratic state, which was premised on a rigidly immobile social order. The Book of Lord Shang emphasized that it is only by knowing the names of his subjects and fixing their residence that the ruler can gather the resources he requires and the people can obtain the lands and dwellings they need for their subsistence.22 An article in the Wei Code of 252 BCE stipulated that transients without a stable domicile or occupation were prohibited from forming households or receiving land allocations from the state.23 The Qin legal code deemed unauthorized change of residence a heinous crime punishable by convict labor servitude. Numerous treatises on political philosophy written in this period describe a world in which the state has spun a tightly meshed net of surveillance which scarcely anyone could elude.

Social stability required not only geographic immobility, but occupational immobility as well. In a speech recorded in several Warring States texts, Guan Zhong pronounces that “in ancient times, the sage-kings brought order to the world by grouping the citizens into three armies and organizing the rural inhabitants into units of five families; they fixed the people’s dwelling places and ensured that all have their proper occupation.” Guan Zhong then goes on to say that the capital should be divided into twenty-one districts, six to house merchants and artisans and fifteen reserved for officers and farmers who serve in the ruler’s armies (here again we see that the discrimination against merchants and artisans was tied to their exclusion from military service). Artisans were to be assigned to government workshops, while merchants were required to conduct their business in designated marketplaces under the supervision of state officials.24 This principle of fixed occupational statuses became central to the political economy of the Confucian philosopher Xun Zi as well. According to Xun Zi, social order required a clearly demarcated division of labor in which all individuals worked at an occupation suitable to their talents and received their appropriate share (fen 分) of the wealth produced by society.25

Merchants, of course, epitomized the geographic and occupational mobility that the architects of the Qin state feared. For the most part Qin policies concentrated on regulating the activities of foreign merchants, not natives. The earliest evidence of legal discrimination against merchants dates only from after the founding of the empire. In 214 BCE the Qin enacted a deportation law that authorized the impressment of merchants and other kinds of transients into military service on the distant northern and southern frontiers. These frontier guard duties had aroused widespread resentment and resistance among the general population. The Qin state compiled “marketplace registers” (shiji 市籍) that listed merchants and tradesmen separate from the general population. Those currently enrolled on the marketplace registers – or whose parents or grandparents had been so registered – were subject to these deportation orders.26 Scholars disagree on the question of whether marketplace registration was based on the current occupation of individuals or instead inherited from one’s forebears, but certainly the trend was to treat it as a hereditary status. All persons who traveled away from their native place were required to carry passports, and itinerant merchants had to register with local officials to obtain permission to sell their wares. Social and economic restrictions on merchants became more stringent under the Han, when marketplace registers were used to requisition goods for official use and to impose a broader range of legal discriminations (for example, merchants and artisans at times were forbidden to hold government office, or to own arable land).27

The Zhangjiashan and Juyan manuscripts confirm that the Han essentially retained the Qin blueprint for population registration. The “Household Statutes” from Zhangjiashan specifies five types of registers compiled by local officials that listed household members, landed property, dwellings and gardens, and tax and service obligations. Local officials were obliged to record inheritances and transfers of property on these registers.28 Annual household surveys were conducted in the eighth lunar month, and local officials relayed aggregate information to the central government through a procedure referred to as “submitted accounts” (shangji 上計) in the third lunar month.29 The types of statistical information recorded in “submitted accounts” can be seen in the surviving specimen for Donghai 東海 commandery (in the lower Huai River valley of eastern China) for 13 BCE, shown in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1 “Submitted account” for Donghai commandery, 13 BCE





	Population


	Local jurisdictions
	38
	18 counties 縣, 18 nobilities 侯國, 2 estates 邑


	Total xiang 鄉
	170
	1,566 households per xiang


	Total li 里
	2,534
	14.9 li per xiang


	Households 戶
	266,290
	105 households per li


	Individuals 口
	1,397,343
	5.25 persons per household


	Males
	706,064
	50.2 percent of total


	Females
	688,132
	49.8 percent of total


	Revenue


	Total registered land (qing 頃)
	512,092
	192 mu per household


	Land planted in wheat/barley* (qing)
	107,380
	40.3 mu per household


	Total coin revenue (coins)
	266,642,506
	190 coins per capita


	Total grain revenue (shi 石)
	506,637
	0.36 shi per capita
0.047 shi per mu planted in grain





* At this time the word mai 麥 referred to both wheat and barley.





Sources: Lianyungang shi bowuguan 1996: 26; Gao Min 2004: 95–6.





The Han founder, seeking to reward the soldiers who brought him to victory, retained the Qin mingtianzhai land allocations based on military rank.30 But the Han also broadened the award of ranks to include various kinds of meritorious service beyond military accomplishments and increased the number of ranks to twenty. The basic grant for households without rank – variously designated as gongzu 公卒, shiwu 士伍, and shuren 庶人 in the Zhangjiashan manuscripts – was 1 qing (100 mu) of arable land and one dwelling (defined as an area of 30 square paces).31 Holders of merit ranks were eligible for far more generous allocations; for example, officers of the gongcheng 公乘 rank (thirteenth of the twenty ranks, and ordinarily the highest rank commoners could attain) were entitled to 20 qing of land, while the highest rank (guanneihou 關內侯) was allowed 95 qing. Under certain conditions – for example, purchased properties must be adjacent to one’s existing landholdings – land grants could be transferred or sold, but those who sold allocated lands forfeited eligibility for further grants.32

Thus both the Qin and Han apportioned land grants to individual households in one hundred mu units on the basis of ranks bestowed by the state. The hundred-mu tract of land – commonly known as mo 陌 – became in principle the basic unit of landownership and land taxation (with no adjustment for the size of the household). The recipients of land grants were defined as conjugal families: “one husband, one wife” (yifu yifu 一夫一婦), or – as some texts put it – a farmer and a weaver. These land grants conferred usufruct privilege rather than outright ownership, but the recipients also enjoyed rights of patrilineal inheritance.

Shang Yang’s reforms had mandated that property be equally divided among heirs and that sons live apart in separate households. The principle of equal inheritance was by no means universal in the Han, as it would become in later custom and law. The father’s successor (ordinarily the eldest son) inherited his merit rank – at a lower grade, however – and his landholding entitlement, although successors commonly divided the property with their brothers. Household division often occurred when sons married and established their own households; fathers could also dispose of their property through written wills, which were legally binding. The “Statutes and Ordinances” of 186 BCE tolerated brothers living together without division, but the principle of separate residence had long been established as customary practice. The Han state manifestly encouraged household division and the multiplication of independent farming families who would serve as the economic base of society and the fiscal foundation of the state. The mingtianzhai allocations served to preserve and strengthen patrilineal succession through transmission of both property and status.33

The generous mingtianzhai quotas allowed to holders of merit ranks were maximum entitlements, and probably did not represent actual landholdings. The great majority of the recipients of land allocations undoubtedly were ordinary farming families.34 Indeed, it has been argued that the “Statutes and Ordinances” of 186 BCE were intended to restore limits on landholding originally enacted by the Qin state.35 Emperor Wen (r. 180–157 BCE) – enshrined in Confucian historiography as a model of magnanimity – subsequently removed restrictions on the amount of land and the number of slaves that individual households could possess.36 Of course, local conditions – such as variations in population density, cropping regimes, and land productivity – also compelled modifications in the size of land allocations.

The land grant allocations, which combined state landownership with cultivation by individual households, laid the foundations for the development of the smallholder family farm economy. Warring States statesmen promoted this system not only because it fostered social stability by providing each household with a stable economic base, but also because they believed it would increase agricultural productivity. Lü Buwei’s treatise on statecraft affirmed that individual tenure provided greater incentives for intensive effort than did collective farming, under which individuals tend to withhold their labor.37 Similarly, Confucian scholars lauded the industry and thrift of smallholder farming families in the Central Plain heartland, where there were no great disparities in wealth and all could satisfy their consumption needs, in contrast to frontier regions that depended on commerce and consequently suffered debilitating economic inequality.38 Nonetheless, within several decades after the founding of the Han dynasty the economic forces set in motion by the land allocation system caused its collapse.







The public sector in the Qin economy

The Legalist philosophy that governed the Qin imperial state was imbued with the notion of purposeful government: the state existed to provide for the security and material welfare of its subjects. Although there is increasing evidence of the persistence of private industry and commerce under the Qin Empire, the state exercised direct control over most productive assets – including foundries, workshops, mines, forests, pastures – and also a substantial portion of the agricultural economy. The state bureaucracy correspondingly expanded to accommodate these managerial functions. The treatise on statecraft attributed to Lü Buwei enumerated twenty departments believed necessary for the government to carry out its duties: in addition to five departments devoted to calendrical sciences and prognostication, others would assume responsibilities over slaves, clothing, maps, bows, chariots, carts, boats, oxen, palaces, wine, wells, markets, mortars (for grinding grain), physicians, and shamans.39 The prominence of prognostication and medicine reflected contemporary rulers’ obsession with oracles, omens, and personal immortality; the other portfolios enhanced the state’s capacity to capitalize on its productive resources and build up its military might. Unfortunately, no formal description of the actual structure of the Qin central government has been preserved. But the public sector’s dominance over economic life has been fully confirmed by excavated texts, notably the administrative statutes included in the Shuihudi manuscripts.

Shang Yang’s reorganization of the Qin government transformed the office of chamberlain (neishi 內史) into that of an exchequer with broad jurisdiction over state finances, second in authority only to the chancellor (xiang 相), who managed diplomacy and military affairs. The rapid territorial expansion of the empire in the mid-third century BCE presented daunting logistical challenges, however. During Lü Buwei’s tenure as chancellor, the Qin established an institution known as the Lesser Treasury (Shaofu 少府) to supervise the government workshops that supplied luxury goods to the king and his palace retinue. This type of Privy Purse has been attested for the states of Zhao, Hann, and Chu as well.40 Around 227 BCE King Zheng and his chancellor Li Si restructured the Qin central government, replacing the chamberlain with two new offices: the imperial secretary (yushi dafu 御史大夫), who headed the state bureaucracy and in effect served as vice-chancellor, and the exchequer of grain tribute (Zhisu neishi 治粟內史), who took charge of grain revenues and state-owned arable lands. At the same time the jurisdiction of the Lesser Treasury – under the direct control of Li Si – expanded to include comprehensive authority over fiscal administration and tax collection. The Lesser Treasury became a sprawling administrative complex of treasuries, workshops, and storehouses that collected revenues in gold and coin, managed the state’s parks, pastures, and forests, and supervised public works.41

Qin’s march to power proceeded through the conquest and control of cities. The Qin conquests of Zhao, Hann, and Wei between 257 and 226 BCE reversed the trend toward growing independence and prosperity of the urban merchant classes of the Central Plain heartland. Major cities became the seats of newly established commanderies and bastions of bureaucratic rule. King Zheng reportedly ordered the forced relocation of 120,000 households of merchants and other wealthy persons to populate his capital at Xianyang, a measure intended to stifle the independence of the merchant class of the Jin successor states.42 The Qin also employed relocation as a device to harness the talents of accomplished entrepreneurs and exploit its newly acquired resources. For example, rich iron foundry industrialists from the mercantile cities of Zhao and Wei were stripped of their assets and wealth and dispatched to develop new iron production centers in conquered territories in Chu and in the former Shu kingdom in Sichuan.43

The militarization of society under Qin rule extended to production and trade. Market development in Qin was closely linked to military procurement. Under the Qin Empire, the arsenal, treasury, and granary became the economic nuclei of urban centers.44

Industrial production remained highly centralized at the capital under the empire as it had been since Shang Yang’s day. The standardization of weights and measures, enacted to facilitate uniform tax collection, also probably originated with Shang Yang’s administration. The Shuihudi manuscripts provide ample testimony of strict official supervision and control of urban marketplaces. Market supervisors determined the hours markets could be open for business, inspected the quality and price of merchandise, and ensured strict compliance with currency regulations.45

The activist agenda of the Qin state, reflected in its many projects to build roads, canals, and defensive fortifications (including city walls and the Great Wall along the empire’s northern frontier), required enormous amounts of labor. Those who violated the stringent Qin legal code typically were sentenced to one to six years of hard labor. The language of Qin legal statutes indicates that male convict laborers mostly were employed in construction projects such as wall-building, while female convicts were assigned tasks such as husking and grinding grain. The Qin also relied heavily on statute labor duties levied on adult men and women. Conscript labor, like convict labor, was largely devoted to building projects. Both convict and conscript laborers bore full responsibility for the equipment “loaned” to them by the state, and harsh punishments were meted out for lost or broken tools.46

The Qin state also took an active role in agricultural development. The Qin kings had been virtually unique in offering public lands to induce immigration and settlement within their territories. One of the earliest discussions of farming practices appears in an encyclopedia organized in the form of an annual calendar of work and social activities issued c. 239 BCE by Lü Buwei in his capacity as chancellor of Qin. The chapters on agriculture in Lü’s treatise focus on methods of field and soil preparation and the proper seasons for planting different crops, along with advice such as encouraging a rotation of millet and wheat to preserve soil fertility.47 While the family farm remained the mainstay of the Qin economy and the state’s principal source of revenues, the Qin government also operated large-scale farms worked by convict laborers.

Already in Shang Yang’s time the Qin rulers claimed for themselves the produce of non-agricultural lands, including mines, forests, and wildlife. The state leased mining rights to private entrepreneurs, who paid an excise tax to the state. The Qin state guarded its productive assets with meticulous scrutiny and harsh legal sanctions. For example, the death penalty was decreed for those who engaged in unlawful hunting in state-owned game reserves. Qin laws likewise prohibited private citizens from cutting timber (except for coffins), blocking springs and watercourses, burning grasses, or taking eggs during the spring and summer months in public forests and pastures.

Government initiative was especially conspicuous in stock-raising. Local administrators managed stud farms for breeding draft animals such as oxen and horses that were loaned to individual households in addition to raising horses for the imperial armies. Administrative statutes dictated the amount of feed for state-owned livestock depending on the type of animal and the amount of work they did; imposed fines on local officials who allowed animals in their charge to forage on private lands; and laid out detailed procedures for buying, selling, transporting, and recording the deaths of state-owned livestock. When crossing fords or passing customs stations, the owners or caretakers of horses and other livestock were required to show papers verifying ownership. The importance of draft animals in the Qin political economy is reflected in the land tax system, which required payments of hay and fodder as well as grain.48

The Qin state also maintained large stockpiles of grain that were disbursed as salaries for officials and soldiers and rations for convict laborers. The statutory requirements obliged commandery-level administrators to maintain stocks of 10,000 bushels (about 200,000 liters) of grain, while the granaries at the capital at Xianyang amassed 100,000 bushels.49 Qin administrative laws demanded special diligence for proper maintenance of granaries; local officials were fined if inspectors found roof leaks or three or more rat holes (with three mouse holes deemed equivalent to one rat hole) in granaries under their purview.50 There is no mention of disbursing grain for poor relief or emergency food rations, however, or even rations for statutory laborers.

As the passage from the Guan Zi quoted above suggests, the poor piled up debts trying to feed their families. In addition to loans of draft animals, seed, and tools, the Qin state also lent coin, grain, and even slaves to its subjects. In the Warring States era, emergency loans of grain and money were regarded as a form of public philanthropy, with little expectation of repayment.51 But just as the Qin state demanded compensation for losses of livestock and broken tools, it firmly insisted that the loans it issued must be repaid. The Qin state also actively policed private lending. Qin law prohibited the collection of interest on private debts and outlawed the practice of placing wives and children in debt bondage.52 References to private lending at this time are infrequent, however. The Qin state itself acted as the principal source of credit for both productive purposes and consumption needs.

As in other spheres of economic regulation, Qin monetary policy tightly yoked private enterprise to public imperatives. The issue of the Banliang coin c. 336 BCE was tantamount to a declaration of economic independence.53 The Qin rulers intended to make the round Banliang coins, strikingly different in shape and weight from the knife and spade currencies of the Central Plain, sovereign within their domains. The Shuihudi administrative statutes include detailed regulations on the use of official currencies and harsh punishments for counterfeiting or using the currencies of other states. The virtual absence of currency issued by other states at archaeological sites in the original Qin homeland testifies to the efficacy of Qin officialdom in imposing these controls.

The Han historian Sima Qian described the pre-imperial Qin monetary system as a tripartite combination of Banliang bronze coin, gold pieces, and bolts of hemp cloth. But in fact the Qin chiefly relied on Banliang coin as a means of exchange. Hemp cloth primarily served as a form of payment to the state – the stipulated size of these bolts of cloth sufficed to make a uniform for one soldier – rather than as a means of exchange in private commerce.54 Although there are some references to the use of cloth as means of payment in the Shuihudi legal statutes, they disappeared altogether in the Han laws of 186 BCE.55 Gold was probably incorporated into the Qin monetary system only after 278 BCE, when Qin conquered the Chu capital of Ying (Jiangling).56 Ying was located in the main gold-producing region of China at that time, and housed the principal mint for Chu’s gold currency. Apart from awards made to soldiers and meritorious subjects, however, gold seems to have had little place in Qin fiscal administration.57

As the empire expanded, it introduced its coin into newly subjugated territories. But the rapid pace of conquest overtaxed the Qin state’s capacity to replace existing currencies with a uniform monetary standard. In many areas, especially in the Central Plain, the Banliang coin made few inroads and the spade and knife currencies of defunct states remained in circulation.58 The statutes on currency among the Shuihudi manuscripts insisted that both public officials and private traders accept all coins “whether of good or bad quality” and prohibited the practice of shroffing (rejecting certain types of coin).59 The political and social chaos that ensued following the First Emperor’s death unleashed widespread counterfeiting, forcing the Second Emperor to institute a recoinage which reduced the weight of the Banliang coin by half or more.60 The sudden collapse of the Qin Empire impeded progress toward the establishment of a universal currency, but the Han dynasty took up where the Qin rulers left off. The Han founder preserved not only the Banliang coin, but also the basic fiscal framework of the Qin state.







Early Han fiscal and monetary policies

Liu Bang, a general of commoner origins, defeated his principal rivals and declared his own Han dynasty as the successor to Qin in 202 BCE. During the civil wars Liu had sought to buttress the loyalty of his allies by awarding them titles as “kings” and conceding to them control over the territories they conquered in Liu’s name. Once installed as emperor, however, Liu transferred nearly all of these territories to members of his family, who were granted hereditary rights of rulership. These satrapies (wangguo 王國) represented a partial reversion to the patrimonial system of the early Zhou, under which the king shared authority with royal kin by awarding them autonomous domains. Within the territories over which he exercised direct control Liu largely preserved the political institutions, legal and administrative statutes, and bureaucratic ethos of the Qin Empire.61 From its inception, then, the Han state was beset by an abiding tension between the autocratic and the patrimonial forms of rulership.

Under the hybrid administrative system of the early Han, more than two-thirds of the empire’s territory was governed by imperial kinsmen who exercised considerable independence, including fiscal autonomy, from the court (Map 3.1). In addition, the Han emperors frequently awarded nobilities (houguo 侯國) to imperial kinsmen, meritorious officials, and personal favorites. These nobilities entailed rights to a share of the revenue collected from a specified number of households – ranging from several hundred to ten thousand or more – in a local jurisdiction as well as responsibility for law and order among them. A total of 788 nobilities were created between 201 BCE and 5 CE, but the number in existence at any one time was considerably less. Although nominally hereditary, nobilities could be forfeited for a variety of reasons. In 112 BCE Emperor Wu voided more than 100 nobilities founded a century earlier.62

Map 3.1 Early Han China





The central government retained control over many of the commercial and urban centers of the Central Plain. The fledgling Han state, in dire need of revenues, sought to expropriate the wealth concentrated in this core region. In 198 BCE Liu Bang forcibly transferred many aristocratic families of the former Warring States to the region around the capital at Chang’an. In addition, a thousand households whose wealth was valued at more than 3 million coins were dragooned to serve as tomb guardians at the mausoleum of Liu Bang’s father. Sumptuary restrictions were imposed on merchants, whose offspring were forbidden to enter government service.

In contrast to Qin, the chief priority of the early Han state was not imperial expansion but rather internal consolidation and recovery from wartime devastation. Much land had been abandoned in the course of the civil wars. It has been proposed that the population of the Han Empire c. 200 BCE was roughly 15–18 million, perhaps less than half of the peak population (estimates range from 25 to 40 million) at the founding of the Qin Empire.63 Liu Bang demobilized his armies by awarding mingtianzhai land grants to his soldiers and officers. Taxes collected in grain and fodder were assessed not on total landholdings but on the acreage under cultivation, with adjustments for the quality of the land and harvest conditions. Liu Bang set the grain levy at one-fifteenth of the harvest, probably a reduction from the Qin rate.64

In 203 BCE, even before his final triumph over the rival warlord Xiang Yu, Liu Bang instituted the suanfu 算賦 poll tax collected in coin at a rate of 120 coins per adult (in addition, children age 7–14 were assessed at 20 coins per head). The poll taxes and labor service levies – the main sources of government revenue during the Han dynasty – required extensive documentation of the age and gender of all members of the household. Thus population registers carefully recorded liability for poll taxes and labor service (which varied by age) in addition to military service (which varied by age and gender), as can be seen in the passport for Zhang Pengzu, an officer stationed at Juyan, a garrison town on the northwestern frontier (Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1 Juyan passport



Source: Juyan manuscript no. 29.2; see text and translation in Loewe 1967, 1: 113, 115. (NB: my translation differs from Loewe’s.)



The suanfu poll tax also was coupled to labor and military service. Unfortunately, the standard historical sources offer no explanation of how the Han labor and military service systems operated, and interpretation of the fragmentary evidence remains highly disputed. Recently excavated texts such as the Zhangjiashan manuscripts have filled some of the gaps in our knowledge, but many issues remain unresolved, especially since the Han system did not clearly differentiate military conscription from labor service obligations. In the early Han adult males generally served two-year long tours of military duty: one year on guard duty at the capital and one year on assignment either at a frontier garrison or within the conscript’s home commandery.65 The Han raised the age of liability for military service from the Qin standard of 17 to between 20 and 24 years, depending on the person’s merit rank, with the highest ranks exempt from military conscription altogether. In 155 BCE the privileged status of the higher merit ranks was voided, however, and “all males were registered for military service at age 20.”66

Adult women as well as men were subject to labor conscription, but not military service. In an effort to promote population recovery, expectant and nursing mothers were granted a three-year exemption from labor service. By the same token, the state effectively compelled young women to marry by imposing a substantial penalty (a five-fold increase in the suanfu levies) on unmarried women of 15 to 30 years of age.67

Men and women did not shoulder equal labor service obligations, however. Men were obliged to perform “rotation duty” (gengzu 更卒) – one month of corvée labor every five months, undoubtedly the most onerous part of the suanfu levy – such as dike and road building or transport of grain and other government goods. “Rotation duty” – an extension, it seems, of military conscription – often entailed work away from home, while women’s labor assignments were confined to the locality.68 But the burden of labor service was by no means equally distributed among men, either. Labor service registers from Nan commandery (western Hubei) dating from c. 139 BCE reveal a strong disparity between the number of adult males registered for labor service rotations and the number of men actually conscripted; at least half, and perhaps two-thirds, of adult men received exemptions (Table 3.2). The sharp anomalies in the gender ratios for adults (62 percent female) and minors (61 percent male) among Nan’s registered population is not well understood, but they probably reflect different ages for service liability based on gender (everyone became liable for suanfu levies at age 15, while men were registered for military service at age 20) and more concerted efforts on the part of men to evade military duty.69

Table 3.2 Service and exemption registers for Nan commandery, c. 139 BCE






	Adult males
	使大男
	20,362
	21.5%


	Minor males
	小男
	25,334
	26.7%


	Total males
	
	45,696
	48.2%


	Adult females
	大女
	32,640
	34.4%


	Minor females
	小女
	16,534
	17.4%


	Total females
	
	49,174
	51.8%


	Total registered population
	
	94,870
	


	Conscripts
	卒
	7,344
	48.7%


	“Liable for service”
	可事
	1,828
	12.1%


	Exempt elderly
	免老
	2,033
	13.5%


	Disabled
	罷癃
	2,190
	14.5%


	Privileged exemptions
	復
	1,683
	11.2%


	Total
	
	15,078
	





NB: The above figures include data from seven counties and three nobilities in Nan commandery; the data for the remaining six counties and one nobility are incomplete.

Source: Yang Zhenhong 2010: tables 1, 4.





Apart from these exceptions, the early Han state maintained the principle of equal apportionment of the suanfu burden on all adults regardless of wealth, income, gender, or occupation.70 Here, too, we see the implementation of the principle of equality expressed in the bianhu qimin formula: the Qin and early Han states imposed uniform taxes on all adults irrespective of their actual wealth or income.71 A surviving register of households and suanfu duties from Dongyang county (near Yutai in modern Jiangsu) from c. 119 BCE shows that precisely half of the registered population (and an average of 2.27 persons per household) was liable for suanfu levies, further confirmation that this tax obligation was imposed equally on women as well as men (Table 3.3).72

Table 3.3 Population and suanfu registration, Dongyang county, c. 119 BCE






	Xiang
鄉
	Households
戶
	Individuals
口
	Liable for suanfulevy 事算



	1. Du (Canton seat)
	2,398
	10,819
	5,055


	2. Dong
	1,783
	7,795
	3,689


	3. Yangchi
	1,451
	6,328
	3,169


	4. Qu
	880
	4,500
	1,890


	5. Huanyongbei
	1,375
	6,354
	3,285


	6. Huanyongdong
	1,282
	5,669
	3,689


	Reported total
	9,169
	40,970
	20,009


	Actual total
	9,169
	41,469
	20,777


	Average per xiang
	1,528
	6,912
	3,463





Source: “Jibu” 集簿 ms, reproduced in Tianchangshi wenwu guanlisuo 2006: 15–16.





Under the direction of Xiao He, Liu Bang’s chancellor during 198–193 BCE, the Han reversed the trend of the Qin Empire toward highly centralized fiscal administration. The Lesser Treasury (Shaofu), which dominated Qin state finances under Li Si, was reduced to serving once again as the Privy Purse, providing for the needs of the imperial household. The exchequer (Zhisu neishi) regained principal authority over financial administration. Each of these departments had its separate streams of revenue: income from the land tax, the suanfu levies, and state-owned lands was assigned to the exchequer, while “the yield of the mountains and marshes” (i.e., mineral and timber resources), commercial taxes, the poll tax on children, foreign tribute, mint seigniorage, and revenues from the emperor’s personal lands were deposited in the Lesser Treasury. When military emergencies or natural disasters demanded an urgent government response, the exchequer frequently had to turn to the Privy Purse for an infusion of funds.73

As in the Warring States period, much industrial production was controlled directly by the state. The Han employed mostly wage labor and conscript artisans at its weapons and luxury goods workshops, while relying almost exclusively on unfree labor (convicts and labor conscripts) in the mines and foundries. Convict laborers also were put to work in state-run dyeworks, mints, salterns, tileworks, and construction projects in addition to cutting fodder, harvesting timber, and transporting tax grain. The imperial workshops, many of which were located within the palace precincts, were attached to the Privy Purse, but the arsenals at Chang’an fell under the jurisdiction of the capital superintendent, who was charged with public security. The great majority of the artisans engaged in luxury goods crafts such as silk and lacquer manufacture were women. The Zhangjiashan manuscripts indicate that the quotas for conscript artisans preferred women over men or children by a ratio of two to one. Slaves also comprised an important part of the labor force in imperial workshops. Most government slaves were family members of convicted criminals who had been confiscated along with the convict’s property. Slaves – many of them women with handicraft skills – were considered too valuable to waste working in the perilous mines and foundries, and thus enjoyed a status and level of comfort superior to convict laborers.74

As noted earlier, during its brief lifespan the Qin Empire was unable to unify the currency under its Banliang coin standard. The Han, having inaugurated the suanfu poll tax paid in coin as one of its main sources of revenue, had an even greater need for a standard currency. Initially, the Han adopted a policy of free coinage in an effort to displace the heterogeneous Warring States currencies still in circulation with the Banliang coin that the Han inherited from the Qin. However, many of the privately cast Banliang coins were substandard, mere thin loops of metal derisorily nicknamed “elm-pod coins,” resulting in rampant inflation. In 186 BCE, during the regency of Empress Lü (188–180 BCE), the court issued new laws – some portions of which have been preserved in the Zhangjiashan cache of manuscripts – intended to strengthen government control over economic activities. In addition to restoring the state’s exclusive right to mint coin, the new rules mandated a much heavier Banliang coin (weighing 5.2 g). However, the new coin increased the tax burden of the populace, cost the state more to mint, and in any event quickly disappeared into melting pots. In 182 BCE the state relented and reduced the standard for the Banliang coin by more than half (to 2.4 g). Yet this concession still failed to halt counterfeiting and the price inflation it engendered.75

Shortly after Empress Lü’s death, Emperor Wen – who as noted earlier embraced the principles of frugal governance espoused by the Huang-Lao philosophy – returned to more liberal economic policies. In 175 BCE Wen reinstituted free coinage, in exchange for which private coiners paid license fees to the imperial state, and allowed private development of mineral resources, such as salt and iron, over which previous rulers had claimed sovereign proprietary rights. Among those who took advantage of these opportunities were Liu Pi, the Prince of Wu (capital at Yangzhou), whose territory contained rich copper mines, and Deng Tong, a Chang’an-based merchant who leased mining and minting rights to local merchants in Sichuan. Coupled to a new, slightly heavier, Banliang standard (2.6 g), the privately issued coins appear to have restored some stability to the money supply and reined in inflation.76

In 170 BCE, the imperial counselor Chao Cuo proposed a program of encouraging settlement along the northern and southern borders of the empire to build a stable revenue base and alleviate the fiscal burden of transporting food and other supplies to remote frontier army camps. In addition, Chao recommended that the emperor reward individuals who delivered specified quantities of grain to the frontier armies with merit ranks. Chao’s policies apparently proved a great success, so much so that in 167 BCE Emperor Wen was emboldened to abolish the grain levy altogether, expecting that the grain yield from state-owned lands would suffice for the consumption needs of the imperial retinue at the capital. But Chao’s warnings that Wen’s lenient approach to governance had weakened imperial authority and fanned the embers of sedition among the more powerful princes such as Liu Pi went unheeded.

Wen’s policies saddled the central government with substantial deficits and diminished the control it exercised over the satrapies. Wen’s successor, Emperor Jing (r. 157–141 BCE), almost immediately reinstated the grain levy, although he lowered it to one-thirtieth of the harvest, half the rate established by Liu Bang. Under the guidance of Chao Cuo, Jing sought to reassert imperial prerogatives, provoking the Rebellion of the Seven Princedoms under the leadership of Liu Pi in 154 BCE. The rebellion was suppressed, but Chao Cuo was accused of deliberately inciting the insurgency and executed. Despite Chao’s death, the defeat of the rebel princes provided Emperor Jing an opportunity to repeal Wen’s laissez-faire policies. In 145 BCE he revoked the fiscal autonomy of the satrapies, whose inhabitants henceforth owed their suanfu taxes and conscript labor services to the central government. Private coinage was rescinded, and counterfeiting was made a capital crime. At the same time Jing gave more favorable treatment to merchants, for example by relaxing the prohibition against merchants holding government office.

Emperor Jing’s policies strengthened the hand of the central government in economic affairs. The surge in revenues from the princely domains enhanced the stature of the exchequer, which now had much greater resources at its disposal.77 The empire enjoyed a considerable measure of peace and prosperity: by the time of Jing’s death in 141 BCE, China’s population had reached a new peak, estimated at 44–50 million persons. Yet population growth and growing inequities in the distribution of wealth gradually undermined the institutional principles of the Han fiscal order, which were premised on uniform taxation of all adults. In addition, beginning in 133 BCE the Han court’s tense relations with the Xiongnu confederation of steppe nomads on its northern frontier erupted into prolonged armed conflict. Costly wars against the Xiongnu would lead to even greater government intrusion into economic life than the First Emperor of Qin had envisioned.







Local society in the early Han

Excavated manuscripts and other evidence from the Fenghuangshan tombs, dating from 160s–150s BCE, offer a unique glimpse at local social structure in the early Han. The Fenghuangshan tombs were located near the city of Jiangling, on the north bank of the Yangzi River, in modern Hubei province. Formerly the capital of the Chu kingdom, Jiangling remained a major metropolis and prominent commercial entrepôt during the Han dynasty. One tomb, whose occupant has been identified as Zhang Yan, contained a variety of manuscripts pertaining to both local fiscal administration and Zhang’s private business activities. The fiscal documents include records of land tax payments, distributions of seed from government stores, and labor service duties, but archaeologists believe that they concern urban residents who derived only part of their income from agriculture.78

Zhang Yan appears to have served as the community headman (lizheng 里正) of Ping li. Some Warring States texts specifically associate li with urban populations – for example, the Qi capital of Linzi was said to number 300 li – but certainly by Qin-Han times the term was applied to both rural villages and urban residential neighborhoods.79 The li mentioned in the Fenghuangshan manuscripts most likely were located in or adjacent to the city of Jiangling. Li numbered as few as twenty and as many as fifty or more households, and it its generally believed that they corresponded to actual village or neighborhood communities rather than being artificial bureaucratic units.80 The Qin state inaugurated the office of lizheng headmen, who were chosen from among the affluent members of the community and entrusted with responsibilities for tax collection, public security, and agricultural improvement.81 The lizheng thus served as the lowest level of the state’s administrative apparatus. Zhang Yan not only collected taxes and assigned labor service duties for Ping li, but was involved in the administration of at least four other li as well. The tax records reveal the meticulous accounting of monthly collection of the suanfu poll tax, commutation of the hay and straw taxes into coin payments, and fulfillment (or not) of labor service requirements. In one set of documents adult individuals from three to five households were combined into groups of ten on labor service rosters and assigned duties – one man and one woman at a time – in rotation; but in another set the households were grouped into pairs for assessing labor services. Lizheng like Zhang Yan appear to have exercised broad discretion in tailoring the bureaucratic taxation system to the local social milieu.82

The Fenghuangshan documents make no direct mention of Zhang Yan’s personal assets, but he held a merit rank that he probably purchased for a substantial sum.83 His personal documents also included a contract through which a group of ten persons established a business partnership with Zhang as the head of the enterprise. Each member agreed to contribute 200 coins to the partnership and travel together to engage in trade. The contract stipulated fines for members who failed to make the journey (apparently substitutes were hired), did not provide their share of merchandise, misappropriated goods belonging to another, or did not attend meetings convened by the headman. The cost of lost or damaged goods was borne by the partnership as a whole. Other documents specify the cost and quantity of trade goods – including bamboo boxes, hemp yarn, vinegar, and charcoal – and the individuals to whom they were entrusted. One document records “expenditures” over a four-month period of 1,828 coins.84 Although this enterprise appears to have been humble in scale, it testifies to Zhang Yan’s diverse sources of income, which probably included landholding as well as commercial ventures and his role as a local tax collector.

It seems likely that some of the “partners” in this commercial enterprise supplied labor rather than capital, and indeed may have been indigent casual laborers. The document from Fenghuangshan that has received the most attention is a list of disbursements of seed from government stores to twenty-five households in Zheng li (Table 3.4). The list enumerates the number of persons capable of field work and the mouths to feed – in other words, the productive capacity and consumption needs of each household – along with the amount of arable land and the amount of seed allocated (at a uniform ratio of 1 dou per mu). The high ratio of 2.8 able-bodied workers per household suggests that all family members other than the very young and infirm adults were expected to work at agricultural tasks. Most strikingly, these households possessed on average only 25 mu of land, far below the 100 mu standard for state land allocations, and surely well below the minimum required to meet their subsistence needs. The consensus among scholars is that this list – representing nearly half of Zheng li’s total of fifty-three households – attests to growing concentration of landownership and the immiseration of a substantial portion of the population in the Jiangling region.85

Table 3.4 Seed loan roster for Zheng li







	Household*
	“Capable of fieldwork”
能田
(persons)
	“Mouths”
口
(persons)
	Landholdings
(mu)
	Landholdings per fieldworker
(mu)



	(1) Sheng
	1
	1
	8
	8.0


	(2) Yang
	1
	3
	10
	10.0


	(3) Guniu
	2
	4
	12
	6.0


	(4) Ye
	4
	8
	15
	3.75


	(5) Yanzhi
	2
	2
	18
	9.0


	(6) ?
	2
	3
	20
	10.0


	(7) Li
	2
	6
	23
	11.5


	(8) Man of Yue 越人
	3
	6
	30
	10.0


	(9) Buzhang
	4
	7
	37
	9.25


	(10) Sheng
	3
	5
	54
	18.0


	(11) Lü
	2
	4
	20
	10.0


	(12) Gui
	2
	6
	20
	10.0


	(13) Young slave 小奴
	2
	3
	30
	15.0


	(14) Tuo?
	3
	4
	20
	6.67


	(15) Anmin?
	4
	4
	30
	7.5


	(16) Qingjian
	3
	6
	27
	9.0


	(17) ? – slave – 奴
	4
	7
	23
	5.75


	(18) ? – slave – 奴
	3
	–
	40
	13.33


	(19) ?
	4
	6
	33
	8.25


	(20) Gongshi 公士
	3
	6
	21
	7.0


	(21) Pian
	4
	5
	30
	7.25


	(22) Merchant Zhu朱市
	3
	4
	30
	10.0


	(23) ? – slave – 奴
	3
	3
	–
	–


	(24) ?
	2
	3
	20
	10.0


	(25) Gongshi Merchant 公士市人
	3
	4
	32
	10.67


	Total: 25 households
	71
	112
	603+
	8.87





* The designations for households include personal names, merit ranks, and statuses.





Source: Qiu Xigui 1974: 51–52.





This depiction of a sharp polarization between rich and poor draws support from other evidence obtained from the Fenghuangshan tombs. Among the unique finds at Fenghuangshan, three tombs contained wooden figurines of servants at work that are inscribed with each servant’s task – and in one tomb, their names as well (Table 3.5). The figurines thus represent the household’s actual servile workforce. Although fieldworkers – evenly divided among men and women – comprised less than half of the entire servile workforce, the masters surely possessed substantial landed estates.86 The occupant of Tomb 168, Ying Sui, held the same merit rank as Zhang Yan; we also know that he lived in an urban district and perhaps operated a private mint during the period of free coinage under Emperor Wen.87 Zhang Yan’s tomb, in contrast, contained only three servant figurines. By the standards of Ying Sui and the unnamed occupant of Tomb 8, Zhang Yan was a person of moderate affluence, occupying an intermediate position in the economic hierarchy between the majority of commoner households and the truly wealthy. Other tombs at Fenghuangshan comparable to that of Zhang Yan in size and construction – but lacking mortuary goods – suggest the existence of a stratum of middle income households in Jiangling society.88

Table 3.5 Servant figurines in the Fenghuangshan tombs






	
	Tomb 8
	Tomb 167
	Tomb 168



	Riders and grooms
	5
	1
	5


	Attendants
	6
	2
	3


	Domestic workers
	10 (F)
	12 (F)
	14 (F)


	Agricultural workers
	7 (M)
8 (F)
	7
	8 (M)
8 (F)


	Boatmen
	6
	–
	–


	Oxcart drivers
	–
	2
	1


	Total
	42
	24
	39





Source: Sahara 2002b: 408, table 1



Moreover, given that the li administered by Zhang Yan almost surely were urban communities, the small landholdings indicated in Table 3.4 should not be taken as conclusive evidence of the poverty of the farming population. As the Shuihudi manuscripts demonstrate, the disbursement of seed to farm households – apparently regardless of their need – was an important responsibility of local officials, one of the various ways in which the state subsidized the agrarian economy. The Jiangling region was primarily a rice-growing region, and thus farmers there required less land than cultivators of millet and wheat in North China. The list in fact encompasses a diverse population: two heads of households (nos. 20, 25) are identified as gongshi 公士 (the lowest of the twenty merit ranks, entitled to 150 mu of land); four (nos. 13, 17, 18, 23) as “slaves” (nu 奴, which perhaps means manumitted slaves, since slaves were ineligible to be heads of households); and two (nos. 22, 25) as merchants. Rather than reading this document as an index of endemic poverty, it is more likely that it testifies to the diversity of economic livelihood in the Jiangling region. A substantial portion of Jiangling’s urban population cultivated at least some land, while even marginal persons with few or no assets engaged in trade. Over the course of the following century, however, Han society became more starkly polarized between a small elite of magnate families and a vast pool of destitute householders who had little choice but to surrender their independence to the great landowners.







Fiscal centralization under Emperor Wu

The reign of Emperor Wu (r. 141–87 BCE) marked a crucial watershed in the evolution of Han government and institutions. Wu embarked on a concerted effort to restore the supremacy of the emperor and the central state, stripping the princedoms of their political as well as fiscal autonomy. Wu also adopted an aggressive strategy against the Xiongnu nomad confederation. Abrogating his predecessors’ policy of appeasing the Xiongnu with substantial gifts and trading opportunities, Wu repeatedly mounted military campaigns to secure the northern frontiers and project Han power far into Central Asia. After inflicting a major defeat on the Xiongnu in 121 BCE, the Han established a series of garrisons stretching more than a thousand kilometers along the trade corridor that would become known as the Silk Road. Wu also dispatched armies to seize control of territories on the empire’s southern and northeastern borders, annexing the northern half of Vietnam and a large portion of the Korean peninsula. But Wu’s military triumphs exacted enormous economic costs.

In addition, like his predecessors, Emperor Wu was embroiled in rancorous conflicts with his imperial kinsmen, culminating in an abortive revolt by the princes of Huainan and Hengshan in 122 BCE. Wu was especially disturbed by what he – and others – saw as collusion between the rulers of satrapies and wealthy merchants to amass landholdings. Decades before, Chao Cuo had warned that many farming families teetered on the brink of starvation and insolvency and were compelled to sell off their land allocations to redeem their debts.89 But Chao’s strategy to protect farmers by encouraging policies to raise grain prices had little effect, and the “aggrandizement” (jianbing 兼併) of landholdings by nobles and wealthy merchants escalated unchecked.90 Even the historian Sima Qian – an admirer of free enterprise – conceded that “at this time the net of the law was slack and people became rich, using their wealth to lord it over the less fortunate, to the point where aggrandizers without title or office brutally imposed their will on the inhabitants of the countryside.”91

Desperately in need of additional revenues to defray the costs of war and conquest, Wu recruited a brain trust of merchants to devise a new fiscal strategy. Given the plight of family farms, raising the suanfu levy or land taxes was out of the question. Beginning c. 120 BCE the emperor’s advisors crafted a reorganization of the fiscal administration that led to a consolidation of the central government’s revenues in the hands of the exchequer and ad hoc agencies – such as the Superintendent of Waterways and Parks (Shuiheng duwei 水衡都尉), established in 115 BCE – created to carry out the new fiscal initiatives. Wu was persuaded to repudiate Wen’s legacy of minimalist government and impose onerous new taxes on the wealthy, revamp the currency, place the lucrative salt and iron industries under state monopoly, and allow state trading agencies to intervene aggressively in commercial exchange.

The first step taken by the new leadership was to broaden a tax originally levied solely on merchants into a universal tax on commercial enterprise. Under the new policy (known as suanmin 算緡), anyone engaged in commerce or moneylending was assessed a tax of 120 coins (one suan, the basic unit of the suanfu poll tax) for each 2,000 coins of assets (i.e., a rate of 6 percent); artisans were taxed at half that rate. Additional assessments were levied on boats and carts. Those accused of evading the tax were subject to criminal penalties and confiscation of their property, which could include enslavement of their family members. Moreover, the law forbade merchants from possessing lands allocated under the mingtianzhai system or obtaining government office. While the law served to separate merchants into a distinct occupational class subject to legal discrimination, it also was intended to discourage anyone other than professional merchants from engaging in commercial activities. Penalizing wealthy families for investing in trade and moneylending as well as preventing merchants from acquiring landholdings would help to curb the growing problem of “aggrandizement.”92

Second, Wu inaugurated a state monopoly on the production and sale of iron and salt in order to capture the profits of what were regarded as the most lucrative private industries. The emperor transferred his claims to “the yield of the mountains and marshes” to the office of the exchequer, which promptly seized iron and salt production facilities and turned them into state enterprises (Map 3.2). The Han state already had an elaborate procurement system to obtain raw iron for its workshops and arsenals; these officials now assumed control of the production and sale of iron in the private market as well. In most cases the former foundry and saltern owners were recruited as managers of the new state operations. In 98 BCE the Han also created a state monopoly on wine, but this initiative proved far more difficult to enforce and was rescinded in 80 BCE.93

Map 3.2 Iron and salt production in Han China





Third, Wu’s fiscal advisors issued a new, heavier bronze currency, the Wuzhu coin, to replace the heterogeneous array of Banliang currencies in circulation. When first introduced in 118 BCE, the new coins were cast in provincial mints and varied significantly in weight and fineness. In 113 BCE, the minting of Wuzhu coins was consolidated at the capital under the aegis of the Superintendent of Waterways and Parks. From this time forward the state produced substantial quantities – estimated at more than 400 million coins per year for the remainder of Wu’s reign – of fine Wuzhu coins (weighing 4.0–4.5 g). Although roundly reviled for his short-lived experiments with a variety of fiat currencies – including a deer-hide “bill” that was valued at 400,000 coins – Wu succeeded in creating a unified currency and a monetary standard that would endure for centuries.94

The most far-reaching intrusion of the state into commerce resulted from implementation of the “equitable delivery” (junshu 均輸) policy devised by Sang Hongyang. Sang, the son of a Luoyang merchant, was a mere 32 years old when he was recruited into the emperor’s inner sanctum of fiscal advisors in 120 BCE because of his prodigious facility with figures and accounts. After his appointment as director of national accounts in 116 BCE, Sang sought to improve the efficiency of military logistics by redistributing tax revenues collected in richer regions to the deficit-ridden frontier territories. He also began to tap revenues from the salt and iron monopolies for this purpose. In 110 BCE, upon being promoted to exchequer, Sang launched an ambitious plan to merge the equitable delivery system with the salt and iron monopolies into what became known as the “balanced standard” (pingzhun 平準) system. Under the balanced standard policy, government agents throughout the empire used public funds, including monopoly revenues, to smooth out price fluctuations by buying up goods when prices were low and selling them when prices were high. Goods accumulated in government storehouses at the local level then were forwarded to the capital in lieu of suanfu tax payments and distributed to the palaces and imperial workshops. Most of the goods procured through the balanced standard mechanism were silk and hemp textiles, commodities that were relatively inexpensive to ship over long distances.95

The fiscal system constructed by Emperor Wu’s advisors came to rely heavily on indirect taxation, as can be seen in the estimates of state revenues compiled by Yamada Katsuyoshi based on the census and land registration data from 2 CE (Table 3.6; Yamada converted tax revenues in goods to monetary values). According to Yamada’s calculations, roughly half of total revenues – especially in-kind receipts of grain and fodder – were retained at the local level. Most of the central government’s income – and nearly half of total revenue – was collected in the form of coin. Yamada’s estimate of total monetary revenues (9.26 billion coins) averages to 154 coins per capita, consistent with the recently excavated revenue account for Donghai commandery, which recorded cash revenues of 190 coins per capita in 13 BCE (Table 3.1). The salt and iron monopolies – which generated more than half of the central government’s revenue and 20 percent of total revenues – clearly had become vitally important to the Han state. Indirect levies paid in coin also provided the vast majority of the revenues of the Privy Purse, now controlled by Sang Hongyang as exchequer.

Table 3.6 Estimated government revenues in the Western Han(all figures in millions of coins)









	Revenue source
	Central government
	Local governments
	Privy Purse
	Total



	Land tax 田租
	1,000
	6,000
	
	7,000


	Fodder tax 芻稿
	80
	1,200
	
	1,280


	Suanfu 算賦
	2,071
	2,071
	
	4,143


	Salt and iron monopolies
	3,800
	
	
	3,800


	Other
	100
	
	
	100


	Commercial excises and mining levies 山澤/市井
	
	
	1,300
	1,300


	Poll tax on minors 口錢
	
	
	287
	287


	Mint seigniorage
	
	
	154
	154


	Gold tribute from nobility 酌金
	
	
	19
	19


	Imperial clan lands
	
	
	300
	300


	Miscellaneous
	
	
	600
	600


	Total
	7,051
	9,271
	2,660
	18,982





Source: Yamada 1993: 653–58.





Sang Hongyang’s policies initially achieved significant success. “Within a year’s time,” wrote Sima Qian, “the granaries of the Grand Treasury [at Chang’an] and Sweet Springs Park [on the outskirts of the capital] were full, the frontier camps had surpluses of grain and other goods, and the equitable delivery offices held five million bolts of silk. Taxes on the people had not been increased, yet revenues sufficed to meet the imperial government’s expenses.”96 Sang enjoyed the full confidence of the emperor, and continued to direct state fiscal policy for the remainder of Wu’s lifetime and under his successor as well.

The fiscal system devised by Emperor Wu’s advisors in fact deviated from the original principles of the military-physiocratic state in fundamental ways. Their policies centered on mobilizing economic resources rather than military manpower. Cognizant of the value of commerce and industry as sources of wealth, Sang Hongyang and his coterie sought not to suppress trade but rather to manipulate the terms of exchange and the money supply to ensure an inflow of goods and wealth into the hands of the state. The state assumed monopoly control of the most lucrative industries as well as the production of strategic goods and shifted revenue extraction toward indirect taxes paid in money rather than in-kind taxation of agricultural produce and labor. Emperor Wu’s regime thus can be classified as a mercantilist fiscal state.97 But in contrast to the mercantilist states of early modern Europe, which deployed state power to support and protect the privileges of the domestic merchant class, Chinese mercantilists aspired to supplanting private commerce with state-run institutions managed by enterprising merchants recruited to government service.

Many contemporary statesmen and scholars denounced Sang Hongyang’s fiscal policies as an unwarranted government takeover of industry and commerce. Sima Qian quoted the imperial counselor Bu Shi fuming that “Sang Hongyang has government officials squatting in the market stalls trading in goods and scrambling for a profit!” Sima himself obliquely likened Wu’s regime to the Qin Empire under the First Emperor, when “the wealth of the whole world was exhausted to serve the ruler, and yet he was not satisfied.”98

Without doubt, the emperor’s spendthrift ways and the mounting costs of frontier defense imposed an intractable burden on the state’s fiscal capacity. The newly conquered frontier territories produced negligible revenues, but exacted huge costs. Maintaining political and military control was impossible without a massive infusion of resources from other areas. Wu’s fiscal and logistical policies thus gave rise to a spatially differentiated imperial economy in which men and materiel were transferred from the densely populated agrarian heartland to the garrisons responsible for colonial dominion and defense along the empire’s far-flung borders. This new economic geography was articulated by a three-fold division of the empire into: (1) the capital region (sanfu 三輔, the three commanderies around Chang’an, which shouldered the primary responsibility for provisioning the court and the capital): (2) the “interior provinces” (neijun 內郡); and (3) the “frontier provinces” (bianjun 邊郡), a spatial structure that would remain an abiding feature of imperial China’s political economy (Map 3.3).99

Map 3.3 Spatial structure of the Han Empire





The success of the Wuzhu coin as a uniform monetary standard provided the Han world with a reliable means of payment. Despite the increased output of coin, though, the Han economy remained considerably less monetized than the Roman Empire. The per capita money supply of Han China in the first century BCE was roughly half the level of the Roman Empire in its heyday. Based on Yamada’s estimate of the Han state’s revenues (Table 3.6), state payments consumed 30 percent or more of the total amount of coin in circulation, in contrast to probably less than 10 percent in the case of Rome.100 In addition, the composition of the Han money supply wholly differed from that of Rome. Coin in circulation in the Roman Empire c. 160 CE consisted (in value) of approximately 60 percent gold coins, 30–35 percent silver coins, and 5–10 percent bronze coins, while the Han money supply was comprised almost entirely of low-value bronze coins.101 Money figured more significantly as a means of state payment in Han China, whereas a larger portion of the money stock remained available for trade and private savings in the Roman world. But in contrast to Rome, where only the oligarchic senatorial elite and affluent citizens could afford to accumulate gold coins, the circulation of money penetrated more deeply into the lower strata of Han society.102 The ubiquity of coin inspired the confidence of Han statesmen that the state’s leverage over the money supply served as a potent tool to manage the economy as a whole.







The struggle over Wu’s legacy: the debates on salt and iron

Sang Hongyang and the other members of Emperor Wu’s fiscal brain trust were merchants, not philosophers. But the theoretical principles underlying the command economy they inaugurated were fundamentally consistent with those found in the “Ratios of Exchange” chapters of the Guan Zi, which as noted in Chapter 2 diverge from the older sections of the treatise. These chapters by anonymous authors – who for the sake of convenience I refer to collectively as Pseudo-Guanzi – probably were composed during the second and first centuries BCE. Although they do not specifically refer to Wu’s initiatives, they articulate a similar vision of state management of the economy. The political economy of Pseudo-Guanzi – centered on maximizing exploitation of agricultural, mining, and manufacturing resources; maintaining a favorable balance of trade; and amassing reserves of gold and bronze coin that enable the state to control prices and consumption – likewise can be categorized as a form of mercantilism.103

First of all, Pseudo-Guanzi depicts the ruler as enmeshed in a constant struggle not only with rival states, but also with merchants, moneylenders, and those who live off the revenues of noble estates. These groups are depicted as parasites voraciously exploiting the populace for their own private gain through the instrument of the market. The ruler is expected to take action to protect farming families from the inequities of the marketplace, equalize the supply of and demand for goods, and level gross disparities in the distribution of wealth. To accomplish these goals the ruler must arm himself with both knowledge and tactics. Pseudo-Guanzi especially emphasizes the necessity of compiling accurate data about population, resources, and productive capacities in order to make proper judgments about, for example, the price level or the size of the money supply. This feature of Pseudo-Guanzi’s thought recalls Sang Hongyang’s widely acknowledged genius for compiling and analyzing fiscal data.104

Pseudo-Guanzi, like Wu’s advisors, sought to raise revenues while providing tax relief to primary producers. Warning of the debilitating effects of labor and military service, Pseudo-Guanzi advocates avoiding direct taxation and instead extracting revenues from manufacturing and trade. Taxes discourage production and consumption, but used strategically they can also yield benefits, for example to suppress the usurious practices of moneylenders and grain forestallers. Pseudo-Guanzi also envisions a large role for the state in industrial production. The five-point outline presented in the “Stabilizing State Finances” chapter stipulates that the ruler must (1) monopolize the resources of “the mountains and marshes”; (2) manufacture consumer goods as well as weapons; (3) generate revenues from the production and trade of salt and iron; (4) issue currency; and (5) set aside hills and marshes unsuitable for agriculture as pasture for horses and cattle.105 Here and elsewhere Pseudo-Guanzi asserts that salt and iron are immune from the normal laws of supply and demand: because the demand for these goods is inelastic, the ruler can extract substantial revenues from them that will lessen, if not obviate, the need for direct taxation.

But salt and iron were rare exceptions to the principle that supply and demand determine the price of goods. Above all, the price of grain – which Pseudo-Guanzi repeatedly refers to as the “master of destiny” of the people – is subject to the rule of the market. Grain prices oscillate violently not only because of natural disasters such as drought, flood, and pests, but also because of the actions of forestallers and regraters (in Pseudo-Guanzi’s language, jiyu zangxian zhixu zhi jia 積餘, 藏羨, 跱蓄之家) who accumulate stocks of grain, create shortages that artificially drive up prices, and profit handsomely by selling their stores to desperate consumers. Apart from legislation forbidding hoarding, the ruler must wrest control of the economy by building up his own grain reserves, which can be released into the market when consumers suffer from high prices. The enlightened monarch can manipulate markets to his own advantage, for example by raising the price of grain or other commodities to stimulate production and to encourage foreign merchants to import the goods the ruler desires. Indeed, Pseudo-Guanzi repeatedly touts the benefits of high grain prices, which bolster the income of farming households. At other times, however, Pseudo-Guanzi advocates circumventing the market altogether, for example by having the state lend seed, tools, capital, and food rations to indigent households and offer advance purchase contracts to farmers and women weavers.

In addition, the ruler wields a uniquely powerful weapon that he alone possesses: the ability to issue currency. If grain is the master of destiny, currency is the “universal medium” (tongshi 通施) through which the price of grain and all other goods can be controlled. The fundamental issue in Pseudo-Guanzi’s philosophy of money is not – as it was for the Greek philosophers – how to determine a just price for the exchange of goods, but rather how the ruler can overcome the inevitable cycles of dearth and plenty to satisfy the subsistence needs of the people. Like other contemporary statesmen, Pseudo-Guanzi recognized that the values of money and commodities were related in inverse proportion to their quantities. But Pseudo-Guanzi further emphasized that unlike grain and other goods, the supply of money is directly subject to the ruler’s control. Although money possesses no intrinsic value and cannot itself satisfy utilitarian needs for food, clothing, and shelter, through his monetary and fiscal policies – increasing or decreasing the money supply and intensifying or relaxing taxation – the ruler can manipulate the exchange value of money and by extension commodity prices. This leverage over exchange values enables the state to dictate the terms of trade, and thus manage all economic activities:

If wealth issues from a single source, the state will be invincible. If wealth issues from two sources, the state’s military strength will suffice to defend its borders. If wealth issues from three sources, the ruler will find it impossible to raise an army. If wealth issues from four sources, the state is doomed. The former kings, knowing this to be true, therefore prevented the people from accumulating excess wealth and sealed off the paths to profit. Supply and demand remained the prerogative of the ruler, and wealth and poverty were subject to the ruler’s will. Thus the people worshiped the ruler like the sun and the moon, and cherished the ruler as they would their fathers and mothers.106



In a world of incessant change, however, the ruler cannot rely on a single fixed strategy. He must be ever vigilant in discerning the appropriate responses to changing economic conditions.

Although the “Ratios of Exchange” chapters make no reference to the equitable delivery and balanced standard policies enacted by Wu’s fiscal advisors, they are rooted in the same economic logic. In contrast to the older sections of the Guan Zi, which stress strategies for accumulating grain reserves and recognize the positive roles that merchants play in enabling the smooth functioning of markets, the “Ratios of Exchange” chapters dwell on monetary policy as the key to managing the economy and regard not only the merchant class but the wealthy elite as enemies of the common welfare. Pseudo-Guanzi explicitly rebuts the argument in favor of conspicuous consumption by the wealthy found in the idiosyncratic “On Extravagance in Spending” chapter (see Chapter 2).107 Amid the constant clash of economic forces, it is the ruler alone who can create the balance (heng 衡) and stability (zhun 准) – two of Pseudo-Guanzi’s favorite watchwords – necessary to enrich the people and the state. In underscoring that the ruler’s “ability to manage” (nengli 能理) the economy requires not only knowledge of theoretical principles but also reliable data on population and resources, Pseudo-Guanzi hews closely to Sang Hongyang’s convictions.108

Overt criticism of Wu’s fiscal policies was muted during the emperor’s lifetime. But soon after Wu’s death in 87 BCE dissident officials sharply questioned the morality of state interference in the economy and the effect it had on the livelihood of the people. Reform of civil service recruitment during Wu’s reign – enacted with the emperor’s blessing – had opened the way for the rise of a new political class steeped in Confucian moral philosophy. Subsequently this group rose to dominance within Han officialdom. In 81 BCE the legacy of Wu’s fiscal policies became the subject of a formal debate convened by Wu’s successor, Emperor Zhao (r. 87–74 BCE). Sang Hongyang – still a senior statesman at the Han court – was called upon to defend prevailing policies such as the salt and iron monopolies against an array of sixty-odd “learned men” summoned to the capital to present their grievances. A digest of the debate between Sang and his Confucian detractors has been preserved in dialogue form in a work entitled The Salt and Iron Debates, composed perhaps a decade or two after the actual event.109

In the Debates, Sang Hongyang initially defends Wu’s fiscal policies as necessary responses to the Xiongnu menace and the rising costs of war and defense. But Sang quickly dispels the idea that these policies were simply emergency expedients, and instead insists on the ruler’s right and responsibility to manage the economy for the benefit of the commonwealth in much the same language as Pseudo-Guanzi:

The true king should monopolize natural resources, regulate custom barriers and marketplaces, ensure that the tasks appropriate to each season are fulfilled in a timely manner, and govern the people by controlling the ratios of exchange. In good years of bountiful harvests the ruler stores up goods to provide for times of scarcity and want. In bad years of meager yields the ruler disburses money and goods, circulating his accumulated surplus in order to make up for shortfalls.110



Beyond this affirmation of mercantilist principles, Sang justifies his policies by pointing to their achievements: rationalization of the offices of imperial finance; the establishment of a sound, unified currency; strengthening of the agricultural base of the empire through water control projects, diffusion of advanced farming technologies, and sponsorship of agricultural colonies on frontiers; and equalization of the tax burden among different regions. He also upholds the managerial role of the state by extolling the virtues of systematic, long-range planning in contrast to the short-term, survival-oriented decision-making of individual households.

Moreover, Sang Hongyang underscores the crucial role of the state in achieving economic justice. He repeatedly urges the ruler to take decisive action to “place a yoke on the noble princes,” “expel the rich and great merchants,” and prevent “untitled power mongers” (haomin 豪民) from dominating the trade in vital goods such as salt and iron for their personal profit.111 Sang unequivocally champions a redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor, but he also emphasizes the need to redress regional imbalances in goods and resources. The wealthiest cities of the empire owe their prosperity not to their agricultural bounty but rather to their favorable geographical location at the crossroads of trade routes. Interregional exchange can enrich all only if the ruler intervenes to direct the flow of goods and ensure that the benefits of trade are shared equally.112

In response, the “learned men” – mostly middle-level officials – reiterated conventional bromides about agriculture as the source of all wealth, the immorality of the profit motive, and the virtues of frugality. In their view, the state was profiting at the expense of its subjects, and the emphasis on increasing revenues distracted officials from their proper duties as guardians of the spiritual and material welfare of the people. The critics also reproach government officials – no doubt with some justification – for abusing their augmented powers over markets, goods, and taxes to the detriment of hapless farming families. Rebuffing mercantilist doctrines, Sang’s critics espouse a physiocratic vision of society founded on self-sufficient farming families shielded from the economic uncertainties and moral corruption of the marketplace. But in appealing for a return to the laissez-faire regime of Emperor Wen they abetted the interests of the great landowners and noble lineages.

The court debate of 81 BCE did not fundamentally alter the Han state’s fiscal regime. Emperor Zhao was persuaded to retain the salt and iron monopolies, although he rescinded the wine monopoly. The most substantial changes addressed the mounting burden of labor and military conscription, which even Sang Hongyang recognized as a drag on agricultural productivity. The obligation of “rotation duty” was reduced from once every five months to once per year. It also has been argued that the state commuted a substantial portion of conscript labor service to a money payment at this time; although the evidence for this claim is circumstantial, it is compelling.113 In subsequent decades the Han eliminated most of the conscription for guard service at the capital, drastically reduced the assignment of men from the “interior provinces” to frontier garrisons, and allowed those who were summoned to military service at frontier garrisons to hire substitutes.114 These reforms further institutionalized the functional differentiation between the interior and the frontier zones within the imperial political economy. In 30 CE the Han government would halt military conscription in the interior provinces altogether, a radical repudiation of the farmer-soldier ideal that had been the keystone of the Qin empire-building project. Thereafter the Han court relied on transported convicts, nomad mercenaries, and emergency levies of frontier inhabitants to defend its Great Wall frontier.115

In the decades after the salt and iron debates the conservative reaction against Wu’s fiscal strategies swelled. The anti-statist ideology and physiocratic principles enunciated by Sang Hongyang’s critics were widely embraced by the rising class of Confucian statesmen. These officials viewed the emperor essentially as a paragon of moral behavior whose activities should be largely confined to his ritual duties. They rejected not only the strong imperial controls over commerce and industry enacted by Emperor Wu (and the Qin Empire before him), but also the market economy itself. Under the aegis of Emperor Yuan (r. 49–33 BCE) the political ideology of this group became deeply insinuated in government policy and institutions. The Privy Purse was forced to surrender most of its revenue to the finance ministry, constricting the emperor’s fiscal authority. In 44 BCE the Confucian minister Gong Yu went so far as to advocate restoration of a barter economy by abolishing metallic money altogether. Gong’s proposal was deemed impractical, but ritual reforms enacted in 44 and 31 BCE focused on reducing government expenditures and especially the voracious consumption habits of the imperial household.

Meanwhile, as the state retreated from the activist agenda of Sang Hongyang and his coterie, the concentration of landownership and wealth intensified. Over the next several decades an ascendant political class of Confucian statesmen fashioned themselves into a new oligarchic elite that became known as the “magnate clans” (haozu 豪族). The political triumph of the magnate clans also set in motion important economic changes, most notably a reorientation of wealth and investment from commerce to landed estates.







Conclusion

The Qin and Han empires presided over a crucial transition from military conquest to bureaucratic rule. The dynastic founders were dedicated to the idea that the enlightened ruler provides for the common welfare through interventions to promote agricultural production and facilitate the circulation of goods. The mingtianzhai system of land grants originally derived from the Qin model of a militarized society in which rank was based on accomplishments in war. The Han sought to foster a new meritocracy based more on civic virtue than military valor. But Emperor Wen’s laissez-faire policies, coupled with the growing dominance of the rentier nobility, undermined the static economic order on which the mingtianzhai landholding system was premised. Merchants reaped new fortunes – especially in the Central Plain cities that had been the commercial heartland of the Warring States era – while landownership became increasingly concentrated in the hands of powerful lineages. Ultimately the shift from military rule to bureaucratic governance resulted in the formation of a new ruling class based on political office, noble rank, and landholding.

The imperial state’s capacity to regulate the economy was closely tied to its ability to provide public goods and tax economic activity. The Qin Empire epitomized a command economy in which the state owned non-agricultural productive resources, managed much industrial manufacturing (using mostly unfree labor), and tightly supervised markets. The Legalist model of the military-physiocratic fiscal state focused more on mobilizing labor power than on collecting the fruits of labor. The value extracted by the state in the form of labor conscription was significantly greater than the burden of taxes on arable land. The Qin issued currency in the form of bronze coin less to facilitate market exchange than to provide an efficient means of collecting revenue as well as paying and provisioning its armies. As the Qin state expanded, culminating in the formation of a unified empire in 221 BCE, the problem of imposing the state’s will on the thriving merchant classes of Chu and the Jin successor states of the Central Plain grew more acute. Under the empire, the Qin leaders adopted punitive measures intended to curb what they regarded as profiteering by merchants.

The Han founder, Liu Bang, initially retained many features of Qin fiscal policy, including the discrimination against merchants and the heavy reliance on conscript labor service. But apart from craft industries – in which the state continued to play a leading role – the Han withdrew from direct administration of the economy. Like the Qin, the Han state deemed the conjugal household the primary unit of economic production and assessed uniform taxes in money and labor service on all able-bodied adults. But as socio-economic inequality worsened and many farming families lost their independent means of livelihood, this presumption of parity became meaningless.

The exorbitant costs of foreign wars and imperial conquests in the remote frontiers of Inner Asia, Korea, and Vietnam propelled Emperor Wu to reverse the laissez-faire policies of his predecessors and embark on an audacious strategy of state usurpation of industry and commerce. But Wu’s mercantilist policies also reflected a desire to rectify growing economic inequality. The failure of Wu’s efforts to control the commercial economy and put fiscal administration on more sound footing presaged a withdrawal of the state from direct control of the economy under his successors, even though the salt and iron monopolies were retained. As the state’s economic leverage diminished, the stratification of private wealth intensified.

Moreover, rather than reversing the trend toward the concentration of wealth, Wu’s policies ironically had reinforced it. Heavy-handed efforts to extract revenue from the wealthy through measures such as the suanmin levy did not lead to the demise of the great landowners. On the contrary, the brunt of these exactions was borne by households of modest wealth. Farming families found it increasingly difficult to maintain their independence, and many fell into ruinous debt and were forced to sell off their lands. The mingtianzhai system of land allocations disappeared. As the economic polarization between rich and poor widened, the original Han fiscal system – premised on a basic equality of labor and land among farming households – proved increasingly unworkable. The resort to indirect taxation favored by Wu’s advisors became increasingly indispensable to the state’s fiscal solvency. Eventually the Han would abandon the principles of equity and universality that had been hallmarks of state-building since the Warring States era.116
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4 Magnate society and the estate economy (81 BCE to 485 CE)



The early Han state largely preserved the imperial order erected by the Qin Empire. The imperial government supported a smallholder agrarian economy through land grants, public investments in agricultural technology and infrastructure, and regulation of the marketplace to protect producers and consumers alike. Emperor Wu enlarged the regulatory role of the state and reorganized its fiscal structure for the purposes of military expansion and administrative control of a far-flung empire stretching into Central Asia, Korea, and Vietnam. But in the post-Emperor Wu era, in the face of swelling costs and the philosophical rejection of its mercantilist principles by a thoroughly Confucianized officialdom, this apparatus of imperial control no longer could be sustained. As the state retreated from Wu’s fiscal policies, economic inequality sharpened.

In the early years of the first century CE, the statesman Wang Mang’s brazen attempt to reestablish an aggressively interventionist imperial state went so far as to usurp the throne in the name of returning to the golden age of ancient Zhou. But the political and economic chaos that ensued, followed by Wang’s overthrow and the swift restoration of the Han dynasty, further discredited state activism. The decision in 30 CE by the first Eastern Han (25–220 CE) emperor to end military conscription marked a key watershed in the abdication of the Qin-Han imperial order. The principle of service to the state as the foundation of social order had been abrogated, and instead increasing numbers of people became subject to the rising class of magnate landowners.

Nonetheless, domestic peace nourished economic growth. The intensification of agriculture through new technologies and the great expansion of arable land supported a growing population that numbered 60 million people on the eve of Wang Mang’s coup-d’état. Trade and money remained vital to the manorial economy that reached full flower during the Eastern Han period. But over the course of the second century CE the imperial state, wracked by partisan conflict, weakened and collapsed. The final dismemberment of the Han Empire by competing warlord regimes in 220 CE ushered in a Period of Disunion that would last for nearly four centuries.

The centuries of disunion were characterized by the privatization of power – military, political, and economic. This devolution intensified after North China was overrun by nomad conquerors in the early fourth century, forcing the Chinese court to take refuge in the distant southern frontier of the Yangzi River Delta (the region known as Jiangnan, “South of the River”). Many aristocratic families followed the court in its flight to the south. But incessant warfare, factional strife, and frequent changes of regime stymied the consolidation of oligarchic control of government at the southern courts. By the fifth century political power and the perquisites of office largely had gravitated into the hands of military leaders and other men of humble birth. Nonetheless, the aristocracy – both the eminent émigré clans and the less-exalted indigenous elite – still dominated local society in the south. Much of the agrarian population was reduced to abject servitude. At the same time the recentering of the Chinese empire, even in the debilitated condition of the refugee courts, gave unprecedented impetus to economic development in the south, above all in Jiangnan. Magnate landowners established great latifundia, transforming vast tracts of wilderness into fertile rice paddies. Trade and industry flourished, stoked by the consumption demand of the court and the aristocracy. Despite the military and political frailty of the southern dynasties, during this era Jiangnan began its inexorable rise as the new economic heartland of the Chinese world.





Agricultural transformation in the Han period

The Han period witnessed significant advances in agriculture. The proliferation of sturdy iron tools and more intensive farming techniques engendered steady growth in agricultural production and population. The quality and quantity of iron plowshares increased dramatically, and plow cultivation attained a level of efficiency unmatched anywhere else in the ancient world.1 Large-scale irrigation projects and new farming techniques expanded the range of cultivation in the arid regions of northern China. The imperial state played a crucial role in propagation of new farming techniques across the empire. But ultimately the new developments in agriculture favored large-scale enterprise and hastened the rise of the estate-based agrarian economy.

Cropping patterns and food consumption underwent the most momentous transformation since the Neolithic era. Millet remained the most important crop, but cultivation of wheat and barley spread in the north, as did rice in the south. Wheat depended more on irrigation than did millet, and thus was first adopted in well-watered areas such as the Central Plain. Land-use data for Donghai commandery along the eastern seaboard show that wheat and barley were the predominant crops in this region (see Table 3.1). During Emperor Wu’s reign the state launched numerous irrigation projects in the Guanzhong region (the modern provinces of Shanxi and Shaanxi) surrounding the capital at Chang’an to provide farmers with a more secure water supply. Officials also encouraged the cultivation of wheat, which yields twice as much grain per acre as millet. In the late first century BCE the agronomist Fan Shengzhi observed that wheat and barley were widely planted in Guanzhong and produced bountiful harvests. The proliferation of wheat largely came at the expense of legumes, notably soybeans, long a staple food in North China. It is estimated that the proportion of land devoted to the cultivation of legumes declined from 25 percent in the Eastern Zhou period to 8 percent in the Han. Moreover, legumes increasingly were consumed in the form of condiments such as soy sauce and bean paste.2 Apart from changes in staple foods, the Chinese diet also was augmented by new crops such as watermelon, cucumber, shallot, garlic, pepper, sesame, grapes, and alfalfa introduced to China via the Central Asian trade routes.3

By the founding of the Han dynasty, three principal agricultural regimes had emerged in China. The fertile loess soils of Guanzhong were easily worked, but because of the arid climate they were susceptible to evaporation and erosion. Light plows and hoes sufficed for tilling the loess soil. In this region the main preoccupation of farmers was careful timing of plowing, harrowing, and weeding to preserve soil moisture. The heavier alluvial soils of the Central Plain, by contrast, were subject to frequent flooding and required proper drainage. Here farmers developed more sophisticated tools such as ox-drawn moldboard plows and seed drills that enabled deeper tilling and more efficient use of seed. Ridge-and-furrow cultivation, a technique designed to cope with irregular rainfall that typically utilized plows drawn by pairs of oxen, originated in the Central Plain. The three-crops-in-two-years rotation (typically millet, winter wheat, and soybeans or millet) probably was pioneered in the Central Plain as well.4

Rice cultivation entailed very different farming methods. Han texts make reference to farmers in the south “tilling with fire and weeding with water,” which some scholars have mistakenly interpreted as a form of swidden agriculture. Wet-rice cultivation already had a long history in China, and Han rice farmers undoubtedly were cultivating their crops in permanent irrigated fields. Most likely this phrase referred to burning of stubble after the harvest, which was then plowed into the soil as fertilizer, and the flooding of fields to inhibit weeds. The practice of transplanting rice seedlings is already mentioned in an agricultural treatise of the second century CE.5 By the third century plows specifically modified for wet-rice agriculture were in use in South China.6 Still, much of the territory south of the Yangzi River was a frontier region of low population densities and less intensive forms of cultivation. In the Han period the major water control projects in South China took the form of building seawalls to protect farmland in coastal areas from inundation by salt water rather than irrigation works.7

The Han state largely focused its agricultural development initiatives in the Guanzhong region, which supplied the capital and the frontier armies with over 100,000 metric tons of grain each year. During Wu’s reign government officials took an active role in propagating more intensive farming techniques in Guanzhong and the garrison colonies of the northwestern frontier. The development of large-scale irrigation projects under government initiative allowed farmers in these regions to adopt techniques such as the ridge-and-furrow fields and moldboard plows of the Central Plain. But by the late first century BCE the Han state no longer was making significant investments in agricultural development and Guanzhong farmers mostly reverted to less intensive farming methods.

Cho-yun Hsu calculated that a typical farming family required substantial income in cash (at least 25 percent of total income) to pay the poll taxes and meet other basic expenses.8 Some of this income may have come from work such as processing foodstuffs, gathering fuel, textile manufacture and other domestic handicrafts, making and repairing tools, and construction. Rural women were expected to devote time to making cloth and clothing for the household. The notion of a gendered division of labor in which “men till and women weave” already was well-established before Han times. In the same vein a court historian writing in the first century CE portrays an idealized domestic economy in which “during the winter months women dwelling in the same neighborhood gather in the evening so that they can save expenses for heating and lighting, equalize the level of their skills, and harmonize practices and customs.”9 Since raising silkworms had to be done in the spring and early summer, the most labor-intensive season for agricultural work, sericulture was largely relegated to women. Nonetheless, while low-skilled tasks such as reeling silk or spinning yarn from hemp fibers fell within the province of “women’s work,” both men and women engaged in weaving and finishing cloth.

Settlement archaeology remains in its infancy in China, but recent excavations at the Sanyangzhuang site, on the Central Plain just west of the Han-era course of the Yellow River, confirm the trends outlined above.10 The Sanyangzhuang area was inundated by a catastrophic flood and abandoned early in the first century CE, and thus the site preserves the agrarian landscape of the late Western Han era. Farmers here practiced ridge-and-furrow cultivation using ox-drawn plows with large iron shares. Mulberry cultivation and remnants of looms testify to domestic textile production. The courtyard-style farm compounds at Sanyangzhuang were dispersed among cultivated fields rather than gathered into nucleated villages. The material remains from a dozen of these compounds varied only modestly, suggesting that a rough equality in economic well-being prevailed among members of the community.11

Although the family farm remained the basic unit of agricultural production, over the long term a trend toward concentration of landownership arose. The mingtianzhai merit rank system of land allocations, intended to strengthen a stable smallholder agrarian base, ultimately was transformed into a tool of aggrandizement that facilitated the formation of great landed estates. The higher merit ranks permitted substantial landholdings, from 2,000 mu (rank 13) to as much as 9,500 mu (rank 1), far in excess of the typical family farm of 40–50 mu. As early as 178 BCE the imperial adviser Chao Cuo warned that many farmers had fallen into destitution and were compelled to sell their mingtianzhai landholdings to repay their debts. Chao asserted that merchants and the wealthy not only profited from the distress of the poor, but also benefited from the sale of merit ranks in return for contributions of grain to military stores.12 Emperor Wu’s prohibition against merchants obtaining mingtianzhai lands did little to stem the concentration of landholding, and apparently expired after Wu’s death. Wu’s regime also tried to resettle landless families by offering tenancies on state-owned land (jiatian 假田) along the northern frontier and in other sparsely populated regions. But these lands, too, tended to gravitate – either by default or usurpation – into the hands of powerful landowners.13 The merit rank system permitted legal acquisition of substantial estates, but complaints about accumulation of landholdings beyond the statutory entitlements steadily mounted during the first century BCE .14

The new farming techniques promoted by the state in Guanzhong and frontier areas required substantial investments in tools, livestock, and water control. The Han state’s retreat from the activist policies of Wu’s reign exposed many farmers to greater risks. Without the support and subventions provided by the state, households who could not survive on their own resources fell into debt, lost their land, and found themselves reduced to tenant farming or wage labor.15 Moldboard plows required the use of oxen and teams of 3–6 workers – resources beyond the means of most farming families, and thus necessitated some degree of cooperative labor.16 In addition, wheat – made into flour rather than eaten as porridge like millet – required more elaborate milling equipment. Water-powered grain mills – said to have “raised productivity a hundred-fold” – are first mentioned in the early first century CE, and proliferated along with the expansion of wheat cultivation.17 Tenant farmers were obliged to rent oxen from their landlord and to pay fees to grind their grain in the landlord’s mill.

Changes in agricultural production thus accelerated the trend toward the formation of large landed estates. Moreover, the rising oligarchy of magnate clans (haozu) benefited from the withdrawal of Wu’s interventionist policies and the state’s new tolerance of the concentration of wealth and landholdings. By the end of the first century BCE the family farms that had been the economic foundation of the first empires were increasingly eclipsed by a new landholding elite.







The rise of the estate economy

Imperial largesse – in the form of generous mingtianzhai allocations and the award of nobilities to meritorious officials and imperial kinsmen – figured importantly in the formation of great landed estates during the first century BCE. Yu Zhenbo has estimated that wealthy families with assets of 1–3 million coins probably owned 30–100 qing (3,000–10,000 mu) of arable lands, exactly the range of landholdings permitted to holders of government office under the mingtianzhai system.18 Award of a nobility entitled the recipient only to the revenue from the land and did not confer actual ownership. But the holders of these nobilities also possessed substantial private estates. For example, Zhang Yu (d. 5 BCE), a favorite of Emperor Cheng, was granted the highest merit rank (guanneihou) and received a nobility of 600 households in 33 BCE, which was further increased to 1,000 households upon his retirement from the office of chancellor in 20 BCE. In addition, Zhang purchased 400 qing of private landholdings.19 Utsunomiya calculated that Liu Xiu (6 BCE–57 CE), who became the founding emperor of the restored Han dynasty in 25 CE, accumulated private landholdings of 250–300 qing in addition to inheriting a nobility of 467 households (equivalent to the revenue from roughly 200 qing of arable land).20

The proliferation of great estates was especially conspicuous in Nanyang (Henan), the region where Liu Xiu’s ancestral nobility was located. Liu Xiu’s maternal grandfather, Fan Zhong, was said to have “wasted nothing in the management of his properties, and when putting his slaves to work, ensured that each was employed at a task suited to his skills. Thus he succeeded in inducing superiors and inferiors to work together cooperatively. Fan doubled his fortune every year, bringing more than 300 qing of land under cultivation.” As his death drew near, Fan forgave the debts owed to him by burning the contracts for outstanding loans totaling several million coins.21 The clan of Liu Xiu’s wife, the Yin, reportedly owned 700 qing of land and numbered more than a thousand retainers.22 Nanyang enjoyed robust economic prosperity in the Han, especially after the construction of major irrigation works in the 50s–40s BCE, and recorded the most dramatic population growth of any commandery between the censuses of 2 and 140 CE. It is likely that the adoption of more advanced agricultural techniques here favored the concentration of landholdings. As the case of Fan Zhong suggests, the formation of great estates also was abetted by the loss of smallholdings due to debt forfeitures.

The magnates who amassed such estates consisted largely of senior officials, imperial kinsmen, and the consort families, the kinfolk of empresses who held great power at the imperial court. Alarmed statesmen and social critics repeatedly warned that the rise of these great landed estates resulted from the growing impoverishment of the populace. But attempts to regulate the size of landholdings, such as a proposal in 7 BCE to limit the landholdings of a single family in Guanzhong to 30 qing, were thwarted by officials allied with powerful landowners.

Han commentators were deeply conscious of profound inequalities in wealth and social standing. According to Sima Qian, the poor suffered derision and often labored under servile conditions: “as for the common folk, those whose wealth is ten times their own despise and slight them; those a hundred times wealthier fill them with fear and awe; those a thousand times wealthier put them to work; and those ten thousand times wealthier subject them to servitude.”23 Yet Sima and others frequently spoke of an intermediate stratum of “middling families” (zhongjia 中家) interposed between the wealthy “great families” (dajia 大家) and the destitute poor (pinjia 貧家).24 Watanabe Shinichiro has estimated that middle-income families – perhaps half of the total population – possessed on average 100 mu of land, moveable assets worth 5,000 to 15,000 coins, and perhaps one or two slaves as well, or total wealth valued at 20,000–40,000 coins.25 Others have suggested that the wealth of a typical smallholding family was more modest, amounting to 40–50 mu of land and assets in the range of 10,000 coins, while poor families had meager assets worth fewer than 5,000 coins.26 By contrast, Han authors commonly referred to wealthy families as having assets in the range of 1 to 3 million coins. Sima Qian estimated the annual income of holders of nobilities and rich merchants at 200,000 coins.27 According to Hsu Cho-yun’s estimates, the annual salary of a minister of state was equivalent to more than 120,000 coins; that of a middle-rank official about 40,000 coins; and a typical farming household about 20,000 coins.28

The widening gulf between rich and poor provided the catalyst for the ambitious attempt at radical reform of state and society launched by Wang Mang, scion of a great clan who became regent to a child-emperor in 1 BCE. Wang sought to reinvigorate strong imperial rule through a wholesale reorganization of Han social and political institutions. Wang’s political vision was inspired by The Rituals of Zhou, a canonical text which purports to be a detailed blueprint of the administrative organization of the ancient Zhou kingdom. After the child-emperor died in 6 CE Wang stalled nomination of a successor, and three years later – in the name of restoring the golden age of the Zhou – he anointed himself emperor of his own Xin (“New”) Dynasty. Wang then launched a draconian program of reform, reorganizing the bureaucracy to strengthen the central government’s control over local officials and abolishing the Han nobility and its hereditary rights to land revenues. Invoking the ancient doctrine that all land and wealth is the property of the ruler, he confiscated the landholdings of many estate owners and redistributed them to the poor. At the time of his accession Wang also banned the sale of land and slaves, but he was forced to rescind this prohibition three years later.29

Wang Mang was equally assertive in expanding state control of commerce and money. While still regent he had introduced two new forms of bronze currency with purely nominal values that circulated concurrently with the existing Wuzhu coin. In keeping with Wang’s atavistic ideology, the key-shaped design of some of these coins grafted the form of the ancient knife currency onto the standard round coin. After declaring himself emperor, Wang proscribed the use of the Wuzhu coin and created a bewildering array of new currencies by recoining old Wuzhu coins. Other measures adopted by Wang Mang broadened the reach of the state monopolies on commodities, subjected trade and moneylending to strict regulation, and nationalized gold stocks. Such policies drove sound coin and gold out of circulation, unleashing rampant inflation and severely disrupting commerce and industrial production. Coins deposited in tombs and hoards during this era consist overwhelmingly of Wang’s new currencies, suggesting that much of the existing stock of Wuzhu coins had vanished into the melting pot.30

Wang Mang’s ambitious agenda directly challenged the political, social, and economic power of the magnate families and other estate owners, provoking fierce opposition. Government officials resisted implementing policies that threatened the vested interests of their kinfolk. Political chaos bred economic distress, antagonizing all ranks of society. In the end popular insurrections combined with the determined resistance of the landowning class toppled Wang’s government. In 23 CE rebel forces seized the imperial palace and put Wang to death. Two years later, Liu Xiu (Emperor Guangwu, r. 25–57 CE) reestablished the Han dynasty, but moved the capital from Chang’an to Luoyang, near his ancestral nobility in Nanyang.

The relocation of the capital to the Central Plain inaugurated a new phase – designated the Later or Eastern Han (25–220 CE) – in the history of the Han dynasty. Most importantly, the restoration of Han rule solidified the social and economic dominance of the magnate families. Apart from Guangwu, the emperors exercised little personal authority; beginning from 88 CE, all of the Eastern Han emperors ascended the throne as children and abdicated or died before age 40. Military power devolved to the provincial level, where governors mustered their own standing forces, in effect creating private armies.31 Consort families and eunuch cabals repeatedly usurped the power of the imperial office, plunging the court into incessant partisan strife. As the state’s capacity to intervene in the economy diminished, economic and social inequality intensified. Many more families fell into poverty, lost their independent means of livelihood, and were compelled to accept humble station as tenants, bondservants, or hired laborers.

Throughout the Eastern Han, condemnation of the growing concentration of wealth and landholdings swelled. By the second century CE mention of “middling families” disappears from political discourse; instead, social commentators such as Wang Fu, Cui Shi, and Zhongchang Tong depicted a starkly polarized social order in which the upper class had made itself lords of their inferiors.32 These critics objected less to the disparities in wealth, perhaps, than to the subrogation of the state’s control over the labor power of the populace; no longer liable for labor and military conscription, imperial subjects instead were in thrall to the private purposes of the magnate families.33

The evidence for tenurial relations and the concentration of landholdings in this period is almost wholly anecdotal, and it is impossible to measure the proportion of lands held by the great landowners. But there also is evidence for the persistence of villages of independent farms. A stele inscription dating from 72 CE records the establishment of an association (dan 僤) by twenty-five fellow villagers (with seven different surnames) in Yanshi (Henan), through which they raised funds to purchase 82 mu of land. The income from this land was intended to defray the group’s collective obligations for serving as village headmen (fulao 父老), whose duties included superintending tax collection, public security, communal labor projects, and ritual ceremonies.34 Each household subscribed 2,460 coins, which suggests that they occupied the upper end of the “middling families” stratum – constituting perhaps a quarter of the total village population. In this case the village community appears to have maintained a significant degree of independence from local magnates.

The formation of great estates during the Eastern Han resulted less from imperial dispensations such as mingtianzhai land grants than through purchases or debt forfeitures.35 A stele inscription recovered from the tomb of Wang Xiaoyuan (d. 108 CE) in Pixian, Sichuan, although only partially legible, attests to the crucial role of the market in the formation of landed estates. This inscription has been identified as a land division testament in which Wang apportioned his holdings among his heirs.36 The inscription lists at least a dozen farms – ranging in size from 8 to 260 mu, with ten farms together totaling 1,255 mu – along with the name of the cultivator and the assets (oxen, buildings, and slaves) attached to them.37 The document specifies the value of each asset, but using different language. Buildings and slaves usually were “valued” (zhi 直) at a certain number of coins, but zhi here probably referred to a standard value for assessing the suanfu tax rather than a market price. In contrast, nearly all of the land was assessed in terms of a debenture (zhi 質) or sale (gu 賈) value.38 These notations suggest that Wang’s lands were mostly acquired either through purchase or possessory loans, in which the creditor assumed control of real property in lieu of interest payment.

It appears that Wang Xiaoyuan possessed a sizable estate composed of separate farms cultivated by tenants, perhaps nominal owners who had pledged their lands to Wang in exchange for loans. This pattern seems to be generally true of the Han era. Magnate landowners rarely exercised direct control over agricultural production. More commonly, they leased lands to tenant farmers under sharecropping arrangements in which the landowner received 50 percent (or more, if the landlord supplied seed, tools, and/or draft animals) of the harvest. Although our sources remain mute about the terms of tenancy, tenant households most likely remained independent economic units. Moreover, hired laborers seem to have enjoyed rising wages and a greater measure of social respectability in the Eastern Han.39 In Wang Xiaoyuan’s day, tenant farmers and hired laborers were not yet subjected to the servile conditions that began to appear in the last decades of the Han.40

The most detailed account of the management of a landed estate in the Eastern Han is found in the calendar of annual work and ritual activities entitled Monthly Instructions for the Four Classes of People compiled by Cui Shi (c. 103–c. 170 CE).41 Cui, a member of a prominent family of scholars, became embroiled in the factional struggles at the Luoyang court and was forced out of government office in 159 CE.42 Cui vented his political frustrations in an acerbic treatise, On Politics, in which he decried the wretched conditions of the poor and the haughty disregard of the magnate families and imperial officials. “The great families amass fortunes measured in hundreds of millions of coins and landholdings equal to a hereditary prince,” Cui wrote, “while the lower classes, with no land of their own, endure intractable hardships; fathers and sons, heads bowed, are enslaved in service to the rich.”43 Cui himself seems to have been a man of modest means, by the standards of his peers. Paying for his father’s funeral expenses left him penniless, we are told, and Cui launched a brewing business to supplement his income from farming.

Addressed to the gentleman landowner, Cui’s Monthly Instructions offers detailed guidance on estate management. In addition to cultivating millet, wheat, barley, legumes, and sesame, Cui’s estate produced a wide range of processed foods such as fermented sauces, vinegar, pickles, yeast, and wine. The estate operated its own mill for grinding wheat flour and manufactured silk and hemp textiles, candles, and dyestuffs. Supervision of agricultural work and brewing was entrusted to overseers. Cui also mentions a wide range of tasks performed by women, who tended mulberry orchards, reeled and wove silk, and sewed clothes. In many respects the estate described by Cui resembles the contemporary tomb mural (dated to c. 145–180) of a manor from the Ordos region, along the great bend of the Yellow River, depicted in Figure 4.1. Adjacent to the manor house are horse stables, pens for sheep, pigs, and fowl, and gardens worked by farmers with hoes. At upper right farmers plow fields using teams of oxen, while women gather mulberry leaves at upper left. The three squares at lower left represent ponds in which hemp was soaked to soften the fibers. Other murals in this tomb depict granaries, tilt-hammers used to hull grain, oxcarts laden with harvest foods, and a brewery.44

Figure 4.1 Mural of Han Manor, Holingor, Inner Mongolia



Source: Neimenggu zizhiqu bowuguan gongzuodui 1978: 21, figure 38.



Cui Shi gives no inkling of the size or status of the labor force on his estate. Scholarly opinion is divided; some suggest that Cui employed tenant farmers, while others believe he relied on hired laborers or slaves, or both. Given the harsh denunciations of the servile conditions of the poor and dispossessed he voiced in On Politics, it seems unlikely that Cui himself used slaves as fieldworkers. Clearly Cui expected the landowner to devote personal attention to the operation of his estate, but he also delegated supervision of the brewery and agricultural work to overseers. Most likely Cui exercised some degree of patriarchal dominion over the farmers, whether tenants or hired laborers, as well as domestic workers and servants.

Like most works of its type, the Monthly Instructions preaches the virtues of thrift, industry, and resourcefulness. Cui by no means envisioned his estate as self-sufficient, however; he specifies the proper seasons for buying and selling a wide range of goods to supply domestic needs and earn additional income. In addition to its brewery business, the estate was expected to earn income from the sale of millet, beans, sesame, and a variety of finished silk goods, while purchasing wheat, bran, glutinous rice, hemp cloth, thread, and charcoal. For many of these items Cui advised buying in one month and selling in another to take advantage of seasonal price changes. Judicious resort to market opportunities did not contradict Cui’s ethic of frugality and self-reliance.

By Cui Shi’s time, the central government was rapidly losing effective control over local society. Men like Cui retreated from the partisan strife that paralyzed the capital and carved out a place for themselves as leaders of local communities. The breakdown of social order and the ensuing spread of violence can already be glimpsed in Cui’s Monthly Instructions, which urged landowners to maintain weapons and the defensive walls surrounding their manors in good repair and to conduct military exercises regularly. When the Han state crumbled after the Yellow Turban rebellion in 184, private power fully eclipsed public authority. Local magnates mustered militias from among their kinfolk, tenants, and neighbors to shelter their families and property from roving bandits. Dependent upon local magnates for protection, tenants and laborers were reduced to the condition of bondservitude. After the demise of the Han dynasty in 220, the magnate families coalesced into a tight-knit aristocracy, and a full-blooded manorial order came into being.







Population trends

The Han historian Ban Gu repeatedly asserted that the wars and economic turmoil caused by Emperor Wu coupled with natural disasters reduced the population of the Han Empire by half. Modern scholars tend to concur with Ban’s estimate, suggesting that during the half-century of Wu’s reign the population fell from approximately 44–50 million to 22–25 million.45 Although fragmentary data from a group of nobilities indicates an absolute decrease during Wu’s reign, such a dramatic decline seems unlikely. Subsequently the population grew steadily during the last century of the Western Han. The earliest surviving national census, from 2 CE, recorded a population of 12.2 million households and 59.6 million individuals. The next extant national census, from 57 CE, counted only 21 million persons, reflecting the great disorder and population losses of the Wang Mang era – and also, perhaps, the growth of private clientage. By 105 the registered population had recovered to 53 million, but leveled off thereafter. The final Han census of 157 reported a population of 10.7 million households and 56 million persons.

The 2 CE census reveals that nearly half of the entire population of the Han Empire was concentrated on the Central Plain, where population densities far exceeded any other region, including the environs of Chang’an (Table 4.1; Map 4.1). After the relocation of the capital to Luoyang in the Eastern Han, the population became even more concentrated in the Central Plain. During the Eastern Han era the Nanyang region south of Luoyang and the Jiangnan region in the Lower Yangzi River Basin achieved the highest rates of population growth. But the population of the south still lagged far behind that of the north.

Table 4.1 Regional population densities in Han China, 2 CE





	Region
	Population (2 CE)
	Persons/sq. km



	(1) Capital Region (Sanfu)
	2,436,360
	45.1


	(2) Central Plain Macroregion
	26,201,340
	70.4


	(3) Nanyang Macroregion
	9,266,019
	43.0


	(4) Lower Yangzi Macroregion
	5,333,272
	13.2


	(5) Sichuan Macroregion
	3,105,848
	8.4


	(6) Middle Yangzi Macroregion
	1,697,172
	3.5


	(7) Northern Frontiers
	6,740,746
	6.6


	(8) Southern Frontiers
	2,514,518
	2.6





Source: Liang Fangzhong 1980: 18–9, table A.4.





Map 4.1 Regional population densities in Han China, 2 CE





Newly excavated documents have yielded robust demographic data that amplifies our knowledge of the Han population but also raises questions about the accuracy of aggregate population statistics. For example, the population register for the West canton of Nan commandery (modern Jiangling, Hubei) for 139 BCE shows that local officials indeed gathered precise figures on population changes in their annual reports to the central government (Table 4.2). But at the same time the register shows a conspicuous underreporting of males – and especially adult males – that no doubt resulted from evasion of military service. The low number of persons per household (3.7, compared to the more typical range of 4.8–5.2) suggests that in this case many males eluded registration altogether.

Table 4.2 West Canton register of households and persons, 139 BCE





	Households
	1,196
	


	Newly added households
	70
	


	Terminated households
	35
	


	Net increase in households
	*45
	


	Adult males
	991
	Total males: 2,036


	Minor males
	1,045


	Adult females
	1,695
	Total females: 2,337


	Minor females
	642


	Newly added individuals
	86
	


	Terminated individuals
	43
	


	Net increase in individuals
	43
	


	Total individuals
	4,373
	Net increase in this year: 0.99%





* Clearly a calculation error has occurred; probably should read “35.”





Source: “Ernian Xixiang hukou bu 二年西鄉戶口簿,” cited in Yang Zhenhong 2010: 1.





A similar under-reporting of males appears in the household-level data from Changsha (Hunan) dating from the 230s CE, shortly after the fall of the Han dynasty. The Zoumalou cache of documents includes nearly 500 household registers from a single county within the territory of the Wu kingdom, which retained the Han fiscal system.46 Although the overall gender ratio (107 males to 100 females) matches the expected ratio for premodern populations, the number of females age 14 and below is only two-thirds that of males, while males age 20–59 (liable for military conscription) are only 88 percent the number of females (Table 4.3). In addition, nearly 10 percent of all persons – overwhelmingly (80 percent) males – were noted as suffering from physical infirmities, presumably ones that disqualified them from labor service.47 The Zoumalou registers also record improbably high numbers of persons age 60 and above. Nonetheless, the ability of the fledgling Wu kingdom to conduct household registration amid the chaos and civil wars of the Three Kingdoms era inspires confidence in the fiscal capabilities of the Han state.

Table 4.3 Population figures from Zoumalou (Changsha) registers, c. 235








	Age
	Males
	Females
	Gender ratio
	Total
	(a) % of total



	Under 6
	229
	182
	126:100
	411
	16.5


	7–14
	298
	170
	175:100
	468
	18.7


	15–19
	88
	83
	106:100
	171
	6.8


	20–29
	194
	212
	92:100
	406
	16.3


	30–39
	180
	229
	79:100
	409
	16.4


	40–49
	84
	110
	76:100
	194
	7.8


	50–59
	88
	81
	109:100
	169
	6.8


	60–69
	72
	83
	87:100
	155
	6.2


	70+
	57
	59
	97:100
	116
	4.6


	Total
	1,290
	1,209
	107:100
	2,499
	





Source: Yu Zhenbo 2004b: 123, tables 5.1, 5.2.





In the view of some demographic historians, however, the new evidence for Han population registration displays significant distortions that call into question the reliability of national population figures.48 Yet taken collectively the new data suggests that the Han registers provide accurate information on the numbers of households and persons, even though the ages of males and the elderly often were altered to evade military and labor service and to obtain the special honors granted to the aged. Correcting for these distortions, the age profile of the Han population is highly consistent with that of the still overwhelmingly agrarian society depicted in the first modern census conducted by the newly established People’s Republic of China in 1953 (Table 4.4).

Table 4.4 Age distributions in Han population registers(all figures are percentages)









	
	Nan 
(139 BCE)
	Donghai 
(13 BCE)
	Changsha 
(c. 235 CE)
	1953 Census



	6 and below
	
	18.8
	16.5
	20.6


	14 and below
	44.0*
	
	35.2
	36.3


	15–59
	(51.7)*
	
	54.0
	56.4


	60+
	2.14**
(4.3)
	
	10.8
	9.6


	60–70
	
	
	6.2
	7.3


	70+
	
	
	4.6
	2.3


	80+
	
	2.43
	
	0.34





* Nan figures only distinguish “minors” and “adults”; probably the “minor” category included males up to age 20, while the “adult” category included females age 15–20.



** Males only. (Figures in parentheses): estimates based on doubling the 60+ population figure for males.





Sources: Gao Dalun 1998: 115–17; Ge Jianxiong 2000: 234–35; Yu Zhenbo 2004b: 123–25; Yang Zhenhong 2010: 3–4.











Commerce, cities, and foreign trade

With the founding of the Qin and Han empires, the state’s demand for goods increased prodigiously. The Han central government included a large number of industrial agencies (of which the Shangfang Bureau was the most important) and also assigned local officials' responsibility for the manufacture or procurement of goods such as weapons, clothing and textiles, bronze wares, gold and other metals, ships, lacquer wares, mortuary goods, and a host of sundry artisanal products. The three state-run textile factories established at Linzi in Shandong each had several thousand artisans producing high-quality silks for the imperial household.49 The creation of the salt and iron monopolies further enhanced the powerful influence of the imperial state in production and exchange during the Western Han period. Government workshops relied heavily on conscript and convict laborers supervised by a few master craftsmen. In a diatribe of 44 BCE denouncing the spendthrift excesses of the imperial court, the statesman Gong Yu complained that the government employed more than 100,000 convict laborers in its workshops, mints, and mines.50

Nowhere was the intrusion of the state into the economy felt more strongly than in the iron industry.51 Iron manufacture had quickly reached a high level of technological sophistication in the late Warring States period, by which time cast iron was produced in blast furnaces. Han ironworks took two forms: blast furnaces used to smelt iron from ore, and foundries in which raw iron was either cast into tools and weapons in a cupola furnace or converted to wrought iron in a fining hearth, a process that resulted in stronger products. The establishment of the iron monopoly in 119 BCE led to a consolidation of the industry in state-run ironworks. The census of 2 CE lists forty-eight local iron monopoly offices, chiefly in Shandong, northern Jiangsu, along the Hebei–Shanxi border, and in southern Shanxi (see Map 3.2). Most of the state ironworks were located near cities rather than the mines, suggesting that control of production took priority over considerations of cost. The state probably recruited supervisors and master craftsmen from the ranks of formerly private merchants and artisans, but unskilled tasks were performed by convict laborers.

During the era of the iron monopoly, smaller bloomery furnaces – the only iron smelting technology available in Europe before the twelfth century – seem to have disappeared entirely. Even after the Eastern Han government rescinded the iron monopoly in 88 CE iron manufacture remained confined to large-scale blast furnaces and foundries. The blast furnace technology and the economies of scale achieved by the state ironworks in the Han apparently rendered the bloomery technology economically obsolete. When small-scale ironworks reappeared in China during the Song dynasty they were operated using small blast furnaces rather than bloomery techniques.

The Eastern Han government gravitated away from direct state supervision of craft manufacture to procurement of goods from private artisans and merchants, or simply collecting taxes from these groups in lieu of goods.52 One notable contribution of state workshops in the Han was the development, if not the invention, of papermaking. In 105 CE Cai Lun, the director of the Shangfang workshops, presented the emperor with fine paper made under his direction. Although Cai Lun’s product achieved great renown and was widely emulated, he appears to have refined papermaking techniques already in existence.53 Inscriptions on Han lacquer wares and bronze mirrors not only identify the artisan but in many cases claim that these pieces were made in imperial factories such as the Shangfang workshops, evidence of the cachet of the imperial trademark (often purloined by private manufacturers) in the marketplace.54

Despite the large role of the state in industrial production in the early Han period, private enterprise also flourished, especially under the laissez-faire policies of Emperor Wen. Sang Hongyang, himself born into a merchant family, lauded the entrepreneurial skills of merchants who “exercised their own intelligence in buying and selling, shipped goods to wherever they brought the greatest return, and profited from the differences in prices from one place to another.”55 The historian Sima Qian described private entrepreneurs in a wide range of industries, such as breweries, foodstuffs, leather and silk goods, dyeworks, lumberyards, potteries, bronze foundries, carriage-making, and lacquer wares. Some sense of the scale of commercial enterprises can be gleaned from Sima’s assertion that farmers, traders, and craftsmen who have capital of 10,000 coins can expect a return of 2,000 coins in profit in a year; likewise, merchants with capital of one million coins can make a profit of 200,000 coins annually, an amount “equivalent to the income of a hereditary nobility.” Speaking of the great tycoons of his day, Sima Qian singled out iron smelters and dealers in salt, fish, and other goods who accumulated fortunes amounting to 20 million or even 100 million coins.56 But these enormous sums still were dwarfed by the wealth of the great estate owners of the Eastern Han, whose assets were measured in billions of coins.57

The commercial enterprises celebrated by Sima Qian all seem to have been family businesses; there is scant evidence for business partnerships apart from the small peddling operation headed by Zhang Yan discussed in Chapter 3. Otherwise, references in Han texts to “pooling funds” are confined to cases of collective payments for boats and pack animals rather than sharing investment risk. However, a rare trove of legal documents concerning a commercial dispute in 27 CE suggests that agents were routinely employed in commercial dealings. A military officer stationed at the frontier garrison of Juyan, Master Li, engaged a professional commercial agent, Kou En, to transport and sell a consignment of 5,000 fish in Lude, a journey of ten-odd days. Li obtained grain and a pair of oxen supplied by two local civil officials to pay Kou’s expenses and salary; Kou was to receive one ox and 27 bushels of grain for his services. Li and Kou negotiated in advance that Li would receive a payment of 400,000 coins from the sale of the fish. However, the sale netted only 320,000 coins, even after Kou sold one of the oxen. Disgruntled, Li filed a legal suit demanding full payment of the agreed price as well as compensation for the sale of the ox. The judicial investigation revealed that Li had seized sundry goods, meat, and barley (valued at 24,600 coins in total) which Kou had brought back to Juyan; moreover Li had never paid Kou’s son (whom he hired to catch the fish) a hundred days’ wages valued at 80,000 coins. The dispute essentially hinged on whether Kou was merely a hired agent entitled to wages or an independent contractor who was obliged to deliver the payment stipulated in his agreement with Li. The investigating official deemed Li’s suit entirely without merit, and shortly afterward Li was removed from his post. It is not clear, however, whether the dismissal was based on legal principles or censure of Master Li’s unseemly conduct as a public official.58

The Kou En case and other Juyan documents reveal that frontier officials regularly engaged in trade on their private account. The nature of the partnership between Master Li and the two civil officials is unclear; the latter may have been coerced to assume some of the capital costs of the venture, rather than true partners. No doubt many purveyors preferred to engage commercial agents like Kou En – who was far from his home in Yingchuan, Henan – to undertake the transport and sale of their goods in distant markets. The practice of buying and selling on credit (known as shimai 貰買, 貰賣), with payment deferred on terms specified by contract, also frequently recurs in the Juyan documents.59

In the Kou En case, both Kou and his son tendered their services in return for wage payments, which was a common practice in Han times. Cui Shi also makes reference to a magistrate – “if he does not have a slave” – needing to hire a valet who is paid “a monthly wage of 1,000 coins, plus 500 coins for fodder and meat, and 500 coins for charcoal, salt, and vegetables” in addition to a grain ration.60 Like official salaries, wages typically were paid half in coin and half in grain. Most commonly hired labor was engaged by the day or month, but indentured labor (baoyi 保役) – terms of one to as many as fifteen years are mentioned – also was practiced. Although indentured labor often took the form of debt bondage, it did not lead to permanent servitude.61

Yamada Katsuyoshi argues that in the wake of the decline of large-scale state workshops in the Eastern Han, artisans gravitated toward the production of luxury goods for the magnate class. In his view, individual artisans became subject to a greater degree of personal subordination to their private patrons. But the evidence for this hypothesis is thin, and others question Yamada’s claims for the decline of commerce and handicraft industry in the Eastern Han.62 The dismantling of imperial workshops may well have diminished the role of women in industrial production, however. Although women comprised the great majority of the artisans in the state-run textile and lacquer workshops, they probably had fewer opportunities in private employment.63 The evidence for prices and wages, limited as it is, does not support Yamada’s argument for a decline in the economic position of hired laborers in the Eastern Han, however. Generally speaking, the normal range for grain prices in the Eastern Han (150–200 coins per hu) was roughly twice the range in the Western Han (80–110 coins per hu), while monthly wages appear to have risen at least three-fold.64 This apparent trend of increasing real wages has been cited as evidence for the higher economic and social status of wage laborers in the Eastern Han and the concomitant disappearance of slave labor.65

The practice of lending money at interest (using language derived from animals giving birth to offspring) is well attested for the Warring States period.66 No formal credit institutions existed during the Han dynasty, but frequent references to debts and the pervasive – if illegal – practice of debt bondage indicate that moneylending was a staple feature of the Han economy. The scholar Huan Tan (c. 43 BCE –28 CE), a sympathizer of Wang Mang’s reforms, bemoaned the debilitating effects of usury, writing that “the rich merchants of today dispose of great quantities of land and money in making loans. The sons and brothers of middling families undertake indentured labor on their behalf, hastening to and fro with the diligence of menial servants, collecting payments comparable to the income of a hereditary noble.”67 As the example of Wang Xiaoyuan cited above suggests, possessory loans (zhi 質) were a crucial means whereby magnates expanded their landholdings. Wang Mang’s reforms created a credit system under which the state offered interest-free loans for sacrificial rituals and funerals in addition to low-interest loans (3 percent per month, with a maximum of 10 percent per year) for poor farmers. Presumably these interest rates were modest compared to prevailing rates in the private market. Yet calculation problems in Han mathematics treatises also use monthly interest rates of 3 percent, at least for short-term (a month or less) loans.68

Utsunomiya Kiyoyoshi identified more than twenty major cities in the Western Han period with estimated populations in the range of 30,000 to 100,000 inhabitants (Map 4.2).69 Most of these cities were concentrated on the Central Plain; only two were located south of the Yangzi River. Following Qin precedents, the Han closely supervised urban marketplaces, which were placed under the supervision of a variety of government inspectors.70 The marketplaces were enclosed by walls and gates; all shops in a given trade were confined to the same street within the marketplace; and the officials signaled the opening and closing hours by striking a great drum mounted in their watchtower at the center of the marketplace (Figure 4.2). As noted in Chapter 3, the Han government compiled registries of merchants separate from ordinary commoners and prohibited them from owning land or holding office. Emperor Wu used these registers to impose special taxes on merchants and to conscript them into military service at frontier garrisons.

Map 4.2 Han commercial centers





Figure 4.2 Tomb relief from Chengdu. Late Han dynasty





It is difficult to determine to what extent such punitive measures, or the system of state regulation of marketplaces, stifled private commerce. Certainly the establishment of the salt and iron monopolies deprived merchants of the most lucrative sources of profit. Moreover, archaeological research indicates that many cities shrank in size and population over the course of the Han dynasty.71 There is also corresponding evidence for a ruralization of the Chinese population compared to earlier times, resulting in a substantial increase in the number of small village communities.72 The ultimate result of Wu’s fiscal policies, it has been suggested, was to cause capital and investment to drain away from commerce to agriculture.73 According to Yamada, declining mint output on top of Wu’s dirigiste interference disrupted private commerce and the circulation of coin even before Wang Mang’s catastrophic attempt to introduce a wholly new monetary system. The failure of Wang’s reforms led to the withdrawal of sound Wuzhu coin from circulation and the disappearance of the use of gold as money altogether. The proliferation of debased counterfeit coin and the shift toward taxes collected in commodities such as grain and silk in the Eastern Han period reflected an increasingly emaciated urban and commercial economy.74

Other scholars, however, have argued that the post-Emperor Wu era witnessed not a withering of the money economy, but rather a reorientation of commercial activity away from major urban centers to local markets.75 Wang Fu’s (c. 78–163) statement that “the empire encompasses a hundred commanderies, a thousand counties, and ten thousand markets and towns (shiyi 市邑)” often has been cited as evidence for the broad distribution of marketplaces across the countryside in the mid-Eastern Han era.76 Yet corroboration of this thesis remains elusive. We know little about the operation of local markets, but estate owners routinely engaged in handicraft production as well as marketing their agricultural surplus. Cui Shi, as we have seen, sold wine and cloth in addition to various foodstuffs, while Fan Zhong planted catalpa trees on his estate to supply the raw material for lacquer ware manufacture. Magnate landowners often wielded monopolistic control over local markets. Complaints of politically connected magnates “cornering the market” (guque 辜榷) by preventing the entry of competitors into local marketplaces were frequently aired beginning in the late first century BCE.77 The rise of great estates during the Eastern Han gave further impetus to this crucial shift in the locus of economic activity. Commerce remained a vital part of economic life, but goods circulated through local markets in the countryside rather than accumulating in urban emporia.

Few Chinese merchants ventured beyond the empire’s frontiers during the Han period. Despite the often-cited lament of Pliny the Elder (23–79 CE) about the debilitating drain of gold out of the Roman Empire to pay for imports of Chinese silk, the notion of a “silk road” in Han times is largely a myth. Although Roman merchants from Egypt and Syria sailed to India to obtain Chinese silks as well as cotton, spices, and gems, few if any Roman goods reached China in Han times. Imports to China chiefly consisted of exotic luxury goods from Western Asia and India such as coral, gemstones, pearls, and aromatics. Organized trading caravans appear to have emerged only in the third century CE, after the demise of the Han Empire. Tribute, plunder, and gift-giving rather than commerce accounted for most of the widespread distribution of Han goods such as silk yarn and cloth, lacquer wares, and bronze mirrors throughout Central Asia.78

The rise of pastoral nomadism in the steppe grasslands of Eastern Eurasia in the first millennium BCE transformed China’s northern frontier into more sharply differentiated ecological and economic zones. The steppe inhabitants largely abandoned sedentary life – perhaps because of an increasingly arid environment – in favor of reliance on animal husbandry to meet their needs for food, clothing, shelter, and fuel. The sixth–fourth centuries BCE witnessed the formation in eastern Eurasia of the classic steppe nomad culture in which warrior aristocracies achieved political supremacy. The spread of iron metallurgy enhanced the military power of the nomads, who subjugated settled populations along the northern frontier and organized themselves into confederations to conduct diplomatic and commercial intercourse with Chinese states.79 Archaeological remains of nomadic cultures in the Ordos region display a distinct shift by the late fourth century BCE: fewer weapons, more iron artifacts of all types, and hoards of gold, silver, and bronze wares that attest to the accumulation of treasure as a mark of elite status. Finds of bronze and gold belt buckles and other ornaments made in Qin workshops using animal designs borrowed from the pan-Eurasian nomad culture attest to the manufacture of goods specifically for trade with the nomadic peoples.80

From its inception the Han Empire was bedeviled by a powerful confederation of steppe nomads known as the Xiongnu.81 Xiongnu raids on Han territories commenced in the year of the dynasty’s founding, and from as early as 198 BCE the Han sought peace on the northern frontier by offering the Xiongnu gifts of silk and grain. Beginning in Emperor Wen’s reign, the Han inaugurated a system of tributary diplomacy under which it sent annual payments of millet, gold, and silk yarn and cloth to the Xiongnu in exchange for a cessation of raiding and nominal recognition of Han imperial sovereignty. The Han also established markets along the frontier where the Xiongnu could barter with Chinese merchants. The stigma of “buying peace” incited Emperor Wu to abrogate the truce with the Xiongnu in 133 BCE and embark on his campaigns of conquest in the “western regions.” Sang Hongyang envisioned that the imperial government would reap lucrative profits from foreign trade, but instead the enormous expenditures on distant garrisons and fortifications drained the Han treasuries. Wu’s successors reverted to the tributary system arrangement. Although the Xiongnu confederation split into two groups in the late first century BCE, the onerous burden of tribute payments on state finances persisted. In the late first century CE the cost of the tributary system reportedly consumed 7 percent of total government revenues.82

Trade conducted at the Chinese garrisons and frontier trading posts was largely limited to local exchange of staple goods. Significant long-distance exchange across Central Asia did not emerge until the second century CE, the heyday of the Kushan kingdom (c. 30–260 CE), centered in Afghanistan.83 The Kushan rulers, descended from nomad warriors, actively encouraged commerce. Kushan became the crossroads of trade routes that extended eastward to China and southward to India and across the Arabian Sea to the Roman world. The Kushan royal treasury at Begram contained imported bronzes, glass, and alabaster sculptures from the Roman Empire, Indian ivories, and Chinese lacquer wares.84 The Kushan also minted a prodigious amount of gold coin (the first gold coins in the Indic world, perhaps reminted from Roman ones), but merchants in Central Asia preferred Chinese silks rather than coin as their medium of exchange. No Kushan coins have been found in Han territories. The Han state shipped large quantities of coin to frontier regions to pay its soldiers, but these coins did not circulate beyond the garrison towns. As early as 30 CE the rulers of the oasis city-state of Khotan issued bronze coins that imitated Kushan currencies yet also bore inscriptions in Chinese designating their weight in Chinese units. Although these coins reveal that the Khotanese reckoned values both in terms of Kushan and Han coins, given their limited spatial range they do not seemed to have figured in long-distance trade.85







Economic retrenchment during the Period of Disunion

Imperial governance essentially collapsed after the outbreak of the Yellow Turban rebellion in 184. Although the Han dynasty lingered on, power devolved into the hands of the military leaders who raised personal armies to suppress the rebellion, chief among them the notorious Cao Cao. Following Cao Cao’s death in 220 his son Cao Pei declared the founding a new dynasty, Wei, to succeed the Han. His rivals immediately proclaimed their own independent regimes, Shu in the southwest and Wu in the southeast, ushering in the Three Kingdoms period.

The Jin dynasty, which supplanted the Wei in North China in 265 and reunified the country in 280, made an ambitious effort to reassert centralized control over the empire and its economy. But the Jin court was riven by internecine conflict and beset by hostile enemies among the steppe nomads on its northern frontier. In 311 nomad invaders sacked the Jin capital of Luoyang, forcing the court to flee to the southeast. In 317 the Jin court reestablished itself at Jiankang (modern Nanjing), on the south bank of the Yangzi River. For much of the fourth century North China remained a battleground ravaged by marauding armies, both Chinese and non-Chinese. Some measure of order was restored by the chieftains of a Xianbei confederation of nomad warriors, who established their Northern Wei kingdom in 386. By 439 the Northern Wei extended its rule over nearly all of North China. For nearly three centuries, however, China was split between a series of Chinese-ruled dynasties in the south and non-Chinese conquerors in the north.

The magnate families’ dominance over society and the economy intensified during these centuries. Local warlords and rich landowners formed private militias of military retainers (buqu 部曲) and constructed fortified villages to defend their property and dependents. Refugees displaced by war and independent farming families often pledged themselves as private clients (ke 客) of these local magnates and took refuge in their fortresses. As the threat of warfare receded, many of the military retainers became agricultural laborers. Private clientage essentially became a form of bondservitude. The clients paid half or more of their harvest to their lord, but contributed no taxes or labor service to the state.86

To shore up its base of support the Wei kingdom created a new institution for recruiting government officials, the Nine Ranks system, that granted the most powerful magnate families hereditary rights to office. Similar policies were adopted by successive dynasties in both the north and the south. The Nine Ranks system also divided the population into noble (shi 士) and commoner (shu 庶) households, laying the legal and institutional foundations for rigid social stratification. Shi families acquired a broad range of privileges, such as legal immunities and exemption from certain taxes and conscript labor, that defined them as a distinct aristocratic class. This aristocracy dominated social and economic life in both north and south throughout the Period of Disunion.

The social and political turmoil that ravaged China in the wake of the Yellow Turban rebellion radically altered the priorities of the warlords competing for the imperial mantle. Their main concern was not the concentration of landownership, but rather population losses and land abandonment. In 196, after civil wars had left the capital cities of Luoyang and Chang’an in ruins, Cao Cao set a puppet emperor on the Han throne while maneuvering to bolster his personal power. He assigned tracts of abandoned lands to both soldiers and civilian households, who in effect became tenants of Cao’s warlord regime. These agricultural colonies (tuntian 屯田) provided crucial revenues that enabled Cao to consolidate his control over North China. But after the founding of the Wei dynasty Cao’s successors routinely rewarded generals and officers with allotments of tuntian lands and the households that worked them, which in effect privatized these resources.87

Cao Cao also jettisoned the Qin-Han principle of uniform taxation of individuals in favor of graduated taxation based on household wealth. In so doing Cao completed a trend that had been long underway. From the Wang Mang era onward, the imperial state often resorted to irregular requisitions (diao 調) to raise funds for military campaigns. In contrast to the regular suanfu poll taxes paid in coin, these levies were assessed on households graded according to wealth and commonly paid in various types of fine cloth. Over the course of the Eastern Han such irregular levies became increasingly routinized. In 198 Cao made the diao assessment the centerpiece of his new “household levy” (hudiao 戶調) tax plan.88 Under the hudiao system households paid taxes in grain and cloth, but not in coin. Thus, in addition to shifting the basis of taxation from the individual to the household, the hudiao system also accelerated the retreat from the use of coin in state finance. Guangwu, the first Eastern Han emperor, had resumed minting Wuzhu coins, but coinage was largely relegated to local officials, and mint output soon faltered. Circulating coin was debased by clipping and counterfeiting. The trend toward state payments in high-value silks reflected the depreciating value of coin.89 The Wei kingdom and the succeeding Jin dynasty ceased coinage altogether, and bolts of silk cloth became the new monetary standard.

The ruler of the rival Wu kingdom, Sun Quan, preserved the Han suanfu taxes paid in coin, but Sun too utilized tuntian land allocations to resettle displaced populations and rebuild a firm revenue base for the state.90 Unlike Wei, however, the Wu state often placed tuntian lands under the jurisdiction of local civil administrators rather than the military. From the evidence of the Zoumalou manuscripts from the Changsha region (dating to the 230s), many of the households assigned tuntian lands were refugees, criminals, prisoners of war, government slaves, and indigents over whom the state wielded considerable coercive power. Indeed, these groups seem to have been forcibly settled on tuntian lands and compelled to pay a much higher land tax in grain than ordinary landowners. In contrast to Cao Cao’s regime, whose reforms were intended to simplify and reduce the taxes borne by farming families, the Wu state retained the onerous tax structure erected during the Eastern Han. In addition to the suanfu poll tax paid in coin, Wu officials collected land taxes in grain, cloth, and coin as well as a profusion of irregular diao levies.91

Upon formally superseding the Cao family’s Wei dynasty in 265, the Sima clan’s Jin government attempted to restore more uniform taxation while retaining the principles of Cao Cao’s hudiao system. The Jin eliminated the distinctions between tuntian and ordinary landholdings, placed both under the jurisdiction of the civil administration, and standardized land taxes and labor services.92 After conquering Wu and reestablishing a unified empire in 280, the Jin court conducted a census as a first step toward rebuilding the fiscal system. The census of 280 recorded only 2.46 million households, however, less than a quarter of the 10.68 million households registered in the last national Han census in 157. Population losses from a century of civil war certainly exacted an enormous toll. But the reduced figures also reflected the disappearance of much of the population into private clientage. The Nine Ranks system created by the Wei in 220 granted generous legal and economic privileges to aristocratic families, including exemptions from labor service. By submitting themselves to the lordship of aristocratic patrons, commoners sheltered themselves behind this barricade of privilege and vanished from the tax registers.

The Jin attempted to reverse this trend by introducing a new fiscal system (zhantian ketian 占田課田) that adjusted the rates for tax payments in grain and silk according to the household’s landholdings and the age and gender of its members. Inhabitants of distant areas and non-Chinese subjects were assessed taxes at lower rates. The new system did not allocate lands to farm families as often has been supposed, but rather imposed standardized tax rates based on the maximum amount of land that an able-bodied man was deemed capable of cultivating (50 mu).93 Its purpose, then, was to generate revenues more than to ensure the economic independence of cultivators. The Jin state did attempt to restrain the growth of latifundia by imposing quotas for private clients and landholdings, up to a maximum of fifty client households and 5,000 mu of land for the highest-ranking officials. The extent to which these policies were implemented remains unclear, but it is unlikely that they had much effect in curtailing private clientage. Under Jin rule, the hereditary privileges of aristocratic families mediated through the Nine Ranks system became more deeply entrenched.

The state’s ability to control land and resources diminished even further with the displacement of the population during the mass exodus to the south after 311. The Eastern Jin period (317–420) marked the zenith of the great clans’ supremacy. The Jin court at Jiankang accommodated the irredentist yearnings of refugees from the north (as well as their own) by creating “sojourner” (qiao 僑) jurisdictions in the south separate from the regular local governments as caretakers of the refugee population. In some cases these “sojourner” units provided lands for refugee families and fulfilled most of the functions of local government; but often they exercised merely nominal authority over widely scattered émigrés who were given provisional registration that entailed few or no obligations to the state. Jin officials periodically attempted to conduct “residence resolution” surveys (tuduan 土斷) to incorporate refugee households into the regular taxpaying population, but these efforts at best produced transient results.94 Only in 413, when the warlord Liu Yu took command of the enfeebled Jin state, was a forceful effort made to implement “residence resolution.” Liu abolished both separate registration for émigré households from the north as well as many of the sojourner jurisdictions. Liu also issued prohibitions against the illegal occupation of wilderness areas by magnate clans.95

In 420 Liu Yu ratified his seizure of power by declaring himself emperor of his own Song dynasty (420–479). Liu’s coup d’état marked a crucial turning point in the relationship between the southern dynasty courts and the magnate families. The emperors of the Song and succeeding dynasties maintained a firmer grip on the armed forces and recruited commoners (like Liu himself) as military commanders. But persistent rivalries among the generals undermined the central government’s authority and left it vulnerable to repeated military coups. Although stripped of their military and administrative powers, the magnate families continued to hold sway over local society and economic life.







Settlement and economic development in Jiangnan under the southern dynasties

Despite this political chaos, South China experienced a greater measure of economic prosperity than the north during the centuries of divided rule. The Jiangnan region, long a sparsely populated frontier, became the economic heartland of the southern dynasties. Much of Jiangnan consisted of low-lying swamps, but the region was ideally suited for rice cultivation. Aristocratic families who accompanied the Jin court to the south quickly laid claim to vast expanses of wilderness. Complaints denouncing the enclosure of uncultivated lands, traditionally regarded as communal resources, by private landowners were legion. Magnate estates typically ranged in size from several hundred to tens of thousands of mu, and the richest landowners were said to employ thousands of private clients to cultivate their holdings. In an essay addressed to his sons on the virtues of frugality, the scholar Yan Zhitui (531–91) counseled that a household of twenty persons should require no more than twenty servants and 10 qing (1,000 mu) of fine arable land for its upkeep.96 Yan’s figures undoubtedly defined the minimum threshold for the landed estates of magnate families.

Landed estates generally included scattered properties farmed by tenant households in addition to a large consolidated landholding around the owner’s manor (bieshu 別墅) worked by bondservants. Yet even the manorial lands appear to have been divided into separate plots worked by individuals or small teams of farmhands (including bondservants and indentured laborers) rather than under the direct supervision of the landowner. This pattern of small-scale cultivation was especially prevalent in the rice-growing regions of Jiangnan.97

As already noted, in the third century the Wu kingdom, imitating its Wei rival, had established civilian and military agricultural colonies both on the Jiangnan plain and throughout the Yangzi River valley. Following the move of the Jin court to Jiankang, however, most of these lands were seized by aristocratic landowners. During this period reclamation efforts largely were concentrated to the north and west of Lake Tai and along the southern shore of Hangzhou Bay. Reservoirs constructed on elevated ground provided irrigation for lower-lying rice fields. On the coastal plain of Shaoxing a dike had been constructed along the foothills in late Han times to capture the run-off from upland streams, forming a lake extending more than 50 kilometers from east to west. A series of sixty-nine sluice gates regulated the flow of water from the lake to the rice fields lying between the lake and the seacoast (Map 4.3). In the early fifth century these lands were regarded as unmatched in productivity and commanded high prices. Private estate owners in adjacent areas imitated this example, mobilizing their bondservants to build dikes and ponds to irrigate their lands.98

Map 4.3 Irrigation on the Shaoxing Plain in Han times



Source: Chen Qiaoyi 1962: 191, figure 3.



Although many émigré aristocrats from the north settled in the Shaoxing region, the indigenous magnate clans dominated the local economy.99 An earnest official appointed as a county magistrate in Shaoxing in the early Eastern Jin period exposed thousands of client households illegally hidden from tax registration by their magnate masters within two months of his arrival. But the elite families accused of tax evasion were deemed too eminent to suffer disgrace, and instead the magistrate was abruptly recalled.100 Typical of the Shaoxing magnates was Kong Yingfu (d. 465), whose estate was said to “measure 33 leagues around, encompassing 265 qing of land and water straddling two mountains, as well as nine fruit orchards.” Around 457 Kong proposed that the court resettle landless households from Shanyin, the metropolitan county of Shaoxing, on homesteads in less populated areas farther east, in modern Ningbo. Kong’s plan aroused a fierce storm of protest among court officials, who raised numerous objections: there was sufficient land in Shanyin for the indigent, if they were truly industrious; homesteading in virgin wilderness areas would pose even greater subsistence risks; the costs of relocation would far exceed the meager revenues that the government could expect from impoverished farmers working marginal lands. But fear of losing leverage over the local labor supply undoubtedly was at the heart of the matter. In the end, we are told, the Song emperor assented to Kong’s plan, which proved a success. But Kong made many enemies; shortly afterward he himself was accused of illegal enclosures and temporarily dismissed from the civil service.101

According to an investigation of 488, nearly half of Shanyin’s 20,000 taxable households possessed assets worth fewer than 3,000 coins. The same report charged that the truly affluent aristocrat households evaded taxes and labor service, while the poor and destitute had been reduced to servitude and vanished from the tax rolls. The household median of a mere 3,000 coins in assets suggests that small cultivators in Shaoxing were decidedly less well off than the “middling class” of the Han.102

In addition to its agricultural bounty, Shaoxing also flourished as a center of industry and commerce. Hundreds of pottery kiln sites dating from Warring States and Han times have been found in Shaoxing, and during the Southern Dynasties the Yue ceramics produced in this region achieved an unrivalled reputation for beauty and craftsmanship. During this period, too, Shaoxing emerged as the most important center for the manufacture of bronze wares, especially the bronze mirrors that since Han times had become a prized luxury good. The talents of Shaoxing’s bronze mirror artisans were in great demand, and some migrated to other parts of China or even to Japan – where Chinese mirrors were valued as the most politically potent of prestige goods – and established foundries there. Shaoxing also developed a thriving paper industry that used local mulberry wood and rattan as raw materials.103

Land reclamation and the development of irrigation dikes and ponds in the Yangzi Delta also created a network of waterways that facilitated transport and commerce throughout the region. A series of shipping canals connected major cities such as Yangzhou, Suzhou and Shaoxing with the capital at Jiankang. In the fifth–sixth centuries Jiankang became the hub of regional and international trade.

At its peak in the early sixth century Jiankang was said – undoubtedly with exaggeration – to number 280,000 households.104 Unlike the fortified cities of the north, at Jiankang only the imperial palaces were enclosed by walls, while the mansions of officials and aristocrats, marketplaces, artisan workshops, and the humble homes of the working population sprawled across the surrounding countryside. Jiankang reportedly had more than a dozen major marketplaces under official supervision, including markets for grain, salt, cloth, shellfish, and livestock, as well as over a hundred smaller markets. Despite the claim of a Tang historian, when commenting on the commercial prosperity of Jiankang at this time, that “the petty folk engaged in trade, while the gentlemen depended on their official salaries for income,” aristocratic families and imperial princes were deeply involved in commerce and moneylending.105 Magnate families often acted through agents recruited from among their clients rather than engaging directly in trade.

The growth of commerce was hampered by persistent shortages of money, however. The Three Kingdoms states issued only token amounts of new coin, and the Jin ceased coinage altogether. Under the hudiao system, the state collected revenues mainly in cloth and grain. But private commerce relied on coin rather than cloth as a means of exchange.106 The southern dynasties recommenced minting coin beginning with the Song in 430, but the demand for money far outstripped the supply of new coin, resulting in chronic shortages and the proliferation of privately cast coins. Archaeological evidence confirms that the vast majority of circulating coins were Han Wuzhu coins or – much more commonly – ersatz imitations of Wuzhu coins.107

The growth of commerce in Jiangnan under the southern dynasties altered the fiscal strategy of the state. Departing from the Jin zhantian ketian system, an attempt to revive the Han principle of taxing people, the Song court returned to taxation based on property (measured in arable lands, mulberry trees, and dwellings). Given their limited control over either land or people, however, the southern dynasties relied heavily on revenues from a variety of commercial taxes, including transit and sales taxes and excises imposed on shops and inns, collected in coin. In addition, the regular hudiao levies were increasingly paid in coin. According to a 476 report on tax arrears in the two largest provinces, approximately 38 percent (by value) of the delinquent payments were denominated in coin, in contrast to 47 percent in grain and 15 percent in cloth. In 479, the first year of the Qi dynasty (479–502), 69 percent of the revenues in three Middle Yangzi provinces was paid in coin, compared to 21 percent in grain and 10 percent in hemp cloth.108 In the 480s the Qi court formally codified the increasingly common practice of paying taxes in coin, stipulating that henceforth the property tax on households would be collected half in coin and half in cloth. A major motivation for this change was the sharp appreciation in the value of coin and falling prices for grain and hemp cloth, which eroded state revenues. In 488 the Qi government disbursed 50 million coins to purchase silks, hemp cloth, rice, beans, barley, and sesame in eleven provinces in an attempt to reverse this deflationary trend, which also adversely affected the incomes of farming families.109

The rulers of the Song and Qi dynasties had asserted greater personal control over state finances, but often abused these powers through profligate spending. The founder of the Liang dynasty (502–57), Emperor Wu (r. 502-49), instead opted to strengthen bureaucratic authority by establishing a new Grand Exchequer (Taifuqing 太府卿) with broad authority over fiscal and monetary matters, including the Privy Purse.110 Wu also was persuaded by arguments that taxation of household property discouraged investment in productive resources and reverted to the principle of taxing individuals at uniform rates. Still, the Liang state, like its predecessors, relied primarily on indirect taxation of commerce to raise revenues. Despite Wu’s intentions, however, his reforms proved unsuccessful in curbing private clientage, the entrenched disparities between rich and poor, or even lavish imperial expenditures.111 In the early decades of the Liang, privileged groups – the imperial clan, aristocrats, and high-ranking military officers – enjoyed a sumptuous lifestyle that in the eyes of contemporary critics exceeded all precedent. This “consumption boom,” as one historian has put it, was made possible by the vigor of the money economy.112

Among the southern dynasties, the Liang made the most concerted effort to reestablish a bronze coin monetary standard, but failed. Emperor Wu immediately began minting a new Wuzhu coin, as well as an official version of the so-called “distaff coins” (nüqian 女錢), the private coins in common use. But mint output fell far short of meeting market demand. After his effort to restore a sound bronze currency foundered, in 523 Wu reversed course and resorted to minting iron coins to resolve the chronic shortages of currency. The flood of iron coin sparked a financial panic and rampant price inflation. It became common practice to bundle coins into “strings” (guan 貫) nominally comprising 100 coins, but in fact containing only 70–90 coins, varying from region to region. By the end of the Liang dynasty these “short strings” contained a mere 35 coins; iron coins had become defunct, and people often made recourse to using grain and cloth as substitutes for coin.113

It has been argued that the commercial efflorescence of the Liang actually undermined the economic foundations of the magnate class. Aristocrats forsook their rural villas for the cultural glamor and luxurious pleasures of the capital, living off official stipends while neglecting stewardship of their landed estates. The monetary turmoil resulting from the issue of iron coins further depressed agricultural incomes while also eroding the value of government salaries, paid mostly in coin. This hypothesis remains speculative, however. What is more certain is that the mortal blow to the preeminence of the great aristocratic clans was struck by the Hou Jing rebellion of 548–52. The rebellion severely weakened the Liang dynasty (which collapsed five years later), left Jiankang in ruins, devastated family fortunes, and drove the scions of august lineages into ignominious refuge in distant regions, or even into exile in the north. The rulers of the Chen dynasty (557–89) that succeeded the Liang eagerly welcomed the surviving remnants of the great clans, but only to swathe their court in an aura of nostalgic grace. Genuine power was entrusted to low-born officials and generals.114







Conclusion

Following the long and tumultuous reign of the Han emperor Wu, the Qin-Han imperial order steadily eroded. Ironically, privileges granted by the state to its officials became the foundation of the new manorial order that concentrated wealth and power in the hands of magnate landowners. This privatization of power intensified in the final decades of the Eastern Han, and especially during the ensuing Period of Disunion. Magnates assumed leadership of local communities and responsibility for public security and social welfare. The rise of the manorial economy was accompanied by a shift in population and economic activity from the cities to the countryside, a trend perhaps encouraged by the Han state’s punitive measures aimed at wealthy merchants. But the retreat from state regulation of commerce in the Eastern Han allowed greater scope for local magnates to flex their muscles in the marketplace. Economic domination by the magnate clans reached its peak in the century after the sack of Luoyang in 311 and the flight of the Jin court to Jiangnan.

As the Zoumalou manuscripts show, to the very end of the Han the imperial state retained substantial capability to extend its reach into local society. But the Zoumalou population registers also reveal concerted resistance to the state’s demands, especially military conscription. In the post-Han era rulers repeatedly attempted to reestablish a stable revenue base – —through the tuntian farmer-soldier colonies created by Cao Cao and the rulers of the Three Kingdoms; the zhantian ketian taxation system of the Jin; and the fiscal reforms enacted by the founder of Liang in the early sixth century. But these efforts failed to loosen the magnates’ control over land and labor, and often were subverted by the rulers’ own self-enrichment.

Already in the Eastern Han deepening economic inequality forced the state to retreat from the principle of uniform taxation of all subjects. Instead, beleaguered officials adopted new expedients to base taxation on the actual wealth of households. In addition, the collection of revenues in coin was gradually replaced by payments in cloth and grain. But this shift to in-kind taxation did not portend the disappearance of the money economy, as often has been supposed. Coin was indispensable to private trade, and the demand for money intensified with the growing prosperity of the southern dynasties in the fifth and sixth centuries.

This renewed economic vigor resulted from the rise of the Jiangnan region as the heartland of the southern regimes. Few of the benefits of this resurgence accrued to the state, however. Magnate landowners spearheaded the development of rice agriculture in the south, laying claim to wilderness lands and mobilizing the labor needed to bring them under cultivation. Private clientage remained the mainstay of the manorial order that flourished under the southern dynasties.

Commercial vitality enabled the southern courts once again to collect a significant share of taxes in coin. But the renewed importance of coin in state finances should not be taken as a sign of a sturdy fiscal system. Instead, it reflected the desperate straits of regimes beset by soaring military costs in the face of mounting pressure from the powerful Northern Wei state in the north.115 The census conducted by the Song in 464 counted only 907,000 households and fewer than five million people (less than half the population for South China in the Han census of 140 CE), a telling indication of the state’s feeble control over labor and resources.116 Instead, it was the foreign-ruled Northern Wei state that would develop the new institutions to build the formidable military machine that made possible the reunification of China in the late sixth century.
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5 The Chinese-nomad synthesis and the reunification of the empire (485 to 755)



During the Period of Disunion the economies of North and South China diverged in crucial ways. The devastation inflicted by repeated nomad invasions gravely disrupted agricultural production and commerce in North China. This anarchic warfare finally came to a halt after Tuoba Gui, a chief of the Xianbei steppe nomads, conquered much of the Central Plain in 398 and laid the foundations for the Northern Wei dynasty (386–534). Under Northern Wei dominion North China enjoyed a degree of political stability that eluded the more transitory Chinese-ruled dynasties in the south. Eventually the Northern Wei leaders turned away from the political and cultural traditions of the steppe and sought to refashion their state in the image of a Chinese empire. In so doing the Northern Wei promoted a synthesis of Chinese and nomadic institutions based on bureaucratic rule and a caste-like social order of hereditary occupational statuses that succeeded, at least in the short run, in reviving agricultural production. The political economy of the Northern Wei in its mature phase (after 485) recapitulated the military-physiocratic principles of the first empires: like the Qin–early Han rulers, the Northern Wei leaders sought to magnify the state’s military might through equitable allocation of lands, uniform taxation in goods and labor, and universal military conscription. In contrast to the south, however, commercial development was muted and monetary circulation remained feeble.

The Northern Wei also fostered the formation of a hybrid Xianbei-Chinese ruling class through intermarriage between the Xianbei nobility and the leading Chinese aristocratic clans. Although a few favored Chinese clans were admitted to this ruling elite, in general the social power of Chinese local magnates in the north atrophied over the course of the Northern Wei dynasty. Xianbei military domination and the equal-field landholding system inaugurated by the Northern Wei did not deprive local magnates of their privileges or wealth, but they bolstered the state’s control over the common people.1 The institutional infrastructure erected by the Northern Wei state survived the fall of the dynasty in 534 and its division into rival regimes. The success of Yang Jian, founder of the Sui dynasty (581–618), in reinstating unified imperial rule over both North and South China in 589 can be attributed in no small degree to the political and institutional achievements of the Northern Wei.

At the same time the founders of the Sui and Tang (618–907) dynasties looked back to the great empire of Han as their political model. They restored centralized bureaucratic government, rule by codified law, and Confucian schooling, ritual practices, and moral norms. Yet they also embraced the multiethnic society and cosmopolitan culture of North China – including the Buddhist faith, which became deeply implanted in both north and south during the Period of Disunion. Indeed, Yang Jian, a fervent Buddhist, promoted Buddhism rather than Confucianism as the common core of beliefs, values, and social practices that would inspire unity among the disparate peoples gathered under his dominion. The Sui and Tang rulers envisaged an even more grand universal empire than had the Han emperors centuries before, one that far exceeded the horizons of the Zhou ecumene to encompass the world of the steppe nomads and beyond. The Tang rulers enhanced their supreme dignity as emperors by also laying claim to the title of khan (“lord of the steppe” in the Turkish language). Yang Jian and Wu Zetian, the woman monarch who briefly supplanted the Tang dynasty in the late seventh century, consciously emulated the “wheel-turning kings” (çakravartin) of Buddhist lore, fighting righteous wars to propagate the true faith – not unlike the Roman Christian emperors of Byzantium and the Franks, or the Islamic caliphs. Aggressive imperial expansion ultimately would cause the downfall of both the Sui and Tang empires. Yet the might and wealth of the Sui-Tang empires at their peak deeply impressed China’s neighbors. Japan, the Korean states, and even (briefly) Tibet imitated the Sui-Tang imperial model, and to a greater or lesser degree adopted the Chinese written language, Sui-Tang political institutions and laws, Confucian ideology, and the Buddhist religion. It was during this era that East Asia – a community of independent national states sharing a common civilization – took shape in forms that have endured down to modern times.2

Despite its apparent supremacy within East Asia, the Tang state was bedeviled by institutional rigidities that diminished its fiscal and logistical capabilities. The equal-field system of the Northern Wei was premised on a static and uniform society of smallholding farmers insulated from the vicissitudes of the market. Imposing the equal-field system on South China, with its large disparities in wealth and landholdings and burgeoning commercial sector, proved impossible. Population pressure and growing inequities in the burden of taxes created a large, rootless class of landless “vagrants” who evaded the net of state surveillance and control. The Tang fiscal administration relied heavily on in-kind direct taxation and made little effort to capture revenues from commerce and industry. Unable to issue an adequate supply of bronze coin, the Tang state was forced to create an immense and costly transport network to collect and deliver grain and cloth revenues. Ultimately, the catastrophic An Lushan rebellion in the mid-eighth century spelled the doom of the institutional heritage of the Northern Wei and compelled the Tang leadership to construct a wholly new paradigm of fiscal governance.





Recovery and stabilization under the Northern Wei

The consolidation of Northern Wei rule over North China restored some measure of order in the Chinese heartland, although the Xianbei monarchs relied on military clientage rather than a civil bureaucracy to govern local society. Tuoba Gui’s (Emperor Daowu, r. 386–409) singular achievement was to sever the nomad warriors under his command from their tribal allegiances and transform them into a hereditary military caste loyal to the Northern Wei regime.3 During the first century of their rule the Xianbei dynasts lived in an uneasy condominium with the native Chinese aristocracy. The Xianbei entrusted leading aristocratic families with broad discretion to exercise both civil and military authority within their home jurisdictions. In 398, Daowu forcibly relocated a mixed population of 360,000 from the Central Plain as well as 100,000 skilled artisans to the environs of his new capital at Pingcheng, in the grasslands just within the Great Wall, to feed the capital’s inhabitants and supply the Xianbei court.4 Tensions periodically erupted into overt hostility when the interests of Xianbei herdsmen and Chinese farmers collided. By the mid-fifth century the population of the Central Plain had recovered to the extent that pressure on the land started to intensify. At the same time the Northern Wei rulers began to recruit leading figures among the Chinese aristocracy into their government, much to the dismay of the Xianbei nobility (Map 5.1).

Map 5.1 Expansion of the Northern Wei state





As the Han dynasty disintegrated, and especially after the sack of Luoyang in 311, local magnates had taken responsibility for the defense and welfare of local communities. Many people sought refuge in the fortified settlements (wubao 塢堡) raised by the magnates, rendering service as armed retainers (buqu 部曲). Leagues of fortresses formed under the leadership of paramount commanders, who sometimes sealed their alliances through formal oaths and covenants. When hostilities ceased, the retainers remained in thrall to the local magnates, to whom they owed fealty and tribute. Membership in the local village community (cun 村, a neologism coined at this time) superseded imperial subjecthood.5 The forces mobilized by these local magnates typically included both kinsmen and private clients or bondsmen unrelated by blood. Although the precise nature of kinship organization at this time remains uncertain, there is little doubt that the power of local magnates rested heavily on clan loyalties. For example, Li Xianfu, a junior member of the eminent Zhaojun Li clan, was said to have mobilized several thousand of his kinsmen to settle in the foothills of the Taihang Mountains in southwestern Hebei, where they brought “fifty or sixty square leagues” under cultivation. Despite Li Xianfu’s modest position in the clan hierarchy – his elder brother had inherited their father’s rank and office – the settlers recognized him as their “clan chief” (zongzhu 宗主).6

Initially, the Xianbei rulers of the Northern Wei depended on entrenched magnates like Li Xianfu to maintain order at local level. Many local magnate leaders were formally appointed as governors of their native regions. Thus Northern Wei patronage both strengthened solidarity within magnate clans and deepened their control over local society, especially in Hebei and Shanxi.7 But this arrangement left the Northern Wei state unable to raise revenues and soldiers, needs that became increasingly urgent after the seizure of Shandong and Huaibei from the Song in the 460s. In keeping with nomad traditions, in the wake of their conquests the Xianbei liberally awarded large numbers of war captives as bondservants (designated as tongli 僮隸 or lihu 隸戶) to meritorious generals, officials, and nobles. Under Northern Wei rule, such menial persons comprised a substantial portion of the agricultural labor force to a far greater degree than in the past.8 The Northern Wei also imposed hereditary menial status on war captives with specialized skills who were pressed into service to the state as clerks, entertainers, salt makers, weavers, and other artisans, collectively known as “miscellaneous (service) households” (zahu 雜戶).9 Magnate families also harbored craftsmen and entertainers as private clients. Since much of the population was subsumed under the households of Chinese aristocrats and Xianbei nobles, the burdens of corvée labor fell on a relatively small number of independent farmers. Moreover, in 473 the Northern Wei reintroduced military conscription of its Chinese subjects to supplement its Xianbei warriors, now thinly stretched over a vast territory. But these impositions also encouraged smallholder farmers to evade them by becoming private clients of privileged magnates.10

It was against this background that the Northern Wei court, under the autocratic rule of the Empress Dowager Wenming (438–90), undertook a series of bold initiatives aimed at remaking the Northern Wei into a centralized bureaucratic empire in the Chinese mold.11 Acting in the name of her grandson Emperor Xiaowen (r. 471–99) – who continued her policies after her death – Wenming sought to create a unified ruling class by encouraging intermarriage between the Xianbei nobility and select Chinese aristocratic clans. She also encouraged the Xianbei to adopt Chinese language, dress, and customs. In 493 Xiaowen moved the Northern Wei capital from Pingcheng to the traditional Chinese capital of Luoyang in the Central Plain. More than a symbolic gesture, the relocation of the capital epitomized a reinforced commitment to building a settled agrarian empire.

While Wenming wooed Chinese aristocrats to participate actively in the Northern Wei government, she also was determined to solidify the fiscal foundations of the state. In 485 the court introduced a new land allocation policy known as the equal-field (juntian 均田) system.12 Over the next few years the new policy underwent various adjustments; most importantly, it was coupled to efforts to compile accurate population registers and to integrate village society into the state administration through what became known as the “Three Elders” (sanzhang 三長) system. The 485 land law also was accompanied by a revised tax code – one still based on the hudiao system of Wei and Jin – in which the amounts of grain, cloth, and labor service owed to the state were directly proportional to the land allocation the household received. In addition, the state reserved one-tenth of the land to found new garrison colonies (tuntian).

The regulations governing the equal-field allocations preserved in the historical records most likely were issued in 492 (Table 5.1).13 Each household was entitled to lands in proportion to its labor power, divided into two types of tenure based on land use: (1) arable land for cereal cultivation and (2) lands to support textile production, which would take one of two forms: “mulberry lands” in silk-producing areas and “hemp lands” in regions where sericulture was infeasible. The state assigned 40 mu of arable land and either 10 or 20 mu (depending on the crop) to support textile production for each adult male in the household, and half those amounts for adult females. Households possessing slaves and plow oxen were entitled to substantially larger allocations. The arable land allocations would be doubled or tripled in areas where the land was less fertile or the population sparse. In principle, the arable lands and hemp lands reverted to the state for reallocation upon the death of the householder; mulberry lands, however, were granted in perpetuity and passed on to the householder’s heirs because of the long-term investment and care mulberry orchards required. Sale of these land grants was forbidden, although subleasing was permitted under some circumstances. Land allocations would be adjusted annually to account for changes in the composition of the household and its number of oxen.

Table 5.1 Land allocations under the Northern Wei equal-field system








	
	
	Free subjects
(liangmin 良民)
	Slaves*
(nubi 奴婢)
	Oxen**


	Land type
	Adult males
	Adult females
	
	



	Arable land (lutian 露田)
	Standard allocation (zhengtian 正田)
	40 mu
	20 mu
	Same as free subjects
	30 mu


	Supplemental allocation (beitian 倍田)
	40 mu
	20 mu
	30 mu


	Mulberry fields (sangtian 桑田)
	20 mu
	
	


	Hemp fields (matian 麻田)
	10 mu
	5 mu


	Dwelling allocation
	1 mu per 3 persons
	
	1 mu per 5 persons
	





* Unlimited.



** Up to four oxen.





Source: WS 110: 2853–54; adapted from Hori 1975: 167, table 1.





The equal-field system was part of broad-based effort to curtail private clientage and restore the state’s authority and control over the populace. In the course of refining its equal-field policies, the Northern Wei delineated a strict legal distinction between “free subjects” (liangren 良人, literally “good people”) and persons of menial status (jianren 賤人), a category restricted to slaves (nubi) and convicts (along with family members of convicts who were impressed into menial service to the state). By this definition, private clients and even “miscellaneous service households” were deemed free subjects eligible for equal-field allocations. Over the next several decades the Northern Wei enacted a series of laws intended to delimit the category of menial persons and wrest control of private clients from the grasp of magnate landowners.14

Although the equal-field system was reminiscent of the egalitarian division of lands envisioned in Mencius’s “well-field” system, its immediate goals were more practical: to maximize the amount of land under cultivation and ensure a stable revenue base for the state. The allocation of lands based on the labor power of the household rather than its consumption needs served more to secure revenues than to guarantee a minimum level of subsistence. The land grants for mulberry and hemp cultivation were premised on the substantial tax obligations that households paid in the forms of cloth and yarn. Ultimately, the equal-field policy had multiple objectives: increasing the amount of land under cultivation; curbing tax evasion and restoring private clients to the tax rolls, especially for the purpose of military conscription; raising revenues that would enable the state to begin to pay regular salaries to its officials; and accumulating grain stores at the local level for famine relief, a priority that took on special urgency after a catastrophic famine in 487–88. But the policy stopped well short of ushering in radical changes in landholding, or creating universal state ownership of land such as Wang Mang had envisioned.15 Although the aggressive attempts to rectify the household and land registers reasserted the state’s control over small cultivators, the generous allocations granted to owners of slaves and oxen left large landholdings intact. Indeed, the equal-field policy may well have prompted magnates to replace private clients – free subjects entitled to equal-field allocations – with slaves as their agricultural labor force.

The equal-field system obviously posed a direct challenge to the great landowners. Although the land allocations were supposed to be administered through the new network of village officials created by the Three Elders system, implementation of these policies ultimately depended on the cooperation of the aristocrats who dominated the state bureaucracy. It is unlikely, therefore, that the 485 land law encroached on the existing landholdings of powerful aristocratic families. Instead, the lands allocated under the equal-field system probably consisted of abandoned fields or uncultivated wilderness. Land allocations most likely were carried out in less populated areas where land remained relatively abundant.

The only direct evidence for the operation of the equal-field system comes from land and household registers compiled at the frontier garrison town of Dunhuang in 547, during the Western Wei dynasty.16 These documents depict the equal-field system functioning according to its original design, with lands regularly repossessed from deceased householders and redistributed to new ones. But these registers also reveal significant deviations from the statutory allocations: most households received half or less of the amount of land to which they were entitled. These shortfalls are not surprising, however, given that Dunhuang was an oasis town with limited arable land. The deficits were confined almost entirely to the allotments for grain cultivation, the portion which reverted to the state upon death; in contrast, Dunhuang’s inhabitants received nearly all of the statutory allocations of hemp lands to which the household obtained permanent allodial rights and could transmit to heirs (Table 5.2). It seems likely that local officials intended to provide full allotments of arable lands eventually; but the priority on providing hemp lands testifies to the importance of cloth – and the labor of the women who manufactured it – to the state’s fiscal system.17 Households with greater labor power received larger portions of their arable land entitlements, confirming that the goal of maximizing utilization of land and labor took precedence over equalizing landownership. Nonetheless, the award of full (but far smaller) allocations to elderly, lame, or minor males reflected a concern for providing a minimal level of subsistence.

Table 5.2 Register of equal-field land allocations in Dunhuang, 547











	
	
	
	
	Land allocations
(in mu)


	
	Number of households
	Individuals
	Oxen
	
	Quota 應受田
	Actually received 已受田
	Total
	Per household



	Full allocation 足
	6
	6 lame, aged,
or minor M
	1
	Arable lands 正田
Hemp lands 麻田
Dwelling 宅園
	80
30
6
	80
30
6
	116
	19.3


	Three-quarters allocation 三分未足
	6
	11 adult M
9 adult F
	3
	Arable lands
Hemp lands
Dwelling/garden

	370
155
6
	244
135
6
	531
	88.5


	Half allocation 二分未足
	13
	18 adult M
1 lame/aged M
15 adult F
1 slave F
	2
	Arable lands
Hemp lands
Dwelling/garden
	570
265
13
	170
250
13
	848
	65.2


	One-quarter allocation 一分未足
	7
	8 adult M
8 adult F
	0
	Arable lands
Hemp lands
Dwelling/garden
	220
110
7
	–
–
7
	?
	?


	No allocation 無田
	1
	1 aged F
	0
	Arable lands
Hemp lands
Dwelling/garden

	10
5
0
	0
0
0
	0
	0


	Total
	33
	37 adult M
30 adult F
7 lame, aged,
etc. M
1 slave F
1 aged F
	6
	Arable lands
Hemp lands
Dwelling/garden
	1,250
565
32
	500+
415+
32
	947+
	





Source: British Library manuscripts, Stein no. 613; reproduced in Ikeda 1979: 44.





The successful implementation of the land allocation and repossession policies in a distant region far from the capital suggests that the Northern Wei largely succeeded in instituting the equal-field system throughout its domains. We must keep in mind, however, that Dunhuang was a key military garrison, and military conscription was an especially crucial component of the equal-field system there. It is likely that the Northern Wei and its successors diligently monitored the operation of the equal-field policy in such areas.

The adoption of the equal-field system was part of a concerted effort by Empress Dowager Wenming and her advisors not only to stabilize state revenues but also to assert greater central control over them. The census and cadastral surveys carried out to establish the Three Elders system of village administration were said to have doubled the registered population to more than 5 million households.18 Based on this population estimate, Watanabe Shinichirō has proposed the reconstruction of the Northern Wei’s revenues and expenditures shown in Table 5.3. Information on expenditures is limited to disbursements of the regular diao cloth revenues, but is still useful for showing how those revenues were shared among different levels of the fiscal administration. A budget plan adopted in 488 apportioned state expenses as follows:19

	Central government
	39%


	Local governments
	20%


	Official salaries (central and local)
	30%


	Famine relief reserves
	11%







To the best of our knowledge, this scheme marked the first time that the imperial government established fixed budget allocations for local government and famine relief expenses. In the Han, local governments had to make do with whatever funds remained after they forwarded their revenue quotas to the central government. Although local officials now retained a fixed proportion of the revenues they collected, expenditure of those resources still required authorization by central government officials.

Table 5.3 Estimated state revenues and expenditures in the Northern Wei






	Revenues
	(a) Expenditures



	(1) Regular levies 常調,五調
	
	(1) Central government
	1.75 million bolts


	     (a) Grain 粟調
	9 million bushels
	     (a) Military
	


	     (b) Silk and hemp cloth 絹布調
	4.5 million bolts
	     (b) Ritual and ceremonies
	


	     (c) Yarn 綿麻調
	36 million ounces
	     (c) Palace expenses
	


	(2) Irregular levies 雜調
	?
	     (d) Gifts and awards
	


	(3) Military levy 兵調 (silk)
	4.5 million bolts
	     (e) Salaries and stipends
	


	(4) Tuntian revenue 屯田 (grain)
	30 million bushels
	     (f) Reserves
	


	(5) Clerical grain subsidy 僧祗粟
	?
	(2) Official salaries
	1.05 million bolts


	(6) Salt excises 鹽稅
	300,000 bolts
	(3) Local government
	700,000 bolts


	(7) Commercial taxes 市稅
	?
	(4) Reserves (local)
	1 million bolts


	(8) Rent on state lands
	?
	
	





Source: Watanabe 2010: 298, table 13.





As can readily be seen in Table 5.3, the Northern Wei collected revenues only in grain and cloth. In marked contrast to the southern dynasties, which shifted to raising substantial revenues in bronze coin precisely at this time, coin played no part in the Northern Wei fiscal administration. The Northern Wei did begin to mint its own version of the Wuzhu coin in 495, but circulation of this new coin remained confined to the environs of Luoyang. In outlying areas local trade was conducted using old Han coins and sundry coins issued by southern dynasties. The government converted a portion of official salaries denominated in cloth to coin payments, but its efforts to legislate minimum standards for coin and fixed exchange ratios between cloth and coin were stillborn.20

Military conscription, of course, was integral to the equal-field system. The Three Elders administrative system grouped males liable for military service into units of fifteen men who served one-year terms of active duty in rotation (i.e., once every fifteen years). According to the Dunhuang register of 547, this rotation had accelerated to once every six years. In contrast, the households assigned to the tuntian agricultural colonies – reportedly 10 percent of the population – shouldered an onerous tax assessed in grain, but they were exempt from military service as well as all regular and irregular levies. The state thus relied on the equal-field system to recruit soldiers and laborers, while depending on the tuntian colonies – located near military camps – to supply food for the army.

The deliberate sinification of Northern Wei government and society pursued by Empress Dowager Wenming and Emperor Xiaowen bred discontent among the Xianbei tribal garrisons based in the steppe, who clung to their pastoral warrior traditions. In 523 the steppe garrisons revolted. The ensuing civil war led to the collapse of the Northern Wei dynasty in 534 and the division of North China between two rival successors, the Eastern Wei and Western Wei dynasties. In the 550s each of these regimes was supplanted by new dynastic houses: the Northern Qi (550–77) in the east, and the Northern Zhou (557–81) in the west. The western regimes ruled over less populous and less productive territories inhabited by a heterogeneous mix of Xianbei and Tibetan nomads and Chinese farmers. The eastern regimes, based in the Central Plain, had greater resources at their disposal, but in this region the great aristocratic clans held sway, eclipsing the more diffuse stratum of local magnates. The successor states in both east and west retained the government institutions of the Northern Wei, but adapted them in different ways.

In the Central Plain, especially in Hebei and Henan, the Chinese aristocratic clans reached the apogee of their power in the decades after the fall of the Northern Wei. Song Xiaoyou, once a Qi fiscal official himself, harshly condemned the subversion of the land laws under the negligent stewardship of the Northern Qi: when the state opened lands for settlement, “by petition or lease the powerful magnates gained all of the fertile and well-watered lands, while the common folk were left without even a scrap of hillside.” Public lands around the capital of Ye were distributed as gifts to the Xianbei nobility, Su further complained, and lands allocated to defray the expenses of officials became their personal property.21 The land laws enacted by the Northern Qi in 564 made a half-hearted gesture toward reform, but in fact ratified the privileged entitlements enjoyed by officialdom and the nobility. Land allocations for slaves were limited for the first time, yet at such generous levels – from 60 to 300 slaves, depending on the official’s rank – that they abetted rather than constrained rampant aggrandizement. The new laws raised the tax liabilities for slaves, but only to a level half that of free subjects. For the first time the allocations for mulberry orchards were explicitly designated the “hereditary property” (yongye 永業) of the recipients. Above all, officials blithely allowed debt-ridden famers to sell off their land grants, hastening their descent into poverty.22 As a result the Northern Qi condoned legally sanctioned inequities in landownership based on official status. These disparities would persist in the equal-field policies of the Sui and Tang empires.

In 542, Yuwen Tai, the de facto leader of the Western Wei, lost most of his army in a disastrous campaign against the Eastern Wei, forcing him to turn to the local militias controlled by powerful magnates to shore up his military strength. Over the next decade Yuwen Tai also gradually built up a new military organization known as the fubing 府兵 or “garrison militias” into a professional soldiery.23 Although local leadership of the fubing units often was hereditary, over time the allegiance of the soldiers to their commanders weakened and the militias came under direct central control. Yuwen Tai also revived the equal-field system as a means of conscripting soldiers to supplement the fubing militias. Groups of six families rotated the duty of providing one conscript for a year-long tour of military service; the other five families supplied the person on active duty with food, weapons, clothing, and a horse.24 The Dunhuang household register from 547 demonstrates that this system was operating effectively only three years after the Western Wei regained control of the Dunhuang region.25

After Yuwen Tai’s death in 556 his kinsmen formally set aside the Western Wei and established their own Northern Zhou dynasty. By that time their armies had gained the upper hand against their rivals in the east. Although the Xianbei rulers of the Northern Zhou were closely allied to – and intermarried with – the Chinese aristocratic clans of Guanzhong, they took more forceful steps to use the equal-field system to support smallholder farmers. They eliminated land allocations based on possession of slaves and oxen and reduced the obligation for military service to once every twelve years. In contrast to the Northern Qi, the Northern Zhou land laws favored smallholder families rather than the office-holding class.26

Over time the fubing militias were transformed into a hereditary military caste (junren 軍人) that grew dramatically as greater numbers of Chinese were recruited into its ranks. The fubing soldiers were transferred from the civil registration system to military registers and directly subordinated to the authority of the central government. It seems likely that the Chinese fubing soldiers – but probably not the Xianbei units – also were expected to be part-time farmers and provide for their own subsistence. Although organized on different principles, the fubing militias bore some resemblance to the tuntian military-agricultural colonies pioneered by Cao Cao. Both systems were designed to reduce direct government expenditures on the military by making the fighting forces self-sufficient. Under the Northern Zhou dynasty, the ranks of fubing soldiers swelled to 200,000 men. When Yang Jian, a general descended from the hybrid Chinese-Xianbei aristocracy fostered by Empress Wenming, deposed the Northern Zhou child-emperor (his own grandson) in 581, he had at his disposal a formidable army that soon enabled him to reunify China under a single monarch.







State-building in the reunified empire: Sui and Tang

After his coup-d’état in 581, Yang Jian declared the establishment of his own Sui dynasty. Less than a decade later, in 589, Yang (Emperor Wen, r. 581–604) succeeded in conquering the south and reestablishing unified rule over the Chinese world. Wen undertook an aggressive program of institutional reform and state-building in order to concentrate political power in his own hands. At the same time he retained many of the basic institutions inherited from the northern dynasties, including the equal-field system of landownership and the fubing militias. But in a striking parallel to the first empire of Qin, the Sui regime collapsed during the reign of its second emperor. In 618 the Sui was supplanted by a new dynasty, Tang. The Tang imperial family, too, was descended from the old Chinese-Xianbei aristocracy of North China, and like the Sui perpetuated the political style of the northern dynasties.

The Sui faced formidable problems in restoring a unified empire in the mold of the Qin and Han. In contrast to Qin-Han times, China now was a multiethnic and multicultural society, and Confucian traditions had receded with the rise of Buddhism as the dominant religion. Regional diversity had intensified during nearly three centuries of political fragmentation. Aristocratic families had become deeply entrenched as the ruling class in both north and south.

Emperor Wen relied heavily on the support of the aristocratic families of northwestern China – warriors rather than learned courtiers – who had dominated the Western Wei and Northern Zhou courts. At the same time he faced hostile resistance from aristocratic families in the Central Plain and the south. The Sui quickly moved to abolish the Nine Ranks system, the formal basis of the aristocracy’s privileged status, and the hereditary rights to office it entailed. Under the new law code, hastily compiled in 583, the legal discrimination between aristocrat and commoner was replaced with the ancient distinctions between officials and ordinary subjects. The emperor strengthened the central government, establishing the executive organs – the Three Departments (Sansheng 三省) of the Chancellery, the Secretariat, and an all-powerful Department of State Affairs – and the Six Ministries (Liubu 六部) bureaucracy that would remain the standard structure of central government administration throughout later Chinese imperial history. The profusion of local jurisdictions created during the Period of Disunion was radically reduced. In contrast to the previous practice, whereby local magistracies became virtual satrapies of powerful magnate families, the Sui regularly rotated local officials every two or three years and deprived them of their military staff. Thus magistrates became bureaucratic appointees with purely civil authority.27

The Sui dynasty’s political and social base in northwestern China was relatively weak economically. The most productive agricultural areas were the Central Plain and the Jiangnan region. The inaugural Sui census in 589 tabulated only 4.1 million households, far fewer than the combined 6.9 million households recorded in the Northern Zhou and Northern Qi censuses of the late 570s. When the Sui conducted an empire-wide census in 609 the registered population had rebounded to 9 million households and 46 million persons, and the amount of registered arable land had increased by an impressive 280 percent.28

The Sui retained the equal-field system, but introduced some modifications. Raising revenues by ensuring that farming families had access to land superseded restoring abandoned fields to cultivation as the state’s chief priority. Extra land allotments for households owning slaves and oxen were eliminated, a change that adversely affected the great landowners. Following Northern Qi practice, the Sui eliminated allocations for women and unmarried men and instead made the conjugal household, or “bed” (chuang 床), the basic fiscal unit of the equal-field system. The male head of the household assumed full liability for tax payments and labor service obligations. These changes undoubtedly were intended to strengthen the authority of the patriarchal family. In an effort to inculcate loyalty among its officials, the Sui awarded substantial land grants based on bureaucratic rank.29 Most importantly, Wen sought to merge the fubing militias with the equal-field system. Following the demobilization of the armies after the conquest of the south, the garrison militias were assigned to local jurisdictions and received lands allocated through the equal-field system. In addition, the Sui also conscripted ordinary taxpaying males for military service, chiefly as frontier guardsmen. Although exemption from military conscription could be purchased with a money payment in cloth, Wen’s policies stemmed from a desire to revive the Qin-Han imperial ideal of the farmer-soldier.30

The Sui intended to extend the equal-field system to the entire empire, but it is unlikely that its land allocation procedures were widely applied in the territories of the former southern dynasties. Rice agriculture required heavy investments of capital and labor to build and maintain irrigation systems, and periodic reallocation of lands would greatly diminish the incentive for making such investments. Moreover, the development of the south’s agricultural potential had largely come at the initiative of powerful landholding families who had staunchly resisted any attempts by the emperors of the southern dynasties to restrict their landholdings.

Emperor Wen and his son, Yang Guang (Emperor Yang, r. 604–18), actively commandeered the wealth of the empire for investment in what they perceived as the public good. Enormous resources were concentrated at the Sui capital of Daxingcheng, near the site of the old Han capital of Chang’an. Wen demolished the old city and built a new and much grander one to the southeast of the former site. Immense stocks of grain were held at granaries at the capitals of Daxingcheng and Luoyang, “enough to last for fifty years.” The Sui expanded the welfare mission of the state by developing the first empire-wide system of local famine relief granaries. Wen also began to construct a system of transport canals to ensure a stable food supply for the grain-deficient capital region.

After his father’s death, Emperor Yang developed Luoyang, a more centrally located hub of land and water transport, as a second capital.31 Through a massive levy of corvée labor that mobilized more than two million men, Yang also constructed the series of canals that became known as the Grand Canal to link Luoyang with the agricultural heartlands of Jiangnan and the Central Plain. The canal project was combined with an equally ambitious program of road and bridge building. The completion of the Grand Canal enabled the central government to funnel the abundant surpluses of rice from Jiangnan to the capital and the fubing armies stationed in its vicinity. The canal and road system also enhanced military control of key regions on the periphery of the empire. But the enormous costs of these projects undermined popular support for the dynasty.

The Sui rulers also sought to reclaim distant territories of the old Han Empire such as northern Vietnam (conquered by Wen in 602) and the Korean peninsula. The split of the Turkish Empire in central Asia into two contending regimes in 582 mitigated military pressure on the northwestern frontier. Yang was determined to retake Korea, but the political terrain of northeast Asia had changed dramatically since Han times. The Korean peninsula was divided among three states – Koguryŏ, Paekche, and Silla – that had coalesced after the demise of Chinese rule in the third century. Koguryŏ, whose territory extended from the northern half of the peninsula northward into Manchuria, boasted the most powerful military of the three Korean states. Yang launched repeated offensives against Koguryŏ in 612, 613, and 614, but each ended in ignominious defeat. Confronted by a restive populace and escalating conflicts among his officials, Yang withdrew to Yangzhou in 616. Two years later Yang was murdered by a descendant of the royal house of Northern Zhou, and a new ruling dynasty, the Tang, swept into power.

Li Yuan (Emperor Gaozu, r. 618–26), founder of the Tang dynasty, descended from the same hybrid Xianbei-Chinese aristocracy as Yang Jian and his predecessors dating back to the Northern Wei. Although the early Tang rulers relied heavily on the support of the mixed-blood Guanzhong aristocrats, they also embraced Confucian tenets of civil governance to a much greater degree than did the Sui monarchs. Like their predecessors, too, the Tang emperors deemed themselves heirs to the martial traditions and ecumenical culture of the steppe as well as China’s political and literary traditions. A remarkably cosmopolitan cultural style flourished at the Tang capital of Chang’an. But the volatile internecine strife that plagued the Tang court hampered political unity: the second Tang emperor, Li Shimin (Emperor Taizong, r. 627–49), assassinated the crown prince and forced his father to abdicate, while the Empress Dowager Wu Zetian set aside the Li dynasts and ruled as Buddhist matriarch of her own Zhou dynasty (690–705) for fifteen years. Wu Zetian’s controversial regime further exacerbated tensions between the coterie of mixed-blood aristocrats who dominated the court, the great aristocratic clans of the Central Plain, and a rising group of locally prominent scholar-official families largely based in the old southern dynasty territories.32

The Tang, like the Sui before it, preserved the basic fiscal institutions of the northern dynasties with additional modifications. The equal-field system of land tenure was renewed as the law of the land, although as noted above it probably was not enforced in the rice-growing regions of the south. Population growth and the pressure it placed on the land also hindered full application of land allocations even in North China. In practice adult males received the full entitlements of 80 mu of personal share lands (koufentian 口分田, which reverted to the state upon the death of the holder) and 20 mu of permanent tenure lands (yongyetian 永業田, intended for the cultivation of mulberry orchards and fiber crops) only in sparsely populated regions (kuanxiang 寬鄉). In “congested regions” (xiaxiang 狹鄉) such as Guanzhong and the Central Plain they obtained only half of the standard allocations. Population registers from the frontier oasis towns of Dunhuang and Turfan dating from the period 690–769 reveal that equal-field land grants in fact were reallocated as required by statute. Dunhuang households received their full allotment of permanent tenure lands, but only a fraction of the statutory quotas of personal share lands, indicating a shift toward de facto private ownership.33 By contrast, in Turfan – classified as a “congested region” – even permanent tenure lands were surrendered to the state upon the death of the head of the household. Moreover, land allocations in Turfan were exceedingly small – only 10 mu for adult males, less for households headed by women or minor and elderly males.34 The limited land available for equal-field allocations spurred frequent recourse to leasing state-owned and monastic lands, and even the nominally illegal practice of offering tenancies on personal share lands.35 Although Turfan was exceptional in some respects, the operation of the equal-field system there undoubtedly had much in common with “congested regions” in the North China heartland.

In 624 the Tang introduced a taxation system premised on the equal-field system of land tenure known as zu-yong-diao 租庸調 after its three principal components: a land tax paid in grain (zu), a tax levied on households paid in cloth (diao), and a requirement of labor service assessed on adult males (yong).36 In contrast to previous practice, in which the conjugal pair of husband and wife was the unit of taxation, the Tang shifted the basis to adult males (kekou 課口 or ding 丁) between the ages of 21 and 59. Since in theory each adult male possessed an equal amount of land, the rate of taxation was uniform: two shi (119 liters) of grain, two zhang (6.22 meters) of cloth (increased by 20 percent if paid in hemp or ramie rather than silk), and twenty days of statutory labor. Labor service often was commuted to an additional payment of cloth, as was the zu grain tax in the southern provinces. Although the zu-yong-diao taxes were levied on individual adult men, taxes were paid by the head of the household. Women were exempt from paying taxes, although presumably they produced most of the cloth that was the principal item of taxation. The Tang state relied far less on servile occupational castes (zahu) for goods and services compared to the northern dynasties. Instead, at any given time approximately 300,000 persons with the requisite skills were called to “specialized service” (seyi 色役) duty on a rotating basis (several months per year) to staff local government offices, working in an array of capacities from secretaries and bailiffs to cooks and grooms. Military conscription likewise was considered a form of specialized service that entailed exemption from regular statutory labor.37

In addition to the zu-yong-diao taxes, the Tang also had separate land and household taxes levied on household assets. The land tax (dishui 地稅), collected in grain, constituted the primary tax levy in the south, where the equal-field system was not implemented. Grain collected from the dishui in the south, amounting to as much as four million shi (23.8 million liters) a year, originally was stockpiled locally for famine relief, but by the eighth century these payments were merged with the central government’s general revenues. For the purposes of the household tax (hushui 戶稅) the state ranked households according to nine grades of property and collected a tax paid in coin earmarked for local government expenses. This tax was relatively modest – in the 740s the average assessment was 240 coins per household, generating no more than 5 percent of the revenue collected from the zu-yong-diao taxes – but it was the only tax paid by townsmen who did not own arable land.

Greater ease of transport between north and south following the completion of the Grand Canal and the thriving traffic across the overland Silk Road stimulated long-distance trade throughout the early Tang period. However, the development of the monetary economy was constrained by persistent shortages of bronze coin. In 621 the Tang introduced a new standard currency, the Kaiyuan tongbao 開元通寶, which replaced the various Wuzhu coins issued by successive dynasties since early Han times. But the central government itself had little direct control of coinage; instead, most mints were operated by local authorities, especially imperial princes in the early Tang and later local prefects. Despite this lack of central oversight, the Tang mints managed to produce highly standardized coin until the upheavals of the mid-eighth century. Still, the quantity of coin issued, averaging roughly 200 million per year, fell far short of market demand. As a result counterfeiting of coin was more prevalent during the Tang dynasty than at any other time in Chinese history.38 Textiles – including silk, hemp, and ramie – comprised the chief form of currency and the de facto monetary standard of the early Tang fiscal administration. Textiles were cheaper to transport than bronze coin, but most importantly they were more stable in value. The Tang government collected most of its revenues in textiles, which were used to pay officials and soldiers as well as supply its armed forces with uniforms.39

The Tang retained the fubing garrison militias as the core of its armed forces. By the mid-630s some 350 garrisons had been established, mostly concentrated in Guanzhong and at the capital of Chang’an (Map 5.2). By the early eighth century the number of garrisons had increased to 633, with a total complement of roughly 600,000 soldiers.40 Fubing soldiers had to supply their own provisions and equipment, but as a form of specialized service (seyi) they were exempt from the standard zu-yong-diao levies. Fubing service typically required a time commitment of 72–75 days per year (including travel to and from the garrison). Scholars remain sharply divided over whether fubing service was lighter or heavier than the taxes and statutory labor borne by ordinary subjects.41 But it seems likely that fubing service conferred a certain degree of prestige, as well as affording the opportunity to earn honorific ranks that entailed additional land allotments. Moreover, the Tang state utilized not only fubing troops but also conscription of ordinary subjects – several hundred thousand men for year-long tours of duty – to man the stockades and signal posts along the frontiers.42 Most ordinary subjects were liable for just twenty days of labor service (yong) annually, an obligation that often was commuted to a payment in cloth, especially in the southern provinces. In addition, at times of emergency the Tang state imposed extraordinary corvée levies (zayao 雜徭) that might require much lengthier terms of service. Those mustered for extraordinary labor duty received partial or complete exemption from zu-yong-diao obligations if their services were required for more than forty days.43

Map 5.2 Distribution of fubing garrisons in early Tang





The imperial infrastructure of the Tang exhibited a basic continuity with the Han, displaying a clear division between revenue-generating regions in the Central Plain and the Yangzi River valley on one hand and the revenue-absorbing regions of the capital and the frontiers on the other (Map 5.3). As in the Han, the fiscal administration of the Tang Empire was highly centralized, with virtually all decision-making authority vested in the Ministry of Revenue, and especially in the Department of Public Revenue (Duzhisi 度支司). As Table 5.4 shows, in-kind payments in grain and cloth comprised 90 percent of the state’s revenues, of which less than 10 percent was collected in coin. Most revenues in grain and coin were retained at the local level; transfers of revenues, especially to the frontier armies, largely were made in silk and hemp textiles, again affirming the central importance of cloth as a means of payment.

Map 5.3 Revenues and logistics in Tang China



Source: Watanabe 2010: 433, map 8.



Table 5.4 Income of the Department of Public Revenue, c. 742–55(all figures in millions)









	
	Revenues
	


	Tax receipts
	Grain
(shi)
	Cloth
(bolts)
	Coin
(strings)
	Designated purposes



	(1) Capital
	
	
	
	


	     Grain
	3.0
	
	
	Converted to silk and hemp, deposited in capital treasuries


	     Grain
	3.0
	
	
	Converted to rice and soybeans, for imperial commissariat and kitchens of official departments


	     Grain
	4.0
	
	
	From Jiangnan; designated for famine relief granaries, official salaries, and other central government expenses


	     Hemp, silk, silk floss
	
	13.0
	
	Deposited at Chang’an


	     Hemp, silk, silk floss
	
	1.0
	
	Deposited at Luoyang


	(2) Military
	
	
	
	


	     Grain
	1.9
	
	
	Regional military commands


	     Hemp, silk, silk floss
	
	11.0
	
	Regional military commands, for purchase of grain for army


	     Bronze coin
	
	
	0.6
	Supplemented provision of army rations


	(3) Local governments
	
	
	
	


	     Grain
	5.0
	
	
	Local official salaries; transport expenses


	     Grain
	8.9
	
	
	Local famine relief granaries


	     Bronze coin
	
	
	1.4
	Salaries and administrative expenses of local governments; horse purchases for post stations


	(4) Miscellaneous
	
	
	
	


	     Hemp, silk, silk floss
	
	 2.0
	
	Salaries for remote/small prefectures; transport expenses


	Totals
	25.8
	27.0
	2.0
	


	Share by value*
	55%
	35%
	9%
	





Sources: TD 6.34a-b; Twitchett 1963: 153–56; Watanabe 2010: 441–43;

* Trombert 2000: 108.









The Tang did not establish regular budgets for local governments, although in practice a large portion of grain revenue (the zu tax) was retained by local officials to meet their administrative expenses.44 Much of the revenue generated at the local level was transferred directly to the regional military headquarters (dudufu 都督府) – 43 in all – that managed military logistics. This transfer of revenues perhaps was the most onerous cost borne by the fiscal administration. Of the eight million men mustered for labor service each year, approximately half were employed in transport of tax receipts in grain and cloth. Tang statutes expressly prohibited local officials from hiring private transport for tax goods, or converting in-kind tax receipts into coin. There is evidence that local officials did not always adhere to these rules. Nonetheless, the Tang fiscal administration, following the pattern established by the Northern Wei, relied almost entirely on its own resources and management, allowing no recourse to market mechanisms.45







Agricultural and industrial development

During the Period of Disunion, the maturation of the agricultural innovations of the Han era improved the efficiency of dryland agriculture in North China. The three-crops-in-two-years rotation (usually combining winter wheat with millet, soybeans, or rape turnips) appears to have been widely employed.46 Green fertilizers – particularly legumes, such as adzuki beans, that fix nitrogen in the soil – complemented animal and human manure.47 Hand tillage was increasingly displaced by animal power. The invention of a curved plow-beam and withers harness made it possible to draw heavy plows with a single ox.48 Ox-drawn harrows with iron tines also came into common use.49 These advances widened the productivity gap between farmers who owned plow oxen and those who did not. Northern Wei officials, recognizing this disparity, repeatedly issued decrees to promote cooperative sharing of animal and human labor power. In the mid-fifth century, for example, the government proposed an exchange whereby those who lent their oxen to neighbors should be compensated by weeding, at a ratio of 7 mu of weeding for 20 mu of plowing.50 The considerable advantages of owning oxen naturally favored the great estate owners. The great majority of smallholders did not own oxen; the 33 households surveyed in the Dunhuang registry from 547 possessed a total of just 6 oxen (Table 5.1).

Our knowledge of the advances in agriculture during this era largely derives from the comprehensive treatise on agronomics compiled c. 534 by Jia Sixie, who served as a local official in Shandong.51 In over ninety chapters Jia recorded in exacting detail the practical aspects of managing a large estate, including cultivation of field and garden crops, animal husbandry, maintaining orchards and fish ponds, sericulture, brewing, and the preparation of processed foods and condiments. An interpolated chapter – believed to have been added by a Tang editor – advises that 300 mu of arable and a pair of oxen should suffice to maintain a family, an indication that the farm activities described in the work were typical of a landed estate, not a family farm. In his preface Jia apologizes for his simple prose, stating that his work was written not for learned men but for “domestic bondservants” (jiatong 家僮) – a term that often denoted field laborers. It was common to employ capable bondservants as stewards and overseers, however, and perhaps Jia was referring to supervisors of this sort.52 Jia makes no mention of the composition of farm labor. Only once does he allude to hired labor – mentioning a “daily wage of 10 sheaves of firewood, with each sheaf worth 3 coins” – although occasionally he notes the price of slaves in various commodities.53 Most likely an estate of this size relied chiefly on servile rather than hired labor. We perhaps encounter an estate similar to Jia’s ideal in a pastoral panegyric written c. 570 by Xiao Zihuan, a scholar of royal descent, in which he expressed his contentment with a modest estate consisting of “a fruit orchard in the rear … and a vegetable garden in front … two qing [200 mu] of fields to supply food for the table, ten mu for sericulture and hemp cultivation, three to five servant girls who can be tasked with the weaving, and four or more domestic bondservants (jiatong) who can undertake the plowing and weeding.” In addition to raising chickens, pigs, and sheep, Xiao mentions cultivating millet, soybeans, and mallow.54

Although Jia Sixie’s preface spouted conventional platitudes about disinterest in commercial profit, his treatise affirmed that farms located near towns and marketplaces could reap handsome returns. Land planted in rape turnips (an important source of oil seeds, also made into pickles) yielded three times the income of cereal crops; melons and mallow (a popular vegetable, esteemed for its medicinal properties, that could be harvested three times a year) likewise earned a greater return than cereals; and timber from elms and poplars was even more profitable than vegetables, although arboriculture required long-term investment and was incompatible with cereal farming.55 Planting one qing of land in safflower – used not only to make cooking oil but also for candle wax, dyestuffs, and axle grease – could generate an income of 300 bolts of hemp cloth. Harvesting one qing of safflower required a hundred pairs of hands – but was practicable “if you gather children and bondservants together in groups of tens or a hundred to share the work of picking the safflower, as long as one divides the income obtained fairly, giving half to those who do the labor.”56 Jia proposed not a single model of the estate economy, but rather a range of alternatives that a landowner might pursue depending on the local ecology and accessibility to markets.57

Notably absent from Jia Sixie’s treatise, however, is the use of skilled labor for the production of luxury goods. Mulberry cultivation and raising silkworms are discussed at length, but no mention is made of weaving. The chapter on lacquer is devoted to instructions on the proper care of lacquer wares, not their manufacture. Processing of raw agricultural products was limited to brewing wine and pickling and fermenting foods and condiments. The market-oriented activities of the estate remained confined to agricultural staples and processed foods for everyday consumption.

How prevalent was the kind of managerial estate described by Jia Sixie? Surely the answer varies by region. Inventories of religious donors for several villages in northern Shanxi in the mid-sixth century portray communities consisting of a heterogeneous mix of modest families with no significantly large or wealthy landowners and little evidence of kinship solidarity.58 By the end of the sixth century the use of servile labor in agriculture was falling sharply. In 577 the Northern Zhou emancipated all enslaved war captives within its realm as well as all private and state slaves in the conquered Northern Qi territories, although the practical effects of these decrees are unknown. The reduction and eventual elimination of land allocations for slaves in the equal-field policies of the Northern Qi and Sui states removed a valuable incentive for maintaining a servile workforce. With the restoration of imperial order, the need for private militias disappeared, and land rather than labor became the scarce resource.59 In Dunhuang, a region where large private landholdings were virtually non-existent, slaves comprised only about 2 percent of the population recorded in eighth-century household registers.60

The prominence of mills for grinding grain and pressing oil – both water mills and ox-powered rotary mills (nianwei 碾磑) – as valuable economic assets is a striking feature of this period. Large-scale watermills first began to appear in the third–fourth centuries, and frequently receive mention in inventories of assets from the sixth century onward. The proliferation of mills, especially during the sixth century, testified to a decisive shift from millet (usually eaten as porridge) to wheat (ground into flour and made into noodles, cakes, and dumplings) in the diet of northern Chinese and in the agricultural economy as well. Mills became important sources of income for estate owners, who in addition to milling their own flour and pressing vegetable oils earned fees by leasing their mills to small farmers. At the same time, watermills triggered new conflicts over water rights, particularly in parched North China. On several occasions in the eighth century the Tang government, inundated by complaints from commoner farmers, was forced to destroy mills owned by members of the imperial household that were siphoning off water needed for irrigation.61

The obligation to pay a substantial portion of household taxes in cloth as well as technological innovations engendered major advances in textile production during the Period of Disunion. All households were expected to engage in the manufacture of cloth: silk and hemp in northern regions, ramie and other bast fibers in the south. As Map 5.4 shows, during the Northern Wei silk manufacture was concentrated in the core economic regions of the Central Plain, while hemp production prevailed in peripheral areas. Bast fibers from plants such as hemp, ramie, and kudzu are long and must be spliced together by hand before being twisted into yarn, in contrast to short-fiber cotton and wool, which are spun into yarn. Women in farming families wove cloth at home using simple, compact “waist looms” (so-called because the tension in the warp is maintained by a belt fastened around the weaver’s waist). Silk fabrics took much longer to weave, some 8–16 days per bolt in contrast to two days for a bolt of bast fibers (the standard bolt was roughly 12 meters in length and 56 cm wide). Women’s work in spinning and weaving contributed more than half of the household’s tax payments under the equal-field system, in addition to meeting the family’s own clothing needs and perhaps generating additional income from sales of cloth in the market. The great estates could afford more sophisticated equipment such as the draw looms required for producing complex weaves. Anecdotal lore from this period makes frequent mention of the weaving skills of upper-class women, whose work presumably was motivated more by notions of gender and social status than by economic considerations.62

Map 5.4 Silk and hemp regions in the Northern Wei





Scholarly opinion remains divided over whether the draw loom was developed independently by the Chinese during the Han dynasty or imported along with weft-faced weaving from Central Asia around the fifth century. In any event, during the Northern Wei, weft-faced weaving techniques superseded the warp-faced weaves of Han for manufacturing figured silks. Striped and chessboard designs using warps and wefts of different colors also appeared during this period, most likely influenced by similar designs that were highly popular in India, along with foreign decorative motifs featuring pearl roundels, plant motifs, and exotic animals such as lions, elephants, and pheasants.63

While individual merchants amassed great fortunes, commerce remained subject to cumbersome regulation during the early Tang period.64 The Tang continued the system of official urban markets that prevailed in Qin-Han times. Commerce was restricted to a few designated marketplaces walled off from the surrounding city and strictly supervised by officials responsible for setting trading hours, inspecting weights, measures, and coins, and investigating fraudulent business practices. The government required all domestic merchants to register as members of a trade (hang 行), and grouped each trade together in the marketplace. Nonetheless, the scale of commerce in major cities was impressive. Chang’an boasted two great marketplaces: foreign merchants conducted business in the Western Market, the terminus of the Silk Road and an emporium of exotic imported goods, while the Eastern Market catered to the needs of the capital’s multitude of upper-class residents. Chang’an’s Eastern Market reportedly had 220 hang, while the Southern Market at Luoyang enclosed more than 3,000 shops and over 400 inns within its walls.65 In addition to housing traveling merchants, innkeepers provided them with brokerage services and storehouses for their goods.







International trade in the heyday of the Silk Road

Despite the political fragmentation and constant warfare of the Period of Disunion, China’s international trade flourished. It was during this period that the overland Silk Road reached its peak of prosperity as the main artery of trans-Eurasian trade (Map 5.5). The spread of Buddhism from India to East Asia and the formation of far-flung steppe empires stimulated economic as well as cultural exchange across the Central Asian caravan routes. Diplomatic and commercial exchanges with India surged. More than fifty tribute missions were exchanged between Indian princes and the Tang court before 750.66 Maritime commerce with Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean world began to develop at this time as well. International trade facilitated transfers of technology and promoted new patterns of consumption. Chinese silk-making techniques spread to Iran, the Byzantine Empire, and India, while knowledge of sugar cultivation and refining passed from India to China. By the late eighth century black pepper from southern India had become a staple of Chinese cuisine and silver plate graced with Persian designs a fixture on the dining tables of the wealthy.

Map 5.5 Silk Road trade routes





Silk, of course, was the principal commodity of trans-Eurasian trade. Exports to the Byzantine Empire and the Mediterranean world consisted mostly of raw silk or yarn, which was dyed and woven in Constantinople to suit Western tastes in garments and furnishings. After sericulture began to develop in the eastern Mediterranean from the sixth century onward imports of Chinese silk declined.67 Yet the demand for fine Chinese silk yarn and fabrics continued unabated in Iran and India even after the emergence of indigenous sericulture and silk-weaving industries. Imports to China consisted primarily of luxury goods such as coral and pearls from the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea, Roman and Indian glass, jade, gems, perfumes, and incense. Nearly all of these items were connected to Buddhist worship and used either in religious rituals or for decorating shrines and monuments.68

After the fall of the Han dynasty, foreign merchants settled in the old garrison towns along the northwestern frontier. Oasis settlements spanning the Central Asian trade routes became thriving towns inhabited by cosmopolitan groups of merchants. In the fourth and fifth centuries merchants generally preferred the southern route around the Taklamakan Desert, through Loulan and Khotan (Map 5.5). Dozens or even hundreds of merchants banded together to organize camel caravans for the arduous trek through the deserts and mountains of Central Asia. A fourth-century document from Khotan, for example, describes a caravan of 319 beasts of burden transporting 4,326 rolls of silk, among other goods.69 Merchants also supplied textiles, furs, salt, wine, grain, and metal wares to the oasis towns and the pastoral nomads of the steppe.

By the end of the fourth century merchants from Sogdia, the gateway to Iran and Afghanistan, had become the dominant force in the Silk Road trade.70 The central position of the Sogdians was further solidified after the formation of the nomadic empires of the Hephthalites and the Turks during the sixth century. Sogdian merchants forged alliances with the Turks and entered the administration, army, and diplomatic service of the Turkish khan. The Hephthalites and Turks extracted heavy tribute from sedentary rulers – the Sasanid rulers of Iran dispatched mule trains of silver coin to the Hephthalites, while the Northern Qi and Zhou rulers paid an annual tribute of 100,000 bolts of silk to the Turks in the late sixth century. The nomad chiefs in turn entrusted this tribute to their Sogdian agents to acquire the goods they coveted. Under the umbrella of Turkish protection, the route across the northern perimeter of the Taklamakan via Turfan, Kucha, and Kashgar became the main conduit of the Silk Road trade. A commercial tax register dating from the early seventh century shows Sogdian merchants at Turfan buying and selling silk, silver, gold, perfume, saffron, brass, medicines, and cane sugar.71

The spread of Sogdians throughout the commercial networks of the Silk Road took the form of a trade diaspora, in which kinship and patronage ties as well as common religion and language linked together far-flung merchant colonies.72 Many Sogdian immigrants settled in the major oasis towns, such as Turfan and Dunhuang. Sogdian residents of Turfan included innkeepers, winemakers, leatherworkers, butchers, tanners, artists, and camel-shoers as well as caravan traders. Large communities of Sogdians also inhabited the leading commercial centers of northern China. The Northern Wei rulers built a special market for foreign traders in a merchant enclave located outside Luoyang’s city wall. The Sogdian silk merchant He Tuo, who arrived in China in the mid-sixth century, joined the entourage of a Chinese prince and amassed a great fortune. His eldest son and nephew became experts at cutting gemstones, and the Sui Emperor Wen placed the nephew in charge of the imperial jewelry workshop. The He family also is credited with introducing the techniques of glassmaking to China.73 The dominance of Sogdians over Silk Road commerce fed stereotypes about their immense wealth and shallow morals. The Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang, who passed through Samarkand in 630, derided the Sogdians as “greedy and deceitful,” snidely observing that “fathers and sons scheme for profit, because everyone, noble and commoner alike, regards wealth as the measure of distinction.”74

Amid the incessant tumult of the eastern steppe from the third to the fifth centuries coins disappeared from the Central Asian oasis towns; instead textiles and carpets were used as means of payment. In the fifth–sixth centuries the substantial booty of silver tribute the Hephthalites extracted from the Sasanids began to flow eastward to finance trading caravans to China. During 502–640, when Turfan was the capital of the independent Gaochang kingdom, Sasanid silver coins became the region’s primary monetary standard and were widely used in trade, wage payments, and tenancy contracts for orchards and vineyards (rents for arable lands were paid in grain). After the Tang took control of Turfan in 640 Sasanid silver coins (and imitations of them minted by the new Arab rulers of Iran) continued to predominate, but silk became increasingly important as a means of exchange. Chinese officials and soldiers stationed at frontier garrisons received their pay in silk, which they could readily trade for the necessities of life. The Sui and Tang governments adamantly refused to accept Sasanid silver coins as legal tender in China proper, although foreigners were permitted to make some payments in silver coin. In the eighth century silver coins disappeared from the Turfan economy, displaced by silk and even Chinese bronze coins, attesting to Turfan’s increasing incorporation into the Chinese economy as well as the slow attenuation of the Silk Road trade.75

Trade with the Indian Ocean world developed in the first century CE with the emergence of a thriving commercial kingdom known as Funan, located in the Mekong River Delta. Chinese records of the third century portray Funan, where Indian and Sasanid ships came to trade, as strongly influenced by Indian culture. Customs duties were paid in gold, silver, pearls, and perfumes. Copper and tin from Thailand supplied Funan’s workshops. Indian pepper, Arabian frankincense, and exotic tropical products such as ivory, camphor, spices, and medicinal plants were carried to southern China by Chinese, Malay, and Iranian merchants. Funan began to decline in the fifth century, when ocean-going traders shifted to the faster route through the Straits of Melaka between the Malay Peninsula and Sumatra.76 In 413 the Chinese pilgrim monk Faxian returned from Sri Lanka along this route via Java, “traveling in the company of many merchants aboard a large vessel with a capacity of over 200 men and provisions for 50 days.”77 By the seventh century the Srivijaya princes of Sumatra had become the principal intermediaries in China’s trade with Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean.78

Direct contact between Chinese and Japanese rulers began in the third century CE with the exchange of envoys between the Wu kingdom in southeast China and the Wa queen Himiko.79 Diplomatic ties intensified during the fifth century, but there is little evidence of significant trade between China and Japan at this time. Archaeological findings show that virtually all of the goods imported to Japan before the seventh century arrived via Korea.80 Although the Chinese bronze mirrors that became prized prestige goods among the ruling elite of Japan were replicated in Japan itself, it is likely that these imitations were manufactured by immigrant Chinese craftsmen.81 During the Sui and Tang dynasties, trade between China and Japan was largely confined to luxury goods obtained through the exchange of tribute missions.82 “Tang goods” (karamono 唐物) bestowed enviable prestige; the term encompassed not just luxury wares made in China but also products of the Silk Road trade. The treasures sealed up in Emperor Shōmu’s (r. 724–49) Shōsōin Repository included silks, wood and lacquer furnishings, Buddhist ritual paraphernalia, writing cases, and medicines from China, but also Byzantine glass, Iranian silverware, and a famous zither ornamented in mother-of-pearl portraying a Sogdian astride a camel playing the same instrument.







The economic impact of Buddhism

Buddhist missionaries arrived in China during the first century CE, following the overland Central Asian routes between India and China. Initially Buddhism had only a slight impact in China. In the fifth and sixth centuries, however, Buddhism became a major force in Chinese religion and society, and in China’s economy as well. Through official and private patronage the Buddhist church came into possession of substantial landholdings. Buddhist monasteries also earned considerable income from loans and commercial enterprises in addition to the charitable donations and gifts obtained in exchange for religious services.

The great expansion in monastic foundations occurred during the late fifth and early sixth centuries. Before Emperor Xiaowen moved the Northern Wei capital to Luoyang in 493 the city contained around 100 Buddhist monasteries and shrines. By the time the Northern Wei fell in 534 the number of Buddhist foundations in Luoyang had soared to 1,367.83 The monk Falin (570–640) claimed that during the Northern Wei period alone 47 great state monasteries were established along with 839 temples founded by nobles, officials, and aristocratic families and more than 30,000 shrines built by commoners.84 A similarly prodigious expansion of the Buddhist church took place in the south, especially during the reign of Emperor Wu of Liang (r. 502–49), who achieved lasting renown as one of the great patrons of Buddhism.

Confucian critics fumed over what they regarded as the pernicious economic costs of Buddhism: the extravagant expenditures on temples, icons, and rituals; the burden of monks who depended on the labor of others for their material support; and the rampant abuse of monastic exemptions from taxation. Yet at the same time the wealth that flowed into the Buddhist church stimulated many forms of economic activity. As already noted, many of the goods imported to China during the heyday of the Silk Road were connected with Buddhist devotion. Buddhism also fostered the emergence of craftsmen and merchant networks that supplied monasteries and lay devotees with a wide range of devotional objects. The construction of temples, the maintenance of monastic properties, and religious festivals required the services of architects, carpenters, masons, brickmakers, bronze craftsmen, sculptors, gold‐ and silversmiths, and many other artisanal trades.

The number of ordained clergy probably did not exceed 200,000, or less than 1 percent of the total population, at the end of the sixth century. But it has been estimated that at that time as much as 5–6 percent of the population of North China was able to evade taxation through false registration as clergy.85 Following Indian precedents, Buddhist monks in China adopted rules and institutions that established religious foundations as legal entities. Such corporate entities had never existed in China, where the household had been the only legally recognized property-owning unit. The monk Daoxuan, who compiled the monastic regulations widely used in China, deemed not only sanctuaries, devotional objects, sacred books, and monks’ quarters but also the lands, servants, and livestock attached to monasteries to be part of the “permanent endowment” (changzhu 常住) that belonged to the clergy (sangha) as a whole.86 This permanent endowment thus was immune from the regular fission of private property caused by equal inheritance laws. Monastic codes restricted the property of individual clergy to the indispensable accoutrements of their vocation (robe, alms bowl, staff, and objects of daily use).87 But in fact many monks and nuns acquired personal property in the form of land, draft animals, carts, tools, and gold and silver objects that gave them a certain degree of economic independence.88

State patronage and private donations endowed monasteries with substantial landholdings and other assets, including agricultural laborers. In 469 the Northern Wei assigned some of the revenues from tuntian agricultural colonies to Buddhist monasteries. Beginning in 476 the government designated certain war captives, government slaves, and convicts as “sangha households” (sengqihu 僧衹戶) and “donated” them to the Buddhist church. The sangha households – who in essence became hereditary bondservants – cultivated lands belonging to the monasteries as well as providing other menial services.89 In the south, too, making gifts of bondservants to monastic institutions was a common practice.

The landholdings of larger monasteries generally were in the range of 1,000–4,000 mu; significant holdings, to be sure, but dwarfed by the largest private estates. Figures from the eighth century suggest that monastic estates comprised only about 2 percent of the total cultivated land in the empire, though these landholdings were heavily concentrated around the Tang capitals of Chang’an and Luoyang.90 More precise data from the twelfth–thirteenth centuries shows that Buddhist monasteries owned 17 percent of the arable fields and 25 percent of non-arable lands in Fuzhou (Fujian), an area in which Buddhist institutions were especially strong. In Ningbo and Taizhou prefectures in Zhejiang the share of arable land owned by monasteries was considerably smaller, in the range of 4–5 percent.91 Like private owners of large estates, the monasteries also possessed commercial assets such as flour mills and oil presses that generated a major share of their income. Dunhuang’s monasteries leased their facilities to millers and oil pressers, who paid either a fixed annual rent or a share of the flour and oil they produced.92

Buddhist monasteries also played an innovative role in the development of credit institutions. It is possible that the practice of issuing loans secured by pledges of property was introduced to China by Buddhist monasteries in imitation of Indian precedents. The earliest evidence for pawnshops making loans of money (kuzhiqian 庫質錢), either in coin or cloth, in exchange for goods deposited as security has been traced to Buddhist monasteries in South China in the fifth century. These loans generally seem to have been directed toward well-to-do clients, most likely benefactors of the monastery. Monasteries often designated some of their permanent assets as “inexhaustible treasuries” (wujincang 無盡藏) whose funds, including grain as well as money, were lent at interest to both rich and poor supplicants.93

Monasteries also figure as the principal creditors in the cache of surviving loan contracts from Dunhuang dating from the ninth century.94 In many of these instances monasteries lent grain and seed to poor farmers, including their own “sangha household” tenants (known as sihu 寺戶 in Dunhuang), to tide them over until the next harvest. Typically the monasteries charged no interest on loans (usually issued in the spring and falling due after the harvest) to sangha households, an indication perhaps of their ethical responsibility to perform charitable works. But compassion had its limits: if the borrower failed to repay on time the debt was doubled. Private creditors and monastic loans to independent farmers demanded 100 percent interest on such loans – a rate that violated the letter of the law (which capped interest charges at 6 percent per month) – but abided by the legal requirement that total interest could not exceed 100 percent of the principal. Interest payments from loans comprised as much as a third of the income of Dunhuang’s larger monasteries.95

Loan contracts often specified seizure of (movable) assets as the penalty for failure to repay debts, but by the tenth century seizures were replaced by other remedies such as guarantors or collateralization. Collateral loans took two forms: either the collateral was a pledge of goods to be surrendered in the event the loan was not repaid (known in later Chinese law as diya 抵押), or the creditor took possession of the collateral and had free use of it until the debt was repaid. In the Dunhuang contracts the term dian 典 was applied to both types of loans, but later dian (along with a variety of cognate terms, such as dianmai 典賣) came to designate the latter type, often translated as “mortgage.” In a few Dunhuang contracts an impoverished landowner conveyed the usufruct rights to a parcel of land for a period of two or more years – in one case twenty-two years. In this type of loan the creditor received cultivation rights in lieu of repayment of the principal and interest.96 Land was inalienable under the equal-field system, but as that system began to disintegrate desperate expedients of this sort often led to loss of landholdings and poverty.

The economic power of the Buddhist church suffered a devastating shock in 845, when Emperor Wuzong (r. 840–46), motivated by anti-Buddhist zealotry and urgent need to raise war funds, issued orders to confiscate the vast properties and wealth held by Buddhist monasteries and clergy. Reportedly, some 4,600 monasteries and over 40,000 shrines and sanctuaries were seized by state authorities and hundreds of thousands of monks and nuns forced to return to lay life. Although the proscription against Buddhism was repealed after Wuzong’s death a year later, many Buddhist establishments had suffered irreparable harm. In some areas – notably in regions remote from the capital, such as Fujian and Anhui – Buddhist monasteries retained substantial landholdings. But the role of Buddhist institutions in economic life waned in the aftermath of the 845 proscription.97







Demise of the Northern Wei institutional heritage

Over the course of the first century of Tang rule the equal-field landholding system and the fubing militias gradually weakened and collapsed. These institutions – created by the nomad-ruled states of North China to resettle the population and stabilize the state’s resources of men and materiel at a time of profound economic upheaval and population loss – had imposed rigid uniformity on Chinese society and economy. The restoration of domestic peace under Sui and Tang rule unleashed dynamic economic forces that eroded the foundations of the equal-field system, while incessant wars along the empire’s vast frontiers inflicted mounting hardship on the fubing soldiery and military conscripts. The Tang fiscal system relied heavily on taxes levied in grain and cloth on agricultural producers, and made no effort to capture revenues from the non-farm sectors of the economy. These problems, already evident in the second half of the seventh century, spiraled out of control during the eighth century.

The operation of the equal-field system was encumbered by the growing scarcity of land, especially in long-settled North China, in the face of steady population growth. In the densely populated regions of Guanzhong and the Central Plain farm families received only half or less of their nominal entitlements of lands. The weight of taxation fell heavily on North China’s small farmers, who were liable for the uniform zu-yong-diao levies regardless of the actual amount of land they cultivated. This burden forced impoverished families to relinquish or abandon their landholdings. Many of these landless persons became bondservants absorbed into the households of great landowners or they migrated to the less populated south, where land was relatively abundant and not subject to the strictures of the equal-field system. Consequently, aristocrats, officials, and Buddhist monasteries – beneficiaries of generous tax exemptions – amassed great estates, notably around the two capitals of Chang’an and Luoyang. By the eighth century “vagrant households” (futaohu 浮逃戶), as Tang statesmen referred to them, had become an acute fiscal as well as social problem. Many registered households no longer submitted tax payments and labor service, and officials tried to shift their obligations onto the rest of the local community. Efforts to redress the vagrancy problem, such as the program of allodial rights and tax amnesties for unregistered squatters who occupied abandoned lands (designated as “guest households” [kehu 客戶]) enacted in 724–27, achieved some success, increasing the registered population by about 12 percent. But it was estimated that 20 percent or more of the population still remained unregistered even after this reform.98

Although the Tang had no serious rivals for military supremacy in East Asia, from the 650s the court became entangled in intractable conflicts with the Tibetans in the west, the Eastern Turks to the north, and the Khitans and the Korean Koguryŏ kingdom in the northeast. The annexation of Turfan, Kucha, and other remote oasis towns in the 640s left the Tang frontier guards spread perilously thin across a defensive perimeter extending to the borderlands of Iran. Hostile confrontation with Koguryŏ erupted in the 660s into a pan-East Asian “world war” pitting the Tang and its ally, Silla, against both Koguryŏ on one hand and an alliance between the Paekche kingdom and Yamato Japan on the other. The Tang-Silla triumph in 668 extinguished Koguryŏ and Paekche and inflicted a humiliating defeat on Japan, but quickly soured when the Tang generals tried to occupy the Koguryŏ territories. By 675 Silla had repulsed the Tang forces and achieved uncontested control over the peninsula. By this time the balance of military power in the northwest too had shifted. The Tang found itself in the position of having to raise large expeditionary armies and augment its border guards to meet aggressive challenges from the Tibetans and the Turks. Increasingly frequent mobilization of fubing units impelled many soldiers to shirk summonses to duty. The breakdown of the equal-field system further undermined the viability of the fubing militias. By the turn of the eighth century the Tang began to turn instead to conscription of ordinary subjects into military service for increasingly lengthy tours of duty – up to four years by 717.99

Decisive action to resolve the deepening contradictions in the fundamental Tang institutions was hindered by factional struggles at the court. In 736, however, the chief minister Li Linfu secured dominance – some would say dictatorship – over the Tang government and launched a broad-gauged series of reforms. Seeking to restore the Tang to sound fiscal footing, Li’s administration (1) replaced the hundreds of fubing garrisons with new professional armies organized into ten regional commands; (2) created a new logistical system for grain transport that absolved local officials of the responsibility to muster corvée labor while relying more heavily on market purchases of foodstuffs to provision the armies; (3) converted most statutory labor obligations to money payments, while also eliminating 220,000 special service (seyi) positions; and (4) streamlined the budget-making process and granted local authorities greater flexibility in meeting their tax quotas.100 This rationalization of the fiscal administration helped shore up the state’s revenue base: the registered population – only 6.16 million households in 705 – rose to 7.1 million households in 726 and 8.7 million households in 742, an increase of 41 percent in the span of thirty-seven years.101 But these reforms also tacitly acknowledged the stark reality that the equal-field land system and fubing militias were defunct.







Conclusion

By the sixth century, the economic landscape of China had changed radically compared to Qin-Han times. None of the states of the Period of Disunion could wield the kind of control over the economy exerted by the Qin and early Han empires. Despite efforts, most notably by the Northern Wei, to assert the state’s prerogatives over the allocation of lands, the concentration of landholdings in the hands of aristocratic families endured. The gulf between rich and poor widened along with the growing social and legal distinctions between aristocrats and commoners. Buddhism emerged as a powerful economic force. The major Buddhist monasteries – whose clergy were mostly drawn from the ranks of the aristocracy – became great landowners in their own right and exercised considerable influence on economic activities ranging from money-lending to handicraft production. Most significantly, South China’s share of the national economy grew substantially during this era. Although the majority of China’s population still resided in the traditional heartland of the Yellow River valley, a momentous shift had occurred that ultimately would lead to a recentering of the Chinese economy on the rice-growing regions of the south, especially the Jiangnan region in the Yangzi River Delta.

The founding of the Tang dynasty by Li Yuan in 618 in some respects was merely the culmination of a series of coups-d’état among leading figures of the hybrid Chinese-Xianbei aristocracy that had ruled the succession of short-lived dynasties since the fall of the Northern Wei. But the Tang dynasty would endure for nearly three centuries. During its first century the Tang dynasty presided over a peaceful and prosperous empire at home while exercising political and cultural influence on its neighbors far surpassing that of even the Han dynasty. Heirs to the traditions of the steppe as well as China, the Tang imperial house cultivated a cosmopolitan vision of empire that encouraged an unprecedented growth of foreign trade. The Tang capital of Chang’an was the largest city in the world, boasting perhaps more than one million residents. The outbreak of the devastating An Lushan rebellion in 755 brought a swift end to the golden age of Tang, however. While the dynasty survived the ensuing eight years of civil war, the rebellion crippled the central government and forced a fundamental transformation of its political and economic institutions. The An Lushan rebellion thus marked a momentous new departure in the evolution of the Chinese economy, as well as in Chinese political institutions, intellectual traditions, and social life.
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6 Economic transformation in the Tang-Song transition (755 to 1127)



The outbreak in 755 of the An Lushan rebellion, led by a disgruntled frontier general of Sogdian descent who turned against the imperial court, dealt a shattering blow to the Tang dynasty. The reigning emperor was forced to flee Chang’an, which was seized by An Lushan in 756 and later sacked by a marauding Tibetan army, and seek refuge in the southwest. By the time the rebellion was quelled in 763 the rich agricultural heartland of the Central Plain lay in ruins and hundreds of thousands had perished. The Tang was restored to power only through the crucial support of Uighur mercenaries and by ceding effective control of most of the northern provinces to regional warlords. The Tang polity emerged from the rebellion only a shadow of its former self, its basic institutions irreparably broken.

The period from 750 to 1250, which scholars commonly refer to as the “Tang-Song transition,” is widely recognized as the crucial watershed in the economic history of imperial China.1 Over the course of this period the rice economy of the Yangzi River valley supplanted the traditional heartland of the Central Plain as the Chinese economy’s center of gravity. The shift of population from north to south inaugurated a series of profound transformations in agricultural productivity, technology, industrial growth, transport, finance, and international trade. Sustained economic growth fueled unprecedented demographic expansion. By 1100 the empire’s population reached 100 million, far surpassing the peak levels (roughly 60 million) of the Han and Tang. The new foundations of the Chinese economy laid during the Tang-Song transition would endure throughout the rest of China’s imperial era.

The extraordinary sweep of economic change during the Tang-Song transition bespoke fundamental institutional transformations. Following the collapse of the equal-field system, private ownership of land became the rule. Progressive taxation based on household assets of villagers and towndwellers alike replaced the principle of uniform taxation that underlay the Tang zu-yong-diao tax regime. The abolition of statutory labor obligations for most of the population and the long-term decline in personal bondage eliminated key constraints on the allocation of household labor. The steady trend toward monetization of taxation – and the sharply reduced scale of tax payments in cloth in particular – likewise allowed households greater freedom to invest their labor and resources as they saw fit. Sustained population growth, rising agricultural surpluses, rapid development of water transport, and urbanization expanded the reach of markets, encouraging greater specialization of labor. A vast increase in the money supply, new forms of financial intermediation, and more reliable mechanisms for pooling capital, enforcing contracts, and resolving commercial disputes lowered transaction costs. Still, the fiscal policies of the state exerted a powerful impact on all spheres of economic activity, which brought both benefits and costs to the economy as a whole.

These changes took place at a time when the imperial might of the Chinese empire had greatly diminished. The Song was founded by military men, survivors of the incessant warfare that wracked North China throughout the first half of the tenth century. When Zhao Kuangyin (Emperor Taizu, r. 960–76) declared the founding of his Song dynasty in 960, the northern portion of the Central Plain, including the region around modern Beijing, remained in the hands of the Khitan Liao kingdom. Conquest of the independent states in South China and reunification of the empire was not achieved until 979. The Liao, who inflicted humiliating defeats on Song armies in 979, 986, and 1004, and the Tangut kingdom on the northwestern frontier continued to pose ominous threats to the Song. A tense truce along the northern borders was purchased at the cost of maintaining an enormous standing army and forfeiting substantial indemnities of silver and silk. In 1127 an upstart Manchurian kingdom, the Jurchen Jin, overwhelmed the Song defenses and captured the Song capital of Kaifeng. Once again North China fell under the rule of foreign conquerors. The Song dynasty reconstituted its government at a new southern capital, Hangzhou. The vigorous economy of South China played a vital role in the survival of the Song dynasty until it was finally overwhelmed by the Mongol onslaught in the 1270s.





Economic consequences of the An Lushan rebellion

In the course of the An Lushan rebellion, whose aftershocks reverberated for decades afterward, millions of families in North China had been uprooted. Many migrated to the south, settling in Jiangnan and the still largely frontier areas of the Middle Yangzi River valley. This shift in population, a dramatic acceleration of a trend underway since the steppe nomad invasions of the fourth century, marked a key turning point in the demography of China. Before the An Lushan rebellion approximately two-thirds of the population lived in the dryland farming regions of North China, with the densest concentration in the Central Plain heartland. By 1100 that ratio had reversed: two-thirds of the population inhabited the rice-growing regions of South China, and only one-third lived in the north, a distribution that has remained roughly constant down to the present (see Maps 6.1 and 6.2).

Map 6.1 Population of Tang China, 742



Source: Chen Zhengxiang 1982.



Map 6.2 Population of Northern Song China, 1102



Source: Chen Zhengxiang 1982.



Among the principal casualties of the An Lushan rebellion were the equal-field land allocations and the zu-yong-diao tax system that was integrally linked to it. After the turmoil of the rebellion the registered population fell by more than three-fourths, and the regional military governors who held sway in the northern provinces either refused to submit the tax revenues ordinarily forwarded to the central government (shanggong 上供) or were excused from doing so (Map 6.3). The fiscal base of the central government was reduced mainly to the southern provinces where the equal-field system had never taken root. The household tax (hushui) became a major source of revenue, but indirect taxes on consumption and trade, most importantly on salt, emerged as the mainstays of imperial fiscal administration.

Map 6.3 Fiscal resources of the late Tang state





In the 720s, when the Tang fiscal system had begun to show serious signs of strain, the court appointed a number of plenipotentiary commissioners, officials with special expertise in fiscal matters, to deal with problems such as vagrancy, tax evasion, transport of tax grain, and coinage. At that time proposals were floated to restore the monopolies on salt and iron that existed during the Han, but no action was taken. In 758, after experiments conducted on the local level for several years, the court established a monopoly on the production and sale of salt under the authority of a newly established Salt Commission.2 All salt producers were made state employees and compelled to deliver their salt to government directorates (jian 監), which sold salt to wholesale merchants at a substantial markup. Liu Yan, who occupied the post of salt commissioner from 760 to 779, transformed the Salt Commission into a supremely powerful organization. Salt revenues rose ten-fold over the course of Liu’s tenure as salt commissioner, and by 779 provided the central government with more than half of its annual income. Liu Yan also gathered mining, coinage, and the transport of tax grain from the south to the capital under the purview of the Salt Commission. Subsequent salt commissioners enacted additional consumption taxes on wine and tea, though these levies generated only modest revenues.3

The virtually unchecked power wielded by Liu Yan provoked great dismay among other officials. In 779 a bitter rival of Liu, Yang Yan, took office as chancellor determined to wrest control of the state’s fiscal administration away from the Salt Commission and return it to the Finance Ministry. Yang also launched a sweeping reform of the tax system that sought to restore direct taxation as the main source of state revenue. Although Yang’s attempt to abolish the Salt Commission was aborted, the new tax system he created would endure throughout the rest of the imperial era.

Yang Yan’s reform acknowledged that the equal-field system of landownership was defunct, and along with it the zu-yong-diao taxes that had been the centerpiece of the Tang fiscal regime. Yang’s plan formally abolished the zu-yong-diao assessments while incorporating the household (hushui) and land (dishui) levies into a new tax structure that came to be known as the twice-a-year tax (liangshui 兩稅). In keeping with the procedures for the existing hushui levy, households were ranked into nine property grades and assessed a tax measured in coin. Given the endemic shortage of coin, however, the household tax generally was commuted to commodities, primarily cloth. The land tax as before was assessed in grain. The household tax was collected in late summer and the land tax after the autumn harvest; hence the name twice-a-year tax.4

In essence, the twice-a-year tax was simply a rationalization of what had become the status quo. But it marked a fundamental and lasting change in economic philosophy. The principle of equity that underlay the equal-field system and earlier measures to restrict the concentration of landholding was abandoned, never to be resurrected in any serious way before the land collectivization policies carried out by the communist leadership of the People’s Republic of China in the 1950s. Instead, the state and its cadre of Confucian officials, conceding the reality of the uneven distribution of landownership, focused on implementing a progressive land tax based on the amount of land under cultivation. In addition, the new tax system eliminated the universal statutory labor service owed to the central government. Local officials continued to conscript taxpayers for ad hoc public works projects (zayao) and assigned village officer duties to the highest-ranked – that is to say, most affluent – households. Coupled with the cessation of universal military conscription in the 730s, the suspension of regular labor service duties had the salutary effect of freeing up considerable labor resources for private purposes.

The twice-a-year tax was an instant success from the perspective of fiscal planners. In its first year of operation it generated greater income than the central government’s revenue from all sources, including the salt monopoly, in the previous year. But as time wore on the provincial governors became increasingly independent of central government control and forwarded less revenue to the capital. In general, only about one-third of revenues collected at the local level were transmitted to the central government, although these proportions varied by region (see Table 6.1 for actual figures from a Yangzi Delta prefecture). The remainder was divided between provincial governors and prefectures. The military governors controlling the Central Plain were largely independent of the imperial government and forwarded little revenue to the capital. Nearly all of the central government’s revenues were obtained from the southern provinces, especially in the Lower Yangzi Basin and Sichuan (Map 6.3). Although the average tax receipts generated by the twice-a-year tax (4.3 guan per household) were essentially unchanged from the zu-yong-diao levy (4.2 guan per household), total per capita revenues increased by 60 percent, driven largely by consumption taxes on tea, liquor, and above all salt.5

Table 6.1 Suzhou prefecture tax revenues, c. 861





	Cantons
	194
	


	Households
	143,261
	


	Revenues (guan 貫)*
	692,885
	


	Average tax burden per household (guan)
	4.84
	


	Central government (shanggong 上供)
	306,830
	44%


	Provincial governor (liushi 留使)
	207,720**
	30%


	Prefecture (liuzhou 留州)
	178,349
	26%





* Revenues from the twice-a-year tax, salt, liquor, and tea excises, and other taxes.



** Emending what appears to be a clerical error.





Source: WDJ: 1–3.





The twice-a-year tax, intended more as a measure to increase state revenues than to promote equity, contained several serious flaws. By focusing exclusively on cultivated land as the basis of taxation, it failed to capture revenues from urban real estate and commerce. The central government assigned permanent tax quotas to local prefectures regardless of the actual amount of land under cultivation, which led to significant disparities in the tax burden among different regions. Commutation of the household tax into cloth also created inequities due to regional and temporal variations in the price of cloth.6

The shift to taxes paid in money rather than in kind resulting from the institution of the salt monopoly and the twice-a-year tax further exacerbated the shortage of currency. Lack of coin was a principal cause of the deflationary trend that began in the 780s and lasted until the middle of the ninth century. Deflation in effect increased the real cost of taxes denominated in coin, spurring commutation of the household (summer) tax to payments of silk and other textiles. By 821 the summer tax had been converted entirely to payments in textiles.7 The Tang court also attempted to make compulsory the use of silk as means of payment in large commercial transactions. Counterfeiting flourished in the early ninth century, as did the use of short strings of fewer coins to represent the token value of a full string of coin (coins usually circulated in strings of 100 coins at this time), a practice that had appeared earlier in South China during the Liang dynasty. The imperial proscription of Buddhism and confiscation of monastic properties in 845 provided some short-lived relief. Large quantities of bronze statuary, bells, and other religious paraphernalia were melted down to provide raw material for minting coin. At least twenty-three local mints were established to issue new coin. But the interdiction against Buddhism was rescinded within a year and the confiscation of monastic property halted. The sudden spurt in minting ceased as well.8

Despite the limited supply of coin, commerce thrived in the post-An Lushan era. Many of the constraints on merchants and trade weakened along with the waning influence of the central government. The largely autonomous provincial governors built up their own fiscal administrations and readily recruited merchants to staff them. Provincial capitals became magnets for tax and tribute goods as well as private commerce. Yangzhou, at the intersection of the Grand Canal and the Yangzi River, emerged as the most prosperous entrepôt in the south, a center of shipbuilding, textiles, leather making, and iron and bronze metallurgy as well as the largest salt market and a major port for overseas trade.9 Chengdu prospered as a center of fine silk manufacture, papermaking, and a rapidly growing tea trade. Merchants in Chang’an and other cities began to develop credit and banking services. Safe-deposit firms (guifang 櫃房) provided financing for commercial transactions and loans to the government in military emergencies. Bills of exchange known as “flying cash” (feiqian 飛錢) were issued by a state agency to enable merchants to transfer funds from the capital to outlying cities without carrying away precious coin.10 As we saw in Chapter 5, Buddhist monasteries played an important role in providing credit to wealthy patrons as well as the desperate poor.

This commercial efflorescence was vividly etched in the physical and economic morphology of cities and towns. The confinement of commerce to designated markets and residential segregation inside self-enclosed wards began to wither in the late Tang, and vanished altogether in the Song. Shops and marketplaces burst onto the main streets and lined the canals within and without the walled cities, while faubourgs of inns, warehouses, and the shops of wholesale merchants and brokers mushroomed outside the city walls. Although no longer under close official surveillance, merchants and artisans in the same trade often clustered together, creating specialized marketplaces for gold and silver smiths, silk goods, and booksellers as well as butchers, grain merchants, and lumber dealers. Night markets proliferated in defiance of government curfews. Marketplaces and fairs sprang up in the countryside as well. Rural markets typically were held periodically, perhaps once or twice during the ten-day Chinese week, and catered mostly to a local clientele. Larger temple fairs attracted worshipers and merchants alike from more distant areas. Most famous of all were the “silkworm fairs” of Chengdu, which date from at least the late eighth century. By Song times these fairs had grown so popular that they rotated among fifteen sites within Chengdu and the surrounding counties. Held in the early months of the New Year before the onset of the sericulture season, the silkworm fairs showcased equipment for raising silkworms and reeling and weaving silk. Local farmers could also buy agricultural tools, seeds, carts, lumber, medicines, and other sundry goods at the fairs.11

China’s international trade also experienced momentous change in the wake of the An Lushan rebellion. The Arab conquests in Central Asia – including Sogdiana – and Tibetan depredations in the Gansu Corridor disrupted the Sogdian trade network and Silk Road trade in general. The markets at Dunhuang, starved of coin, reverted to grain and wool as means of exchange.12 Most decisively, trade with India and the Islamic world via maritime routes gradually eclipsed the overland caravan traffic.13 By the beginning of the eighth century the Srivijayan princes of Sumatra had established way-stations at Palembang and other ports where ships traveling to and from China awaited the seasonal shift in the monsoon winds. Muslim merchants, both Arab and Persian, dominated these trade routes. Arab geographers of the mid-ninth century describe a thriving trade between Siraf in the Persian Gulf and the southern Chinese port of Guangzhou (Canton), where foreign merchants reportedly vastly outnumbered native Chinese.14 The Belitung shipwreck, an Arab vessel that sank off Sumatra c. 825–50, is believed to have embarked from Yangzhou and was making intermediate stops at Southeast Asian ports before heading for its final destination of Siraf. The vessel’s cargo principally consisted of 60,000 ceramic pieces – nearly all lead-glazed wares from Changsha – in addition to lead ingots, gold and silver plate, bronze mirrors, and jars of spices.15 Over the next several centuries maritime trade through Southeast Asia boomed, and China’s international trade underwent a permanent reorientation away from the overland Silk Road.

The An Lushan rebellion thus signified a major turning point in Chinese economic history. Some of these changes, such as the transition from a fixed head tax to a progressive land tax as the basis of the fiscal system, were triggered by the rebellion itself. Landholding was no longer subject to the constraints of the equal-field system, but at the same time the aristocratic families that had dominated landholding since late Han times also became exposed to the vicissitudes of the market economy. Private enterprise flourished in both agriculture and commerce. Although some sectors of the economy – most notably the salt industry – became subject to direct control by the state, the system of regulated urban markets began to break down and in general merchants enjoyed greater freedom. The most important change, however, was not a direct result of the rebellion but an acceleration of a trend that had been long underway: the shift of population to the southern rice-growing regions, which had far greater productive potential than the arid north.







Rise of the rice economy

Following the demise of the equal-field system, private ownership of land became the rule throughout China. Even after the restoration of a unified empire by the Song no effort was made to reverse this basic economic fact. The Song state generally sold off lands that came into its possession (as a result of lack of heirs, for example), and in 1082 state-owned lands amounted to only 1.4 percent of total registered land.16 The privatization of landholdings spurred the commodification of landed property, and the rapid expansion of rice agriculture accelerated the formation of competitive markets for land and agricultural products.

A trend toward concentration of landholdings emerged in the late Tang period, most notably in the areas of North China devastated by the An Lushan rebellion. Contemporary sources frequently remark on the formation of landed estates (zhuangyuan 莊園) by imperial kinsmen, officials, and wealthy families. It was once thought that the proliferation of zhuangyuan gave birth to what Mark Elvin described as a manorial social order, similar to that of medieval Europe, “based on the enserfment of much of the peasant population and exerting a dominant influence over most of the rest.”17 The current consensus, however, rejects the equation of zhuangyuan with manorial serfdom, and instead recognizes wide variation in the nature of landholdings and tenurial relations across – and within – regions. Zhuang yuan typically were comprised not of large tracts of contiguous landholdings, but rather dispersed plots acquired in piece-meal fashion. In most cases zhuangyuan were worked by tenant farmers and hired laborers. This was particularly true in the south, since rice agriculture was more suited to intensive small-scale farming.

It is difficult to determine the prevalence of tenancy, especially since many small landholders also rented some of the land they farmed. Tenant farmers usually were economically independent of their landlords. Although there was wide variation in the terms of tenancy across regions, contractual tenancy largely superseded personal bondage except in lightly populated frontier regions in the interior, such as Hunan and Sichuan.18 The most common form of tenancy was sharecropping, in which the tenant owed half of the harvest (or 60 percent if the landowner provided seed and tools) in kind to the landowner. Bondservitude generally took the form of indentured labor by indebted persons, commonly known as “tenant servants” (dianpu 佃僕). Such bondservants were bound to their masters, not the soil, for lengthy periods of time, but under terms governed by contract and imperial law. The Song repealed older laws that had subjected tenants and hired laborers to the arbitrary control of landowners. Nonetheless the servile character of hired labor and tenancy was not wholly effaced. For example, landlords retained the right to choose marriage partners for hired laborers and bondservants, and tenants were subject to various legal discriminations in disputes with their landlords.19 Although tenant servants were prominent in newly settled regions of South China such as Jiangxi and southern Anhui, they were uncommon in the more densely populated regions of the Yangzi Delta and Fujian.20 As a rule, coercive labor arrangements entailing a high degree of personal bondage were confined to the frontier regions of South China where labor was in short supply.21

Agriculture in North China reached an optimum level of efficiency during the Tang dynasty.22 Wheat decisively displaced millet as the dominant food grain. Cereal cultivation was complemented by a variety of winter crops – soybeans, snow peas (an import from West Asia), broad beans, rape, and clover (for animal fodder) – utilized in the increasingly common two-crops-in-three-years rotation.23 Even the larger landholdings of zhuangyuan estates were divided among small household units of production rather than operated under unitary management. Ōsawa Masaaki suggests that in the late Tang a typical North China zhuangyuan comprised 240–300 mu, the maximum amount that could be cultivated with two oxen, and a total workforce of ten or so farmers. But the estate workers (zhuangke 莊客) most often were tenant farmers who, although subject to certain kinds of personal subordination to the landowner (for example, providing sundry labor services when the latter demanded), were responsible for their own subsistence.24 Li Bozhong has calculated that on average a farm family in North China with an ox could cultivate 77 mu, or, if the family shared an ox with others, only 50 mu, generally regarded as the minimum amount of land required to meet subsistence needs.25 Data from tenth-century tax registers in Dunhuang – where population pressure on the land was less intense than in the Central Plain – indicate an average of 68 mu per household, but this figure obscures significant variations (Table 6.2). Dunhuang’s agrarian economy was divided into three strata: a small number of large landowners possessing 300–400+ mu; a broad middle stratum that owned enough land to meet their own needs; and a substantial minority (perhaps 20–25 percent of the entire population) whose meager landholdings obliged them to seek other means of subsistence through tenancy, hired labor, or non-agricultural employment. This depiction of rural society in Dunhuang most likely was broadly true of North China in general.

Table 6.2 Landholdings in tenth-century Dunhuang








	Amount of land (mu)
	Number of households
	Percentage of total households
	Total land (mu)
	Percentage of total land
	Average land per household (mu)



	Less than 20
	29
	15.8
	383
	3.1
	13.2


	20–130
	136
	73.9
	6,686
	53.6
	49.2


	130–400
	14
	7.6
	3,979
	31.9
	284.2


	More than 400
	3
	1.6
	1,422
	11.4
	474.0


	Total
	184
	
	12,469
	
	67.8





Source: Yang Jiping 2003: 434, appendix table 24.





The fundamental force behind the rapid pace of commercial and urban growth during the Tang-Song transition was the maturation of the rice economy in the Yangzi River Basin. Irrigated rice cultivation was far more labor intensive than dryland crops (Table 6.3). But the higher productivity of intensive rice cultivation, including continuous planting without fallowing, yielded at least five times as much food per unit of land as wheat or millet. Many of the advances in rice cultivation – such as improved tools, transplanting, irrigation techniques, frequent weeding, and the double-cropping of rice with winter dryland crops (usually wheat) – already appeared by the late Tang era, but their use was confined to upland valleys above the flood plains (see Map 6.4).26 Nonetheless, already in the Tang the intensification of rice agriculture had produced substantial increases in yields compared to the Period of Disunion. According to Li Bozhong, in the Tang most rice farming households possessed an ox, although interplanting rice and winter crops was still rare.27 Even though farms were much smaller than in the past, Li calculates that by the late Tang Jiangnan household income from rice agriculture had risen 70 percent compared to the Period of Disunion (Table 6.4). Including cloth manufacture, Li finds that net household income increased by more than five-fold (Table 6.5). To be sure, Li’s calculations are based on stylized contemporary estimates, rather than actual output data, and reflect best practices that probably were utilized by only a minority of farm families. Moreover, the difference in net income per labor day was considerably lower (a 250 percent rather than 540 percent increase for a family with an ox practicing single-cropping). Given the greater labor intensity and longer work-year of families that combined rice agriculture and sericulture, it is not surprising that the twice-a-year taxation system shifted from extraction of labor services to payment in goods. Since the spring planting season for rice coincided with the peak season for highly labor-intensive sericulture tasks, this combination also encouraged a gendered division of labor, with women performing almost all of the sericulture work.28

Table 6.3 Labor intensity of principal crops





	Crop
	Labor-days required to cultivate 100 mu
	Index
(wheat = 100)



	Rice
	948
	536


	Millet
	283
	160


	Wheat
	177
	100


	Soybeans
	192
	108





Sources: TLD, 7: 222–23; Ōsawa 1996: 98.





Map 6.4 Ecology of the Yangzi River Delta





Table 6.4 Cultivated land and grain output in Jiangnan rice agriculture







	
	Period of Disunion
(without ox)
	Tang


	
	
	Without ox
	With ox
	Double-cropping rice and wheat
(with ox)



	Average cultivated land per
household (mu)
	77
	22
	31
	23


	Total grain output (shi)
	55
	66
	93
	92


	Total grain output (hectoliters)
	32.5
	38.9
	54.9
	54.3


	Grain output per mu (liters)
	42.1
	177
	177
	236


	Value of grain output in bolts of silk tabby (pi)
	19.8
	23.8
	33.5
	33.1


	Index of value (Period of Disunion = 100)
	100
	120
	169
	167





Source: Li Bozhong 1990: 212, table 6–14.





Table 6.5 Estimated net income of Jiangnan rice-farming households(all figures in bolts of silk)










	
	Fixed capital costs
	Variable capital costs
	Total income
	Net income
	Net after-tax income



	Period of Disunion
(without ox)
	0.5
	27
	29.8
	2.3
	−2.9


	Early Tang (without ox)
	0.3
	27
	35.4
	8.1
	3.4


	Early Tang (with ox)
	8.5
	27
	45.1
	9.6
	4.9


	Middle Tang (without ox)
	0.3
	27
	37.0
	9.7
	2.8


	Middle Tang (with ox)
	8.5
	27
	47.5
	12.0
	5.1


	Late Tang (with ox, single
cropping; sericulture)
	8.5
	27
	47.9
	12.4
	5.0


	Late Tang (with ox, double-cropping; sericulture)
	8.6
	27
	47.5
	13.4
	6.0





NB: Before the late Tang, income from cloth production was derived from ramie fabrics; in the late Tang, from silk.

Source: Li Bozhong 1990: 227, table 6–18; 244, table 6–25.





The most significant development in Song agriculture was the expansion of rice cultivation through the reclamation of the marshlands of the Yangzi Delta and the building of terraced fields on hillsides in the mountainous regions of the interior. Farmers in the upland alluvial valleys of Zhejiang, Anhui, and Jiangxi pioneered many of the innovations in rice cultivation. Irrigation ponds, terraced fields, and labor-intensive techniques such as deep tilling and frequent weeding were first adopted in these areas.29 The introduction of Champa rice, a hardy, fast-ripening seed variety from Southeast Asia, shortened the growing season and reduced the risk of crop failure. Over the course of the Song, however, the impetus for the expansion of the rice economy gravitated to the lowland plains of the Yangzi Delta. In this region the main priority was not storing irrigation water but rather draining marshes and lakes to make the land suitable for agriculture. Construction of polders (diked enclosures) – initially to drain swamps, and then to provide irrigation to rice fields – required substantial investments of labor and capital. The Wu-Yue kingdom in the tenth century and Wang Anshi’s administration in the eleventh invested heavily in such land reclamation projects. It has been estimated that polder projects reclaimed at least 35 million acres of land in the two circuits of Liangzhe and Jiangdong during the last half century of the Northern Song alone.30 The proliferation of polder fields in the Yangzi Delta continued in the Southern Song, but the initiative for land reclamation came from private landowners rather than the state.31

The rapid advance of polders not only greatly expanded cultivated land in the delta, but also radically altered the delta’s ecology, as the example of Jian Lake in Shaoxing illustrates. Jian Lake had been artificially created as a source of irrigation water in the Han dynasty (Chapter 4). In the early eleventh century farmers along the lakeshore began to build diked enclosures to convert the lake bed into arable land. By the 1060s some 700 qing of land had been reclaimed in this fashion. At the end of the twelfth century, when more than 2,000 qing were under cultivation, the lake had been reduced to scattered marshes amid a vast expanse of rice paddies (Map 6.5; cf Map 4.3).32 The depletion of lakes and increased sedimentation resulting from erosion in upstream areas rendered the coastal plains more vulnerable to flooding. Efforts to expedite the discharge of water to the sea by dredging channels and straightening rivers had contrary results, increasing the pressure on dikes and allowing ocean tides to surge inland. Moreover, the polders remained prone to water-logging that reduced fertility and inhibited double-cropping with winter dryland crops. During the Song, the yields from polder lands were no greater than the more intensively cultivated upland rice fields.33

Map 6.5 Land reclamation of Jian Lake in Shaoxing



Source: Chen Qiaoyi 1962.



Despite the trend toward concentration of landholdings following the demise of the equal-field system, great estates became increasingly rare during the Song dynasty. Rice agriculture was more suited to small-scale farming. Under the household ranking system established by the Song in 1033, approximately 10–15 percent of all registered households were classified as “upper households” (shanghu 上戶) owning more than 100 mu (5.6 hectares) of land, while 50–60 percent were registered as “lower households” (xiahu 下戶) with average landholdings of less than 25 mu. The remaining one-third of all households owned no land.34 Although the superior households accounted for 80 percent of total landholdings, landownership was much more broadly dispersed than in the past. A survey conducted in Wenzhou prefecture (Zhejiang) in the thirteenth century found that only 1.5 percent of landowning households owned more than 400 mu (the largest single holding amounting to 2,600 mu), while 85 percent of landowners owned between 30 and 150 mu.35 The average amount of farmland per household in rice-growing regions in the twelfth century ranged from 30–40 mu in lowland areas to around 10 mu in the rugged upland regions. Farm size, including lands worked by tenant farmers, in Song Jiangnan probably was in the range of 30–40 mu.36 Conjugal families numbering 5–6 persons constituted the basic unit of agricultural production.

The transformation of Chinese agriculture during the Tang-Song era was more gradual and incremental than Mark Elvin’s formulation of a “revolution in farming” suggests.37 The productivity of polder fields in Song Jiangnan probably did not much surpass the high levels already achieved in the Tang, and many of the best practices described in Song agricultural handbooks were not widely employed before Ming-Qing times.38 Nonetheless, the shift from millet and wheat to rice as the principal food crop dramatically raised aggregate grain output and made possible the doubling of China’s peak population levels between the eighth and twelfth centuries. The number of registered households tripled between 980 and 1110 alone, although registered acreage grew at a far more modest pace, roughly 50 percent from 1000 to 1080 (Figure 6.1). Most importantly, the progressive commercialization of agriculture favored specialization of production, both across the empire and within the household. Wholesale merchants, brokers, hostellers (didian 邸店), commission agents, and retail shopkeepers constructed regional and national markets not only for grain and other foodstuffs but also for salt, tea, timber, textiles, lacquer, paper, and pottery.39

Figure 6.1 Northern Song registered population and lands, 980–1110



Sources: Population: Wu Songdi 2000: 346–48, table 8-1; Land: Shiba 1988: 228.









The return to mercantilist fiscal policies

After the final collapse of the Tang dynasty in 907, China once again was divided into northern and southern political spheres. In the north, a series of five successive dynasties rose and fell during the period 907–960 (thus this period is generally known as the Five Dynasties era). Amid this instability, actual power devolved to dozens of local warlord regimes. In the south, however, a relatively stable multistate system of seven regional kingdoms emerged, the last of which submitted to Song rule only in 978. In sharp contrast with the expansive, cosmopolitan empires of Sui and Tang, the rulers of this era focused on building a political base at the local and regional levels. The multistate system in South China fostered a regional pattern of economic development. This framework of regional states was preserved in the structure of the Song dynasty’s territorial administration and later in the provincial units of the Ming and Qing dynasties.

The preeminence of military rule that prevailed during the late Tang continued in the Five Dynasties period. Already before the An Lushan rebellion the fubing system of soldier-farmer militias had seriously decayed, forcing the Tang to rely on large professional armies to defend its frontiers. The power of the Five Dynasties’ rulers likewise rested on standing armies. Provisions of food and clothing and pay (in coin) for several hundred thousand troops consumed the lion’s share of state revenue. Cadastral surveys conducted by the northern regimes of Later Tang (in 929) and Northern Zhou (in 958) extended the reach of the central government’s fiscal authority at the local level.40 As in the late Tang, shortages of coin compelled government officials to commute the summer tax portion of the twice-a-year tax to in-kind payments in cloth.41

The emergence of independent regional states stimulated robust economic growth in southern China. Regional specialization in the production of tea, salt, timber, paper, copper, silver, and textiles accelerated as the various states sought to capitalize on their comparative advantages in resources. Although political fragmentation and hostile relations posed obstacles to interregional trade, the rulers of these states also depended on commerce to obtain vital supplies – notably iron, salt, sulfur, and alum – as well as now-indispensable consumer staples such as tea.42 The southern states developed cordial trading relations with the remote foreign states on the northern frontier, the Tanguts and the Khitan Liao, principally based on the exchange of tea for war horses. The coastal kingdoms of Wu-Yue, Min, and Southern Han actively promoted overseas trade with the Khitan, the Koryŏ kingdom in Korea, and Japan as well as Southeast Asia.43 The direct role of the Southern Han state in maritime trade is evident in the cargo of the Intan shipwreck, which sank near Java c. 920–60. The ship, of Southeast Asian construction, carried Chinese and Southeast Asian ceramics; incense; copper and tin ingots and gold jewelry of Southeast Asian origin; Southern Han lead coins; and nearly 190 kg of silver ingots. Inscriptions indicate that the silver ingots had been deposited in the Southern Han state treasury as payment for salt excise levies, and presumably disbursed to purchase aromatics, spices, and other exotic goods the vessel had delivered to Guangzhou.44

The tenth century also witnessed the first flourish of private maritime commerce between China and Japan. Diplomatic exchanges between the Tang and Japanese courts had ceased after 838. Subsequently Japan’s contact with the continent was mediated by Chinese and Korean merchants. Ningbo and other Zhejiang ports dominated the trade between China and Japan at this time, displacing Yangzhou and rivaling Guangzhou as the major emporia of maritime commerce.45 Green-glazed Yuezhou 越州stoneware from Shaoxing (near Ningbo) was by far the most common type of Chinese ceramics imported to Japan in the ninth–tenth centuries, followed by cream-colored Xingzhou 邢州 (southern Hebei) wares and the Changsha pottery found on the Belitung shipwreck.46 Apart from ceramics, Chinese merchants brought textiles, books, and exotic goods from Central and Southeast Asia to Japan; their principal return cargo was gold from Mutsu in northern Japan.

The rulers of the South China states adopted explicitly mercantilist policies intended to strengthen their national economies and prevent the drain of hard currency – copper coin, gold, and silver – to neighboring rivals.47 The northern courts, lacking any domestic supplies of copper, suffered from critical shortages of money. Northern rulers repeatedly issued bans against the export of coin and non-monetary uses of copper. When the Later Tang vanquished the Former Shu state in Sichuan in 934, the victors brought back great quantities of gold and silver and six billion copper coins to Luoyang.48 A new proscription against Buddhism enacted by the Northern Zhou in 955 was a thinly disguised ruse to seize bronze statues and other religious ornaments held by monasteries and private devotees for use as raw material for coinage. Even states with ample copper supplies such as Wu-Yue and Southern Tang ultimately resorted to minting iron coins to discourage the export of coin abroad. Other southern states such as Min, Southern Han, and Chu issued even cheaper lead coins. These monetary policies contributed to a pattern of regional monetary autarky that persisted after the Song reunification.

The precarious military situation of the Song cast a long shadow over fiscal policy. From the outset the Song emperors sought to reverse the centrifugal trends of the late Tang by recentralizing military power and economic resources in the hands of the central government. Most fiscal matters came under the purview of a new Finance Commission (Sansi 三司), an autonomous agency – comprised of the three departments of revenue (Duzhi 度支), salt (Yantie 鹽鐵), and census (Hubu 戶部) – that reported directly to the emperor rather than the chancellors. First created by the Later Tang in 930, the Finance Commission institutionalized the shift toward functional specialization in the central government fiscal bureaucracy that originated with the proliferation of plenipotentiary commissioners in the mid-Tang period. The structure of the Finance Commission encouraged the development of professional expertise in fiscal matters and the emergence a distinct career track within the Song bureaucracy for officials who acquired such knowledge and experience.49 The Song also divided the empire into regional circuits (lu 路) – a total of twenty-one in 979 – to coordinate policymaking between the central government and the empire’s 300-odd prefectures.50 The various circuit intendants – supervising military, fiscal, judicial, and educational affairs – reported to different authorities at the court. Fiscal Intendants (Juanyunshi轉運使), acting as arms of the Finance Commission, were chiefly responsible for the allocation and transportation of locally generated revenues, above all for provisioning the armies.51

Since the Great Wall no longer served as a bulwark against invasion, the Song was forced to maintain large standing armies of professional soldiers along its long borders with the Tanguts and Khitan kingdom of Liao. In the early Song some 400,000 soldiers manned the garrisons along the northern frontier. Defeat in war with the Liao in 1004 forced the Song to pay large annual indemnities of silver and silk to the Liao rulers. During the Song offensive against the Tangut Xixia kingdom in 1040–44 – which ended in another devastating defeat and indemnities owed to Xixia as well – the Song armies swelled to 1.4 million soldiers. In the 1060s–70s, 700,000–800,000 troops were stationed in the northern border circuits of Hebei, Hedong, and Shaanxi.52 Supplying these frontier armies imposed heavy fiscal and logistical burdens. Military expenditures consumed more than 80 percent of the central government’s budget. The Song retained the twice-a-year tax system, but also sought to capture some of the profits generated by the rapidly expanding commercial economy to meet the ever-increasing costs of national defense.

Logistical considerations had figured significantly in the Song founder’s choice of Kaifeng, the northern terminus of the Grand Canal, as his capital. Kaifeng became the hub of a system of waterways and roads that facilitated the delivery of goods from all corners of the Song realm. In the eleventh century state-operated convoys each year carried 4.89 million shi (464 million liters) of grain obtained as tax revenue from South China to Kaifeng. But nearly all of this grain was allocated to officials and soldiers stationed in and around the capital. Feeding the armies on the frontier required an additional 25 million shi (2.37 billion liters) per year, only half of which could be supplied by land tax revenues from the northern provinces. The remainder had to be obtained through the market through what was known as the “harmonious purchase” (hedi 和糴) policy. Most hedi grain was obtained locally in the northern provinces, but each year the government purchased 2–3 million shi of rice in the south to provision the frontier armies.53

Like its predecessors, the Song relied heavily on profits from commodity monopolies to augment the relatively static income generated by direct taxation. In addition to the lucrative salt monopoly, the Song retained the monopoly on commerce in tea in the Huainan region that had been established by the Southern Tang. In 965 the Song created a Commodity Monopoly Bureau (Quehuowu 榷貨務) to sell licenses that enabled merchants to purchase tea in Huainan and market it in designated market regions. Like the Southern Tang, the Song initially used the tea monopoly as a weapon in its economic warfare with rival states. After the conquest of Wu-Yue in 978, however, the purpose of the tea monopoly changed along with the strategic goals of the Song leaders, now focused on recovering the region around modern Beijing from the Liao. Under the “frontier delivery” (ruzhong 入中) policy, the state offered lucrative incentives to entice merchants to provision the frontier armies. In 985 the Song began to tender exchange vouchers, known as jiaoyin 交引, as payment for shipments of grain, fodder, money (coin and silver), and other supplies to the frontier. These vouchers could be redeemed at the capital for coin, exotic imports such as incense and ivory, or the coveted licenses to procure and market tea and salt.54

The tea monopoly encountered intractable obstacles.55 The government was unable to maintain a balance between its stocks of tea and the tea licenses it issued, resulting either in spoilage of unsold tea or lengthy delays for merchants seeking to redeem their licenses. Merchants often inflated the values of the supplies they delivered to the frontier, deflating the state’s revenue. Above all, a monopoly on tea production proved impossible to enforce, since tea was widely grown by small producers across all of South China. In 1059 the government abandoned the monopoly and allowed free trade in tea. The salt monopoly, in contrast, was more successful, primarily because the state could more easily control the sources of supply.

Although the salt and tea monopolies were staple sources of revenue, in the early decades of the eleventh century they yielded less revenue than other indirect levies on trade (Table 6.6). Commercial taxes (on the shipment and sale of goods) became a major source of income, generating 20–25 percent of the state’s cash revenues.56 A new liquor monopoly produced nearly as much revenue as the commercial taxes. The state directly operated breweries in major cities while licensing private producers in smaller towns and rural areas who paid franchise fees to the state. A network of revenue depots (changwu 場務) blanketed the empire, collecting revenues from commercial taxes and the liquor monopoly. In 1077, a total of 1,993 commercial tax stations and 1,861 liquor revenue depots were in operation.57 Another revenue device employed by the Song court was a system of loan advances to finance purchases from silk producers (heyumai 和預買). The state made cash advances to families engaged in sericulture who repaid the loans with finished silk cloth. The amount of silk obtained through advance purchases rose from 1 million bolts in 1005 to 3 million in 1047.58

Table 6.6 Coin revenues in the Northern Song(in millions of guan)










	
	997
	1021
	c. 1044
	1064
	c. 1077*



	Salt
	3.00
	3.00
	7.15
	11.23
	22.30


	Tea
	2.86
	3.30
	1.50**
	1.18
	0.77


	Liquor
	3.26
	11.59
	17.10
	12.86
	12.93


	Subtotal for state monopolies
	9.12
	17.89
	25.75
	25.27
	34.70


	Commercial taxes
	4.00
	12.04
	19.75
	8.46
	8.05


	Coinage
	?
	?
	?
	?
	5.95


	Twice-a-year tax
	?
	?
	?
	4.93
	5.59


	New policies
	–
	–
	–
	–
	18.00


	Total coin revenues***
	16.93
	29.93
	45.50
	36.82
	72.29


	Total revenues (coin equivalent)
	35.59
	57.23
	?
	60.00
	89.33


	Percentage of total revenues in coin
	48%
	52%
	–
	61%
	81%





* Figures variously from 1076, 1077, and 1078; does not include revenues from Green Sprouts loans and maritime customs (because revenue data for these categories is not divided into coin and non-coin portions).



** Figure from 1034; 1054 figure was 1.28 million.



*** Total revenues also included additional revenues apart from the above categories.





Sources: Wang Shengduo 1995, 2: 691, appendix table 1.6; 2: 705, appendix table 4; 2: 709–13, appendix table 7; 2: 748-49, appendix table 22; Guo Zhengzhong 1990: 676–77, table 44; Jia Daquan 1981: 53–54; Miyazawa 1998: 56, table 4.





After the rapid escalation of frontier defense costs during and after the Tangut war in the 1040s, the Song leadership desperately sought to increase its revenues. The most successful innovation was decoupling the salt licenses from the frontier delivery system in 1048. Merchants could simply purchase salt licenses outright, without undertaking the delivery of military supplies, and were given more flexibility to choose where they could market their salt. By purchasing grain on the market, the state avoided the problem of bloated costs that the frontier delivery system had entailed, and thus economized on military expenditures. Moreover, the salt licenses could be redeemed for money rather than salt, and thus served as a negotiable bill of exchange. The utility of salt licenses as financial instruments greatly enhanced their appeal, spurring the formation of a secondary market for trading salt licenses in Kaifeng. By the beginning of the twelfth century virtually the entire salt trade was in the hands of private merchants operating under state license. Government income from the salt monopoly rose, and the military procurement system was placed on sounder footing.59

Total government income rose substantially over the first half of the eleventh century (Table 6.7). Cash revenues soared amid the Tangut war in 1040–44, and by the 1060s payments in coin comprised 60 percent or more of the state’s total income. Although the creation of the office of Finance Commissioner in 1003 unified the fiscal administration under a single executive, the Finance Commission’s control over state finances increasingly was usurped by the emperor and his coterie of eunuchs. Emperors Zhenzong (r. 997–1022) and Renzong (r. 1022–63) greatly enlarged the sources of income garnered by the Privy Purse, and thus at their personal disposal. In addition to the emperor’s traditional claims over “the mountains and the marshes” (income from mining and coinage) and domestic and foreign tribute, the Song emperors appropriated significant shares of revenues from maritime customs and commodity monopolies, and also required the Finance Commission to remit a portion of its annual receipts to the Privy Purse. Consequently, the Privy Purse’s share of total revenues rose from 10 percent c. 1000 to 23 percent in the 1050s (Table 6.8). Originally the Privy Purse had been intended to serve as an emergency reserve in preparation for times of war and famine. The Finance Commission incurred chronic budget shortfalls – and massive deficits during the war years of the 1040s – that required regular infusions of revenue transferred from the Privy Purse. The Finance Commission’s dependence on subsidies from the Privy Purse impeded centralized control and coordination of the state’s fiscal regime.60

Table 6.7 Principal state revenues in the Northern Song







	Revenues
(all figures in millions)
	997
	1021
	1065
	1086


	Coin (貫)
	16.93
	29.93
	36.82
	48.48


	Silks (絹紬 only) (匹)
	4.23
	10.97
	8.75
	1.51


	Grain (石)
	21.94
	29.83
	26.94
	24.45











	Value in silver
(figures in 1,000 kg)
	997
	1021
	1065
	1086


	Coin
	794
	1,112
	1,381
	1,818


	Silks
	203
	350
	473
	74


	Grain
	322
	362
	689
	1,298


	Total
	1,319
	1,824
	2,543
	3,190





Sources: Revenues from Wang Shengduo 1995, 2: 687–92, appendix tables 1.1, 1.4, 1.6, 1.8; silver equivalents derived from Peng Xinwei 1965: 503–09.





Table 6.8 Decennial averages of central government revenues, 960–1059(in thousands of silver kg)













	
	
	Privy Purse
	Finance Commission
	Total


	
	Mining and coinage
	Tribute and customs
	Hemai
和買
	Commodity monopolies
	Other
	Total
	
	



	960–69
	16.7
	6.7
	0
	0.9
	64.5
	88.9
	664.9
	753.6


	970–79
	16.9
	10.3
	0
	1.5
	59.5
	88.1
	664.9
	753.0


	980–89
	15.0
	14.7
	0
	78.4
	46.3
	154.4
	1,093.1
	1,247.5


	990–99
	30.7
	10.2
	0
	79.5
	50.7
	171.1
	1,354.3
	1,535.4


	1000–09
	116.4
	20.4
	0
	96.5
	41.6
	274.8
	2,482.2
	2,756.9


	1010–19
	116.3
	18.8
	27.8
	118.1
	18.8
	299.7
	2,488.2
	2,787.9


	1020–29
	97.4
	15.1
	69.5
	362.7
	17.1
	561.8
	2,522.1
	3,081.8


	1030–39
	97.4
	17.1
	69.5
	385.7
	17.1
	591.2
	2,520.4
	3,111.6


	1040–49
	99.6
	18.6
	100.7
	441.3
	26.2
	686.4
	1,817.9
	2,504.3


	1050–59
	62.7
	26.0
	104.2
	463.9
	4.2
	661.0
	2,888.5
	3,749.5





Source: Hartwell 1988: 34, table 1; 62, table 5.





Monetization of revenue collection required an ample supply of coin. In addition, commercial expansion intensified the demand for a reliable means of exchange. One of the main priorities of the early Song leadership was to restore a standard currency to replace the heterogeneous and cheaply made currencies that proliferated during the Five Dynasties interregnum. Currency unification proved impossible, however. The Song preserved the iron currency zone in Sichuan inherited from the Later Shu state, and from the 1040s created another separate currency zone along the northwestern frontier where a mix of iron and bronze coins as well as salt licenses served as currency.61 The inconvenience of transporting bulky iron coins – a pound of salt cost 1½ pounds of iron coin in Sichuan – prompted merchants in Chengdu to issue their own paper bills of credit, known as jiaozi 交子. Like the state’s “flying money,” jiaozi bills were issued in varying amounts but could be transferred to third parties. In 1005 local authorities in Chengdu attempted to rein in the reckless issue of jiaozi by creating a standardized format for the bills and restricting their issue to a consortium of sixteen Chengdu merchants. Finally, in 1024 the government stepped in and took over the issue of the jiaozi bills. By fixing the value of the bills in standard denominations of iron coin with a three-year term of circulation, the state transformed the jiaozi into the world’s first genuine paper money. But the circulation of jiaozi remained confined to Sichuan.62

In the rest of the empire bronze coin prevailed as the principal form of currency. The Song succeeded in dramatically increasing the money supply. By the early eleventh century the annual output of bronze coin was five to six times greater than the Tang average, and at their peak c. 1080 Song mints cast 6 billion coins per year, the highest recorded output in Chinese imperial history. There is a general consensus that during the Northern Song the state minted approximately 260 billion coins (see Table 6.9), but opinion differs sharply on the function of coin in the Song economy. Miyazawa Tomoyuki contends that the use of coin in the private market remained limited and local. In his view, coin functioned chiefly as a means of tax payment, and most coin remained stored in state treasuries. Miyazawa postulates that c. 1077, when the state’s coin revenues reached their peak of 73 million guan, only 30 million guan of coin was circulating in the private market; thus coin figured far more significantly in revenue extraction than in commerce.63 Gao Congming, while acknowledging the importance of what Miyazawa calls “fiscal trade” (state procurement and long-distance transport of goods, primarily for military supplies), arrives at the virtually opposite conclusion. Based on the earlier work of Qi Xia, Gao estimates that the total volume of private trade c. 1077 was 150 million guan, in contrast to average state revenues in coin of 60 million guan.64 I am inclined to agree with Gao that the money supply was sufficiently large and elastic to meet the demands of both commerce and the state.65

Table 6.9 Issue of bronze currency in Northern Song(figures in millions of coins)








	Period
	Average annual coinage
	Total output for period
	Accumulated output*



	976–82
	70
	490
	490


	983–96
	300
	4,200
	4,690


	997–99
	800
	2,400
	7,090


	1000–15
	1,250
	18,750
	25,840


	1016–48
	1,000
	33,000
	58,840


	1049–73
	1,600
	40,000
	98,840


	1074–85
	4,500
	54,000
	152,840


	1086–1125
	2,800
	109,200
	262,040





* These figures do not account for the existing stock of coin or the loss of coin due to wear, melting, etc.





Source: Gao Congming 1999: 103.











Wang Anshi’s new policies

The Tang-Song transition also witnessed crucial changes in the nature and composition of the political elite. The old aristocracy, whose fortunes fell along with those of the Tang court in the wake of the An Lushan rebellion, largely disappeared after the Song instituted rigorous merit-based civil service examinations as the principal means of recruiting government officials. The examination system also fostered a rejuvenated political culture imbued with a reawakened Confucian commitment to improve both the spiritual character and the material welfare of the people.66 During the Northern Song period many leading officials expressed bold confidence in using the authority and institutions of the central government to engineer transformative social change. The humiliating military defeat inflicted by the Tanguts in the 1040s and the chronic deficits in the state budget resulting from, in Sogabe Shizuo’s words, a “perpetual wartime fiscal regime” intensified the urgency of appeals for action.67 The opportunity for radical reform came two decades later with the ascension of a young monarch, Emperor Shenzong (r. 1067–85), who swiftly promoted an ambitious and brilliant statesman, Wang Anshi (1021–85), to the position of chief minister in 1070. Wang immediately embarked on a program of sweeping institutional reforms known as the New Policies (xinfa 新法).68 Above all, Wang implemented far-reaching changes in fiscal policy, seeking to free up productive energies in an economy undergoing rapid monetization by converting labor services to cash payments and pumping vast amounts of currency into the economy. The New Policies on one level were consistent with the trends toward monetization of fiscal administration and growing state intervention in the markets that had been underway since the An Lushan rebellion. Yet Wang Anshi also displayed a commitment to mercantilist principles of fiscal governance unseen since the time of Emperor Wu of the Han.

Under Wang Anshi’s leadership, fiscal management – literally, “regulating wealth” (licai 理財) – displaced ethics, ritual propriety, and literary mastery as the defining feature of the art of government. Wang aimed to strengthen frontier defense while reducing the burden of military expenditures on the state budget; increase the state’s income from monopoly commodities and foreign trade; streamline taxation by reducing or eliminating in-kind payments and labor services; and revitalize the agrarian base of society through state investments (the central government initiated over 11,000 irrigation and flood control projects), making low-cost loans to farmers, and expanding the reach of public relief in rural areas. Above all, Wang saw himself as the defender of family farms and small shopkeepers against rapacious rentier landowners and the great merchant houses, whom he castigated as “aggrandizers.” Wang feared that unbridled market exchange created imbalances in the distribution in wealth and was vulnerable to manipulation by merchant cartels. To forestall such inequities he advocated state intervention in commerce and moneylending. Wang created new state agencies to manage wholesale trade at the capital and provide credit for retail businesses, turned private brokers into government agents, tightened the state’s control of foreign trade, and extended the existing monopoly on salt production to include much tea cultivation as well.

When Emperor Shenzong proposed restoring the equal-field system as a means of resolving economic equality, Wang Anshi curtly dismissed the prospect of seizing lands from the wealthy as impractical.69 Instead, Wang attributed the distress of family farms to their predicament of perpetual indebtedness and lack of access to capital for investment. The centerpiece of Wang’s plan for reinvigorating the smallholder economy was his “Green Sprouts” (qingmiao 青苗) program, which sought to free family farms from the usurious moneylending of “aggrandizers” by providing them with low-cost loans in coin at the beginning of the spring planting season. Borrowers were required to join mutual-responsibility groups of 5–10 households, and could repay the loans in grain rather than coin if they wished. The Green Sprouts loan program was intended to be self-financing, and thus charged interest (usually 20 percent per annum) to keep the program solvent. However, as with many of the New Policy initiatives, the imperative to generate revenues eventually obscured the original goal of promoting economic welfare.

Wang Anshi’s Hired Service (muyi 募役) program replaced conscription for local government service duties with professional clerical staff paid from the proceeds of a new tax assessed not only on affluent landowners, but also on groups previously exempt from the service obligation, such as the families of officials and townsmen. In addition, most village officer posts were abolished and subsumed into newly established local militias (baojia 保甲). Initially, the baojia militias were intended to relieve the professional soldiers who manned local garrisons and thus economize on military expenditures. Baojia headmen soon began to serve concurrently as village officers in charge of civil matters such as household registration, tax collection, and famine relief in addition to their public security duties. Although remuneration for baojia headmen was quickly discontinued, the tax created for this purpose remained on the books; the income it generated was simply merged into general revenues.70

Determined to recruit a cadre of loyal officials committed to his goals (“united in one mind and common moral purpose”), Wang Anshi proposed a new civil service examination curriculum centered on public policy and current affairs that deemphasized literary skills such as poetry composition.71 Wang also sought to circumvent a sclerotic bureaucracy by creating a host of new, task-oriented state agencies headed by upstart officials liberated from many of the constraints of civil service protocols – a political style dubbed “bureaucratic entrepreneurship” by one modern historian.72 In its brief existence during 1069–70, Wang’s Finance Planning Commission (Zhizhi Sansi tiaoli si 制置三司條例司) – filled with hand-picked sympathizers of low official rank – became the incubator for many of his reform proposals. Subsequently Wang bypassed the Finance Commission, which staunchly opposed his fiscal innovations, by delegating the drafting of the New Policies to an obscure office, the Exchequer of Imperial Lands (Sinongsi 司農寺). Implementation of the New Policies was entrusted to a new corps of circuit-level officials such as the Intendants for Ever-Normal Granaries, Husbandry, and Water Control (Tiju changping nongtian shuili shi 提舉常平農田水利使) and to ad hoc institutions such as the State Trade Bureau (Shiyiwu 市易務) in Kaifeng and the Tea Marketing Agency (Chachangsi 茶場司) in Sichuan. The dynamic role Wang Anshi envisioned for the state in managing the economy necessitated a substantial expansion in the size of the bureaucracy, which increased from 24,000 officials in 1067 to 34,000 by 1080. To deter peculation, Wang also boosted the salaries of public officials, increasing the budget for civil service personnel ten-fold.

Wang Anshi’s principles of “bureaucratic entrepreneurship” – recruiting men with fiscal and managerial expertise, granting them long-term appointments unfettered by regulatory surveillance, and allowing wide latitude for experimentation – were most cogently articulated in his initiatives for direct government intervention in private commerce and finance. The State Trade Bureau (STB) originally was intended to eradicate what Wang perceived as monopolistic price manipulation by merchant cartels and usurious moneylenders. In addition to seizing control of wholesale marketing in Kaifeng and other cities (itinerant merchants were obliged to sell their stock to the bureau’s agents), the STB engaged in a wide range of fiscal operations, such as trading in salt certificates, supplying the court and government agencies with the goods they requisitioned, and provisioning frontier armies. The STB also extended credit to petty retail shopkeepers such as fruit-sellers and butchers. Soon it branched out into more generalized financing, offering low-cost loans (the interest rate varied from 12 to 20 percent per annum) of coin, goods, and precious metals to individuals or groups. To ensure the solvency of this loan program, borrowers were obliged to provide guarantors and to pledge collateral as security. The bureau recruited not only “officials knowledgeable about finance” but also merchants to serve as the examiners who determined the creditworthiness of borrowers and authorized loans, a circumvention of civil service prerogatives that provoked heated protest. The repeal of the New Policies abolished the STB and direct government intervention in wholesale commerce, but the bureau’s credit operations were spun off to a separate Collateral Lending Office (Didangsuo 抵當所) that endured into the Southern Song period.73

When the Tea Marketing Agency (TMA) was first established in Sichuan in 1074, its purpose was to generate revenues for procuring war horses from Central Asia and provisioning armies stationed on the northwestern frontier. Initially the TMA had no exclusive rights to the tea grown in Sichuan and simply bought tea in the private market at competitive prices. After tea production surged in tandem with rising TMA purchases, the TMA successfully lobbied to obtain monopsony rights to Sichuan’s entire tea output. Like the STB, the TMA diversified into a wide range of commercial and financial enterprises, including lending grain to tea cultivators and trading in commodities such as silk, paper, furs, and medicines. The TMA proved a resounding fiscal success, generating several million guan in annual profits as well as supplying the military with 15,000–20,000 horses a year. Following the loss of North China in 1127, however, the economic logic of the TMA, notably its role in horse procurement, atrophied. The agency still retained its control over Sichuan’s tea industry, but “bureaucratic entrepreneurship descended into confiscatory taxation.”74

From the outset the New Policies aroused fierce opposition. Orthodox Confucians condemned the intrusion of state power into the private economy both on principle and because of the deleterious effects of Wang’s initiatives. Perhaps the most vilified initiative was the Green Sprouts program. Critics charged that local officials forced farmers to borrow money from the state, turning the loan program into a regressive tax. It seems that fiscal goals indeed superseded commitments to social welfare. Revenues from the Green Sprouts loan program – which in its early years yielded roughly 3 million guan annually, or a net profit of 27 percent on its capital – were appropriated to finance flood control and famine relief and to provision frontier armies.75 Despite the lower interest rates, defaults – even after repeated deferrals – were common, and by the 1080s the program began to suffer deficits. The state’s injection of new credit into the rural economy apparently reinforced rather than remedied the perpetual cycle of indebtedness that afflicted many farming families.

Certainly the New Policies increased government revenues substantially, by at least 18 million guan annually. Tax receipts in coin rose by nearly 40 percent, primarily as a result of the monetization of labor services and the income generated by the Green Sprouts program; commercial sources, apart from the Sichuan tea monopoly, yielded only modest revenues. Although we lack complete figures for national accounts, estimates suggest that money payments reached a peak of 81 percent of central government revenues during the New Policies era, compared to 48 percent c. 1000 (Table 6.6). At the same time tax receipts in cloth, a staple of state finance since the Eastern Han, virtually disappeared (Table 6.7). From this time forward silver essentially replaced textiles in the Song fiscal system, and silk ceased to serve any monetary functions.76

The New Policies leaders also succeeded in maximizing control of fiscal resources by bringing the Privy Purse within their purview while sharply constricting the authority of the Finance Commission. After Wang Anshi’s retirement in 1076, Shenzong himself took control of the reform agenda. In 1082 the emperor initiated a sweeping restructuring of the state bureaucracy that restored the Tang model of central government organization centered on the Six Ministries (Liubu 六部). Both the Finance Commission and the Exchequer for Imperial Lands were dissolved and replaced by the Ministry of Revenue (Hubu 戶部). At the same time Shenzong created the Yuanfeng Treasury (元豐庫) to mobilize funds in preparation for a new offensive against the Tanguts, one that would end in another ignominious defeat.77 More broadly, the Yuanfeng Treasury became the depository for the revenues generated by the New Policies in addition to various commodity monopolies. Robert Hartwell’s reconstruction of central government finances for 1093 indicates that the income of the Yuanfeng Treasury was equal to that of the Ministry of Revenue (Table 6.10). Thus the new Ministry of Revenue, like the Financial Commission before it, exercised only partial control over fiscal resources.

Table 6.10 State income and expenditures in 1093(in thousands of silver kilos)










	Revenues
	
	Percent of total
	Expenditures
	
	Percent of total



	(1) Privy Purse
(內藏庫)
	
	
	
	
	


	   Precious metals
	15.60
	0.5
	Defense
	19.35
	0.6


	   Domestic tribute
	6.44
	0.2
	Relief
	12.03
	0.4


	   Coinage
	223.50
	6.4
	Patronage
	0.59
	< 0.1


	   Maritime customs
	10.30
	0.3
	State subsidy
	34.41
	1.0


	   Foreign tribute
	2.26
	0.1
	Liao/Xixia tribute
	23.86
	0.7


	   Hemai 和買
	92.45
	2.7
	State funerals
	15.42
	0.5


	   Other
	67.67
	2.0
	Palace expenses
	119.14
	3.5


	   Subtotal
	421.76
	12.1
	Subtotal
	224.79
	6.6


	(2) Yuanfeng treasury (元豐庫)
	
	
	
	
	


	   Alum monopoly
	21.97
	0.6
	Defense
	16.33
	0.5


	   Salt monopoly
	301.98
	8.7
	Hired service pay
	263.54
	7.7


	   Xiezhou salt
	63.98
	1.8
	State subsidy
	0.39
	< 0.1


	   Wine monopoly
	503.92
	14.4
	Grain transport
	17.09
	0.5


	   Hired service levy
	395.93
	11.3
	Monopoly costs
	115.43
	3.4


	   Breweries and ferries
	143.65
	4.1
	Brewery and ferries
	71.86
	2.1


	   Subtotal
	1,431.42
	41.0
	Subtotal
	484.64
	14.2


	(3) Tea marketing agency (茶場司)
	192.70
	5.5
	
	
	


	   Tea monopoly
	192.70
	5.5
	
	
	?


	(4) Ministry of Revenue (戶部)
	
	
	
	
	


	   Twice-a-year tax
	1,107.45
	31.7
	Civil salaries
	43.56
	1.3


	   Commercial taxes
	328.02
	9.4
	Military salaries
	1,133.23
	33.2


	   Head tax
	5.94
	0.2
	Relief
	71.66
	2.1


	
	
	
	Transfer to Privy
Purse
	16.16
	0.5


	   Subtotal
	1,441.41
	41.3
	Subtotal
	1,264.61
	37.1


	(5) Unidentified agencies
	
	
	Unidentified
	1,437.06
	42.1


	Totals
	3,490.23
	
	
	3,411.09
	





NB: Not all sources of state revenue are accounted for.

Source: Hartwell 1988: 71, table 8.





Wang Anshi’s reforms did, however, transfer a greater share of revenues collected at the local level to central government agencies. At the local level the fiscal reorganization provided local government with more secure funding and replaced most labor service requirements with a money tax. In order to meet this escalating demand for cash, Wang Anshi’s administration also accelerated mint output, which soared to an annual average of 4.5 billion coins during the New Policies era (Table 6.9). Despite this growth in the money supply, many of Wang’s critics complained that the state’s monetization of taxes resulted in severe shortages of currency – “coin famines” (qianhuang 錢荒), in the idiom of the day – and falling rural incomes.

Following the deaths of Wang Anshi and Shenzong in 1085, Wang’s enemies came to power and began to dismantle his reforms in the name of fiscal austerity. In 1093, however, proponents of the New Policies regained control of the court and revived the reform agenda. But incompetent leadership, a deteriorating military situation, and factional struggles at the court resulted in increasingly erratic fiscal policies and predatory taxation that inflicted enormous damage on the economy. The rapid collapse of the Song state in the face of the Jurchen invasion in 1126 was widely blamed on the fiscal mismanagement and private venality of Wang Anshi’s self-anointed disciples. The refugee court that reconstituted Song rule in South China after the fall of Kaifeng in 1127 repudiated Wang Anshi’s political philosophy and repealed most of the New Policies. But the powerful presence of the fiscal state endured.78







The great leap forward in economic productivity

The Song period witnessed unprecedented progress in market growth and economic productivity. Wet-rice agriculture became the mainstay of the national economy, but the cultivation of cash crops such as tea, sugar, mulberry (for silkworms), and indigo also expanded rapidly. The vast timber resources of South China were harvested to supply the burgeoning construction, shipbuilding, lacquer ware, and paper and printing industries. Iron and coal production, chiefly centered in the north, also experienced prodigious growth. Regional ceramics industries, invigorated by the invention of true porcelain and soaring demand in overseas markets, flourished. In the ceramics and silk industries as well as in agriculture we see a steady shift in the centers of production from north to south. The ready availability of water transport and the growth of maritime trade also contributed to the rise of industry and commerce in South China. The monetization of the economy expanded through vigorous growth in the money supply and the development of new credit and financial institutions. Finally, this commercial efflorescence stimulated urbanization and transformed the character of cities. Market towns sprang up in the countryside, while the walled cities became thriving hubs of commercial activity in addition to their traditional administrative and military functions.

Tea-drinking boomed during the Song period, and tea became recognized – along with rice, salt, soy sauce, cooking oil, vinegar, and charcoal – as one of the seven indispensable items of household consumption.79 At this time roasted tea leaves usually were pressed into bricks for ease of storage and transport. Fragments of these bricks were crushed or ground into a fine powder before brewing. Preparation of tea using loose leaves steadily gained in popularity, but did not fully displace powdered tea until the Ming period. Tea houses frequented by all social classes became a fixture of urban social life. The profusion of varieties of tea and gradations of quality encouraged connoisseurship and branding for diverse consumer markets. For example, the most prized variety of tea from Raozhou in Jiangxi fetched 500 coins per jin (0.59 kg), while the cheapest Raozhou teas sold for a mere 37 coins.80 The avid thirst for tea among Central Asian nomads willing to pay top prices was the principal reason for the lucrative profits generated by Sichuan’s Tea Marketing Agency. Cross-border trade absorbed one-third of Sichuan’s tea output before 1104, when the frontier markets were opened to tea produced in the southeastern provinces.81

Tea cultivation spearheaded the settlement of the interior upland valleys of South China, where the rugged terrain was ill-suited for rice agriculture. In Fujian, for example, tea production rose from 230,000 kg at the beginning of the dynasty to 1.9 million kg in 1084. Most tea cultivation was carried out by rural households who typically harvested 60–300 kg a year, but in some areas large private and state-run plantations employed up to 100 men and women laborers and produced as much as 30,000 kg.82 Over the course of the Song dynasty tea-picking became recognized as women’s work, and male labor essentially disappeared from this industry.83 Tea production, like the salt industry, became a significant source of government revenue and was subject at times to complex and burdensome regulation. But a monopoly on tea production, which was widely dispersed among tens of thousands of small cultivators, proved difficult to enforce. Still, we also see a high degree of regional specialization in tea production. A mere five prefectures generated 55 percent of the total tea output (excluding Sichuan) of more than 16 million kg in 1162 (Map 6.6).84

Map 6.6 Tea production in southeastern China, 1162

NB: No data for Sichuan.



Source: Mizuno 2000: 95, table 3.



Among the other southern crops that became important commercial goods during the Song period we can include sugar, indigo (for making dyes), tung oil (used to waterproof ships) and fruits such as oranges and other citruses, longan, and litchi. Crystallized sugar was widely used as a preservative for southern fruits, which had become popular delicacies in the cities of northern and central China. Chinese techniques for sugar extraction and refinement were efficient but labor-intensive. At least 10–20 laborers were needed to operate a sugar mill, using rotary mills – probably adapted from oil presses – powered by oxen to extract juice from sugar cane. A treatise of 1142 devoted to the Sichuan sugar industry claimed that in some counties of Suining prefecture 30 percent of households cultivated sugar cane and manufactured sugar candy. But the scale of these operations remained small – Suining’s candy-makers produced at most several tens of jugs per year, with some households producing only one or two. Because the crystallization process was slow and subject to vagaries of weather, many growers merely extracted juice from sugar cane to sell to candy-makers. Most likely, sugar milling was confined to private and monastic estates with ample capital and labor resources that leased their facilities to small growers. Even after the adoption of more sophisticated extraction and crystallization technologies in the Ming dynasty, China never developed the kind of plantation economies that accompanied the rise of sugar production in the West.85

During the Song period industrial enterprise also attained unprecedented levels of output and organizational sophistication. Coal and copper mining, iron metallurgy, alum making, shipbuilding, salt processing, papermaking and printing all experienced exponential growth, leading to larger scales of operation and managerial innovations. Textile manufacture, previously confined mostly to domestic needs and tax payments, became reoriented to production for the market. The formation of national markets for luxury goods such as fine silks, paper, lacquer, and porcelain encouraged regional specialization of handicraft production.

Technological innovation and market demand drove the expansion of iron production.86 Most iron mines were located in North China, where by Song times deforestation had sharply reduced the availability of charcoal as fuel for foundries. The invention of a coking process using bituminous coal produced the fuel needed for large blast furnaces employing the direct decarbonization (Bessemer technique) steel-making process. Coking and steel-making operations required substantial capital resources but also yielded significant economies of scale. The thirty-six private foundries at Liguo in northern Jiangsu employed an average of 100 wage laborers engaged in mining, coking, smelting, and refining tasks, and together produced nearly 7,000 tons of iron and steel per year. Total annual output of iron and steel in the late eleventh century has been estimated at roughly 125,000 tons.87 Many of the major iron-producing areas, including Liguo, were close to the capital of Kaifeng, the largest urban market, whose population possibly reached 750,000 in the late eleventh century. Kaifeng’s state armories and workshops alone employed more than 13,000 ironworkers engaged in manufacturing swords, armor, lances and other weapons as well as saws, hammers, stoves, nails, boilers, locks, lamps, and needles among numerous sundry utensils. While large-scale ironworks produced bar and cast iron for government armories and urban iron-finishing workshops, small rural forges employing seasonal labor continued to supply local blacksmiths and farmers with tools and utensils.

The sharp decline in silk and hemp as items of tax payment and the growth of consumer demand led to major changes in the structure of the textile industry.88 New fashions in dress favored lightweight silk gauzes, which required more complex looms, over the heavy polychrome fabrics and tabbies that predominated in the Tang. Government factories and the private workshops that catered to this segment of the market employed male workers, and the production of fancy textiles largely became the preserve of highly trained male artisans. Rural women working at home still produced tabby weaves. North China remained the center of silk production both in terms of technical skill and output until the Jin invasion and the conquest of the north in the 1120s. During the Southern Song period the refugee capital of Hangzhou became the nucleus of the national economy, and the region around Hangzhou rapidly achieved dominance as the new center of China’s sericulture industry. In his treatise On Husbandry (1149), Chen Fu – a native of the Yangzi Delta – observed that rural inhabitants in the western part of the delta, an area less favorable to rice cultivation, depended on silk manufacture as their main, if not sole, source of income:

The middle-income households of Anji county in Huzhou rely entirely on sericulture to make a living. A family of ten persons raises ten frames of silkworms, obtaining 12 jin of cocoons from each frame. Each jin of cocoons yields 1.3 ounces of silk thread. It takes 5 ounces of thread to weave one small bolt of silk tabby, which has a market value of 1.4 piculs of rice. The prices of silk tabby and rice usually move in tandem, so it is eminently feasible to provide for the family’s annual needs for food and clothing by means of sericulture. One month of intensive labor is superior to a full year of diligent toil [in agriculture].89



The renowned quality of Anji’s silk goods – not only simple tabbies, but also more complex silk fabrics such as gauzes (sha 紗) and twill weaves (ling 綾) –made this specialization possible. But many rural households abandoned silk weaving to concentrate on raising silkworms and reeling raw silk for sale to urban weaving workshops. A gazetteer of Huzhou published in 1201 recorded that rich families raised as many as several hundred frames of silkworms in addition to hiring weavers, which suggests large workshops with dozens of artisans.90 Chains of contractors, brokers, wholesale dealers, and long-distance merchants linked raw silk producers in the countryside with urban manufacturers and consumers.

Similar developments in technical refinement and market growth spurred industrial development in porcelain, paper manufacture, and printing. During the late Tang–early Song period Chinese craftsmen perfected the technique of making true porcelain, in which the pigments and glaze as well as the vessel body were vitrified. Regional styles of ceramic production flourished in all parts of China, but the southern city of Jingdezhen (Jiangxi) achieved particular distinction for its lustrous bluish-white (Qingbai) porcelains. Like metallurgy, porcelain manufacture featured a complex specialization of labor and substantial capital investment. Some kilns and ceramic workshops were operated as joint-capital enterprises. Jingdezhen was said to have numbered more than three hundred kilns in the Song period, which would have employed a labor force of 12,000 skilled workers, and probably an equal number of unskilled laborers.91 Smaller ceramic centers exhibited a similar concentration of kilns, capital, and skilled labor. Yonghezhen in Jizhou prefecture (Jiangxi) emerged as a center of pottery manufacture in the mid-tenth century, and was formally recognized as a town by the Song state at the turn of the eleventh century.92 A Song local historian boasted that Yonghezhen’s “six boulevards and three marketplaces” (a poetic metaphor for a bustling metropolis) were home to a population of several thousand households. In the twelfth century Jizhou’s dark-glazed wares briefly gained international repute, but subsequently they were eclipsed by Jingdezhen’s porcelains.93

Porcelain and celadon wares displaced silks as China’s chief export during the Song period, and surging demand in overseas markets reshaped the geography of ceramic manufacture. Fine porcelains from Jingdezhen, Dingzhou (Hebei), and Longquan (Zhejiang) were in great demand within China, but relatively few of these wares (except for Longquan products) were exported. Instead, new centers of ceramic manufacture developed in coastal areas where potters had ready access to export markets, first in Guangdong and then in Fujian. In the late eleventh century, nearly fifty large-scale kilns manufacturing sophisticated ceramic wares abruptly appeared on the outskirts of Quanzhou, where a Maritime Customs Superintendency (Shibosi 市舶司) was established in 1087. Initially the Quanzhou potters imitated the prestigious Qingbai wares of Jingdezhen, but by the mid-twelfth century they produced their own distinctive styles that achieved great popularity in overseas markets, especially in Japan. The Quanzhou region ceramic industry required a high degree of specialized skills, managerial expertise, and capital resources as well as informed knowledge of overseas markets. The success of Quanzhou potteries in dominating foreign markets – older centers in Guangdong and Shaoxing atrophied, and their wares disappeared from the export trade – attests to the intense competition faced by entrepreneurs in this industry.94

The invention of woodblock printing dates back to the early Tang period, but before the Song printing was mostly confined to the reproduction of Buddhist texts and ephemera such as calendars, almanacs, and religious charms. The institutionalization of the civil service examinations and the proliferation of schools during the Song period created a booming market for books. The Song government itself issued authorized versions of the Confucian classics, histories, administrative handbooks, and legal manuals as well as medical works and technological treatises. During the Southern Song schools and private commercial firms became major forces in publishing. Commercial firms printed inexpensive editions of many of the same types of books issued by government agencies, but also published works that received scant attention from the state, such as poetry, memoirs, and informal writings. Kaifeng and Sichuan dominated the printing industry in the Northern Song period, but in the Southern Song Hangzhou and Fujian emerged as the new centers of printing and publishing.95

Rising consumption of consumer goods such as silk, liquor, tea, porcelain, and books attested to the commercial efflorescence of the Song era. The dramatic surge in the money supply, innovations in finance and credit, and advances in the technology, management, and financing of water transport all nourished the growth of the market economy.96 Government procurement figured significantly in stimulating production and trade, but the state fulfilled a large and growing proportion of its needs through purchases in the market. Zhang Jinpeng has estimated the volume of commodity circulation in the Northern Song (converted into rice equivalents) at 148 liters per capita, more than twice (69 liters per capita) the most commonly cited estimate for commodity trade in the early nineteenth century.97 Although there are reasons to believe that the nineteenth-century estimate is too low, the conclusion that during the Song purchasing power in the private economy probably reached its highest level in the history of imperial China seems irrefutable.

After the loss of North China in 1127 and the relocation of the capital to Hangzhou, the Jiangnan region permanently eclipsed the Central Plain as China’s economic heartland. Yet the Lower Yangzi Basin had already emerged as the most dynamic commercial region in the Northern Song, as the geographical distribution of commercial tax revenues in 1077 shows (Map 6.7). The primacy of the imperial capital of Kaifeng as by far the largest commercial center – with commercial tax revenues five times greater than the next largest city, Hangzhou – is readily apparent. But apart from Kaifeng, commercial activity was concentrated in the southeast, especially along the Grand Canal corridor from Chuzhou to Hangzhou. Nine of the fifteen cities with the highest commercial tax revenues in 1077 were located in the Lower Yangzi Basin. The breadth of commercial activity is also noteworthy. Kaifeng’s share of total commercial tax revenues was 5.2 percent, and the twenty-seven other cities with commercial tax revenues exceeding 30,000 guan together accounted for 15.2 percent of the total. Of the additional ninety-nine cities and towns that collected commercial taxes in the range of 10,000–30,000 guan, fifty-six were prefectural capitals, while forty-three were county seats (xian) or market towns (zhen).98 The 520 market towns included in the 1077 data generated 29 percent of total commercial tax revenues.99 In contrast to the salience of cities as seats of political power in the past, in Song cities commercial activity became the lifeblood of urban society.

Map 6.7 Distribution of commercial tax revenues, 1077



Source: Chen Zhengxiang 1982.



The commercial tax data perhaps can serve as a proxy for the size and distribution of urban populations, but we lack direct evidence to measure the degree of urbanization in the Northern Song. Prefecture-level data from the Southern Song reveals wide regional variation in urbanization rates ranging from 3 percent in an upland interior area like Huizhou (Anhui) to 25 percent in the booming maritime trade center of Quanzhou (Fujian). The imperial capitals of Kaifeng and Hangzhou of course represented exceptional cases. Nearly 175,000 civilian households (46 percent of the prefectural total) were classified as urban residents in Hangzhou in the mid-thirteenth century, to which must be added the families of approximately 10,000 officials and 100,000 soldiers. Including the capital’s suburban non-agricultural population, Hangzhou’s total population may have been as large as 1.5 million persons.100 Although some scholars have postulated that the proportion of towndwellers in the Southern Song reached as high as 20 percent of the total population, a more likely estimate would be in the range of 12 percent.101 The degree of urbanization in the Southern Song thus was roughly equal to that of early modern Europe, for which Jan de Vries has proposed urbanization rates of 9.6 percent in 1500 and 13 percent in 1800.102

Commercial growth was the primary force driving urban development in the Song, but the effects of commercialization on urbanization varied. The rugged terrain of Huizhou was poorly suited to agriculture, which constricted urban growth. Although Huizhou flourished as an exporter of tea, lacquer, lumber, and paper to Hangzhou and other Jiangnan cities, the prefecture numbered fewer than 4,000 urban households (3 percent of the total) in 1227, roughly half of whom lived in the city of Huizhou.103 In the Yangzi Delta prefecture of Huzhou, in contrast, a fertile agricultural base sustained a dense network of cities and towns, although we lack data on the size of its urban population. As noted above, Huzhou became the leading center of silk manufacture in the Southern Song, and much of the sericulture industry as well as tea and ceramic production were located in the hilly western portion of the prefecture (Map 6.8). The population of Huzhou and its eleven market towns was evenly distributed between the western highlands and the eastern lowlands. But the largest market towns (Xinshi, Nanxun, and Wuqing) – which had commercial tax revenues far greater than the average county seat – as well as numerous smaller towns were concentrated in the eastern lowlands, which generated substantial rice surpluses, enjoyed ready access to water transport, and developed a highly skilled urban workforce. In the post-Song era commercial and urban growth became concentrated in the eastern half of Huzhou, while the western portion of the prefecture regressed into a poor, lightly populated hinterland.104

Map 6.8 Towns in Southern Song Huzhou



Source: Shiba 1988: 384.









Conclusion

The Tang-Song transition engendered far-reaching institutional changes in both the public and private sectors that transformed the economy and the state. More competitive factor markets for land, labor, and capital, new productive resources, and rising public and private demand provided the impetus for sustained economic growth. Nearly universal private landownership, monetization of tax payments, and the release of most of the population from statutory labor obligations fostered a more rational allocation of economic resources. Growth in the money supply and the proliferation of both public and private financial intermediation lubricated trade and investment. Marked increases in the output of staple foods, textiles, shipbuilding, and metallurgy resulted not so much from new knowledge but rather the application of existing technologies on a much wider scale, and especially the transfer of these technologies to the far richer resource base of South China. The great leap forward in food production made possible by the shift to wet-rice agriculture, rising consumption of new comestibles such as tea and sugar, and vigorous demand from the shipbuilding, paper, printing, and lacquer industries for the products of South China’s ample forests all contributed to commercial growth, rising incomes, and the diversification of consumer demand. Market expansion fostered regional specialization, especially for high-quality silks, porcelain, paper, lacquer wares, and tea, but also for cheaper versions of these goods intended for mass consumption.

The relationship of the state to the private economy changed as well. The weakening of state control over land and labor in the aftermath of the An Lushan rebellion compelled the Tang court to resort to indirect taxation, especially consumption taxes, in a desperate effort to boost revenues. This trend accelerated during the tenth century, after the final collapse of the Tang dynasty. Warfare among rival regimes, especially in South China, promoted mercantilist fiscal and monetary strategies for strengthening state power. The Song dynasty restored firm state control over the population and resources, but from the beginning the Song also faced dire threats to its existence from strong nomad-based states on its northern frontiers. The Song leadership chose to continue to rely chiefly on indirect taxation of commerce to meet the escalating costs of provisioning massive standing armies of professional soldiers. State income from land taxes remained static throughout the eleventh century, even as the population tripled and registered lands increased by 50 percent. The New Policies enacted by Wang Anshi and his followers were dedicated to the twin goals of capturing greater revenues from an expanding commercial economy and alleviating the economic inequality that commercialization entailed. Despite some promising initial achievements, in the long run the New Policies failed to achieve durable success in meeting either of these objectives.

Notwithstanding the repeal of the New Policies in the Southern Song period, the reconstruction of the imperial state during the Tang-Song transition marked a dramatic departure from the original conception of the military-physiocratic state formulated under the Qin-Han empires. At times – during the tenth century interregnum, and again under the New Policies regime – state fiscal policy revived the mercantilist principles of Pseudo-Guanzi and the interventionist policies devised by Emperor Wu of Han’s coterie of advisors. Like Sang Hongyang, Wang Anshi and his acolytes were charged with the odious sin of fiscalism, of wielding state power to usurp the wealth of the people for their own power-mongering ends. But the fundamental feature of the military-physiocratic fiscal state, the presumption of economic equality established through state land allocations and ratified by uniform taxation and conscription imposed on all adults, was irreparably defunct. Landownership had become thoroughly privatized, and the principle of progressive taxation embedded in the twice-a-year tax system conceded to the reality of sizable disparities in land and wealth. Song fiscal administration adhered to some of the interventionist policies of Emperor Wu’s mercantilist regime, such as the state monopoly on trade in salt and Wang Anshi’s State Trade Bureau, modeled after Sang Hongyang’s “balanced standard” system. But, in contrast to the Qin-Han states, the Song revenue system relied heavily on indirect taxation, and its fiscal policies for the most part sought to harness market forces rather than suppress them. Thus the ruzhong policy offered merchants incentives to deliver provisions to frontier armies in lieu of an inefficient state-run procurement and transportation system. A significant share of the profitability of the salt monopoly derived from the utility of salt certificates as negotiable financial instruments in the private economy. The lucrative liquor monopoly – further evidence of the central place of consumption taxes in the Song fiscal regime – combined state-run breweries with franchising of brewing and sales rights in places where small economies of scale favored private entrepreneurship over government operations. This legacy of maximizing revenues in concert with market growth continued to prevail during the Southern Song, when the dynasty faced equally dire challenges to its survival.
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7 The heyday of the Jiangnan economy (1127–1550)



The Jin conquest of North China in 1127 once again sundered China in two, just as in the Period of Disunion that followed the nomad invasions of the early fourth century. For the next two and a half centuries North China was ruled by foreign conquerors, first the Jurchen and then the Mongols, while the refugee Song court retained control of the southern half of the empire. The military and fiscal dilemmas that had bedeviled the Northern Song leadership persisted unabated throughout the Southern Song. Yet ambitious programs of state-led reform, exemplified by Wang Anshi’s New Policies, lost favor after the debacle of 1127. During the Southern Song period, the ascendant Neo-Confucian political philosophy stressed moral rejuvenation and community-based reforms under local leadership rather than state-driven institutional transformation. Nonetheless, the turn toward monetization of taxes and procurement of military provisions through market mechanisms continued and even intensified during the Southern Song. In any event, in the early thirteenth century the state’s ability to manage its fiscal affairs abruptly deteriorated. The outbreak of renewed war with the Jin and civil war in Sichuan in 1205–08 utterly bankrupted the central government, forcing it to resort to ruinous fiscal and monetary policies. The Mongol conquest of the Jin in 1234 only heightened frontier tensions. After the Mongol invasions of the Southern Song began in earnest in 1257, the Song leadership again attempted radical reforms, such as an ill-fated program of confiscating lands from great landowners in the Yangzi Delta, with disastrous results. In 1276 the Mongols under the leadership of Qubilai, grandson of the great khan Chinggis, seized the Song capital of Hangzhou, and in 1279 the Mongols deposed the last Song emperor.

The loss of the Central Plain and the relocation of the Southern Song capital to Hangzhou reinforced the preeminence of Jiangnan as both the agricultural and commercial heartland of the Song Empire. Swelled by refugees from the north, Jiangnan’s population grew by nearly 50 percent between 1102 and 1223, in contrast to an estimated 9 percent increase for the Southern Song territories as a whole.1 Market towns and trade networks sprang up in the wake of the rapid advance of rice paddy polders across the plains of the Yangzi Delta, linking rural producers of grain and silk to Hangzhou and other major cities. Urban growth and rising consumption demand in both the towns and the countryside of Jiangnan stimulated long-distance trade and regional specialization. Jiangnan’s dominant position as the dynamic center of trade and industry within the Chinese economy would endure, irrespective of the rise and fall of dynastic houses, down to the nineteenth century.





Fiscal policy in the Southern Song

After the Jin conquest of North China, the Song state faced an even more dire military predicament. Sheer survival necessitated drastic fiscal measures. However, disenchantment with the failure of the mercantilist agenda of Wang Anshi and his successors undermined faith in the transformative power of the state. Instead, a new political and intellectual climate developed in which Confucian-educated leaders at the local level favored private initiatives focused on small-scale reforms: broadened access to education, infrastructural improvements such as roads, bridges, and water control projects, and famine and debt relief for the farming population.2 Despite this philosophical shift, the stark challenge of the costs of war forced the imperial government to pursue even more radical efforts to mobilize revenues.

While the war with the Jin lasted, the court relinquished its fiscal powers to its generals. Only after Emperor Gaozong (r. 1127–62) and his prime minister, Qin Gui, negotiated a truce in 1141 that conceded Jin rule over North China could the Song leadership attempt to rebuild its fiscal infrastructure. The loss of the north dramatically changed the political economy of the empire and the logistics of defending its borders. As in the past, the Song defensive perimeter stretched from east to west over a vast territory. The marshy plains of the Huai River valley, utterly lacking natural defensive barriers, now formed the main battlefront between the Song and Jin armies. The Song stationed most of its armies in large camps on the southern bank of the Yangzi River, with smaller numbers at forward bases near the actual border. Far-off Sichuan – already a distinct fiscal and monetary region in the Northern Song – was even more remote from the new capital at Hangzhou and remained beyond the effective control of the central government. The court had lost control of nearly half of the Northern Song territory (reduced from 320+ to 170 prefectures), although perhaps only a third of its population. Most importantly, the exiled regime at Hangzhou retained control of the richest regions of the empire.

After the truce with the Jin was ratified in 1141, Gaozong and Qin Gui moved quickly to restore civilian rule. Through adroit political maneuvering reminiscent of the Song founder, Qin Gui succeeded in forcing the top generals to surrender their commands – and, in more draconian fashion, imprisoned and secretly executed Yue Fei, the leading champion of the irredentist cause to retake the north. But the general Wu Jie established a virtual satrapy in Sichuan, where he and his descendants exercised full military and fiscal powers until 1207. Along with restoring civilian control over the military (outside Sichuan), Qin Gui entrusted the provisioning of the armies to three General Commissariats (Zonglingsuo 總領所) at key transport junctions along the Yangzi River (Map 7.1). A fourth General Commissariat was added in Sichuan in 1149, but this office was firmly under the thumb of the Wu family generals.

Map 7.1 Military procurement in the Southern Song



Source: Nagai 1992: 1249, map 3.



The court achieved its main objective of preventing the fragmentation of the empire into regional warlord regimes, the fate that befell the Tang. But centralizing control over fiscal resources proved elusive. Since the 1120s an array of emergency revenue streams had been created to meet the escalating costs of war. Chief among them was a variety of revenues collected in coin (chiefly from liquor excises) under the collective rubric “frontier supply and defense funds” (jingzong zhiqian 經總制錢). In the early 1130s the court assessed a surtax known as the “monthly sequestration funds” (yuezhuangqian 月樁錢) – collected on a monthly rather than annual basis – on local governments, which invented a multitude of new fees, stamp taxes, and liquor levies to satisfy these demands from above.3 Both the frontier supply and defense funds and the monthly sequestration funds were funneled directly to the General Commissariats and the Privy Purse and remained outside the purview of the fiscal intendants. After the cessation of hostilities in 1141, these ad hoc levies were retained as part of the routine tax obligations borne by local jurisdictions.4

The bifurcation between the Privy Purse and the Ministry of Revenue that emerged in the Northern Song persisted in the Southern Song as well. In addition to its traditional revenues, the Privy Purse captured a share of the new taxes. The court also diluted the authority of the Ministry of Revenue by assigning some fiscal responsibilities to other circuit-level offices, including the Judicial Intendants (提點刑獄司) and the Tea and Salt Intendants (提舉茶鹽司; or in some circuits the Ever-Normal Granary Intendants [提舉常平司]). For example, the frontier supply and defense funds were placed under the authority of the Judicial Intendants rather than the Fiscal Intendants to ensure direct transmission of these revenues to the Privy Purse and the General Commissariats. Regional fiscal authorities controlled nearly 60 percent of state income – and, through transfers of funds from other agencies, more than 70 percent of expenditures. Only a mere 17 percent of total revenue was under the direct control of the Ministry of Revenue (Table 7.1).

Table 7.1 Government revenues, 1172











	Privy Purse
	Ministry of Revenue
	Regional/local fiscal authorities


	
	Revenues
	Percent of total
	
	Revenues
	Percent of total
	
	Revenues
	Percent of total



	(1) Neicang Treasury 內藏庫

Frontier supply and defense funds

Domestic tribute

Coinage

Maritime customs

Other


	134.37

88.67


0.21
5.68
33.88
5.93
	6.1

4.0


< 0.1
0.3
1.5
0.2
	(5) Zuocang Western Depot 左藏西庫

Land tax

Wine monopoly

Head tax (身丁錢)

Grand Ceremonial (Dali 大禮) tax

Monopoly profits


	371.98


99.53
159.17
20.36
2.01

90.94
	16.8


4.50
7.2
0.9
0.1

4.1
	(7) Fiscal Intendants

Land Tax

Salt monopoly




(8) Militia Treasuries
	611.21
362.02
249.20


120.72
	27.6
16.4
11.3


5.5


	
	
	
	(6) Military Bonus Treasury 犒賞酒庫
	12.26
	0.5
	(9) General Commissariats 總領所
	525.93
	23.8


	(2) Court

Harmonious purchases (和買)

Other


	109.71
109.21


0.50
	5.0
4.9


< 0.1
	Wine monopoly
	12.26
	0.5
	Breweries and ferries
Monopoly profits
Frontier supply and defense funds
Monthly sequestration funds
	46.62
181.88
230.37

67.06
	2.1
8.2
10.4

3.0


	(3) Zuocang Southern Depot
左藏南庫
Breweries and ferries
Other
	178.81


69.23
109.59
	8.1


3.1
4.9
	
	
	
	
	
	


	(4) Monopoly Revenue Bureau 榷貨務
	148.23
	6.7
	
	
	
	
	
	


	Total Income
	
	25.9
	
	
	17.3
	
	
	56.9





Source: Hartwell 1988: 74, table 10.





The General Commissariats derived their revenues directly from local jurisdictions, bypassing the Fiscal Intendants and the Ministry of Revenue. The Huaidong General Commissariat, based at Zhenjiang, drew resources from multiple sources (Table 7.2; Map 7.1).

Table 7.2 Revenues of the Huaidong General Commissariat, c. 1164





	Revenue
	Tax category
	Geographic source



	Rice (shi)
	
	


	600,000
	Twice-a-year tax
	Jiangdong, Jiangxi circuits


	150,000
	Hedi purchases
	Jiangxi circuit


	?*
	Hedi purchases
	Liangzhe circuit


	Total: 750,000+
	
	


	Money (guan)
	
	


	3.6 million
	Salt monopoly
	Liangzhe circuit


	1.8 million
	Frontier supply and defense funds, silk commutation levy (zheboqian 折帛錢)
	Suzhou, Changzhou, Zhenjiang prefectures (all in Liangzhe circuit)


	1.56 million
	Monthly sequestration funds
	Jiangxi circuit


	Total: 5.96 million
	
	





* Emergency requisitions of hedi purchases were made in Liangzhe.





Source: Nagai 1992.





In the 1160s the Huaidong commissariat supplied provisions for 68,000 troops, 50,000 of whom were stationed at forward bases. Most of the commissariat’s grain income was derived from twice-a-year tax revenues in Jiangdong and Jiangxi circuits, but at least 20 percent was procured through market purchases – the so-called “harmonious purchases” (hedi) – in Jiangxi. The commissariat’s cash income, in contrast, largely came from Liangzhe circuit, primarily from salt monopoly revenues (60 percent of the total). Adjusted for inflation (largely caused by currency depreciation), the revenues of the Huaidong commissariat remained stable throughout the Southern Song.5

As the Huaidong General Commissariat data reveals, the shift from in-kind payments to money taxes became even more dramatic during the Southern Song. At current rice prices, cash revenues comprised 75–87 percent of the commissariat’s total income in the second half of the twelfth century. Empire-wide grain receipts from the twice-a-year tax fell from 25–30 million shi per year in the eleventh century to 6 million shi in the late twelfth century.6 As already noted, Southern Song policymakers created numerous supplementary taxes paid in money, such as the frontier supply and defense and monthly sequestration levies. These supplementary taxes amounted to roughly half of the statutory twice-a-year tax assessments. Because of the fragmented fiscal structure of the Southern Song state, it is difficult to achieve a full accounting of government revenues and expenditures for this period. Cobbling together scattered data from the mid-late twelfth century, we find that the combined revenues from the supplementary taxes and the commodity monopolies equaled the peak cash income (73 million guan) of the entire empire in the New Policies era (Table 7.3).7 However, adjusted for the rise in grain prices, real per capita tax revenues during the first century of the Southern Song remained no higher than the level of the New Policies era.8

Table 7.3 Central government cash revenues in the Southern Song(all figures in millions of guan)








	
	Sichuan*
(c. 1142)
	Southeast circuits
(c. 1185)
	Southeast circuits
(variable dates)



	Shanggong portion of twice-a-year tax
	2.0
	2.0
	


	Liquor excise
	2.0
	
	6.3 (c. 1160)


	Salt monopoly
	1.9
	
	27.0 (1169)


	Tea monopoly
	0.5
	
	4.2 (c. 1175)


	All monopoly revenues and hedi/hemai income
	
	44.9
	


	Frontier supply and defense funds (jingzong zhiqian)
	1.2
	14.4
	


	Monthly sequestration funds (yuezhuangqian)
	N.A.
	4.0
	


	Paper money service fees
	0.2
	N.A.
	


	Total
	7.8
	65.3
	





* Sichuan figures have been deflated by 50 percent because Sichuan revenues were calculated in qianyin paper money, which was worth roughly half of the bronze coin/huizi paper money in circulation in the southeast circuits.





Sources: Guo Zhengzhong 1983: 179, table 6, 181, table 8; Wang Shengduo 1995: 703, appendix table 4, 706, appendix table 6, 716, appendix table 7.





Ironically, the proliferation of revenue demands imposed by the central government resulted in greater autonomy for local jurisdictions. Local officials often turned to non-statutory levies to meet their tax quotas, or found ways to reduce spending. Fiscal accounts from Fuzhou prefecture (Fujian) from c. 1182 shows that statutory taxation supplied only 53 percent of the cash revenues needed to meet its budgeted expenditures (Table 7.4).9 In response, the prefecture sharply reduced its expenditures, for example by filling only 83 percent of its full quota of military and police personnel.10 The apportionment of the tax burden among the local populace was determined less by the decisions of policymakers in Hangzhou than by local magistrates obliged to negotiate among competing stakeholders.11 Although the Song may have been more successful in implementing progressive taxation based on household wealth, regional imbalances in tax liabilities grew increasingly stark.

Table 7.4 Cash outlays in Fuzhou prefecture, Fujian, c. 1182(figures in thousands of guan)







	Prefectural budgeted expenditures
	
	700.0


	Revenues forwarded to central government
	
	542.9


	     Shanggong silver*
	251.2
	


	     Shanggong coin
	6.0
	


	     Frontier supply and defense funds
(jingzong zhiqian)
	245.8
	


	     Other
	39.9
	


	Total expenditures
	
	1,242.9


	Income
	
	660.0


	Deficit
	
	−582.9





* Payment made in silver, expressed here in equivalent in coin.





Source: Bao Weimin 2001: 264, table 6–7.





The fiscal distress of the Southern Song state, together with a steep decline in the output of its mints, led to greater reliance on paper money in both payments to the state and private commerce. Copper production, which had soared in the eleventh century, fell by more than 90 percent as the major mines became depleted. Shortages of currency prompted local officials and moneychangers to issue negotiable bills, but these notes circulated only in the capital and a few other areas. In 1161, amid renewed warfare with the Jin, the Hangzhou court introduced a new paper money known as huizi 會子 in the southeastern provinces separate from the existing paper money circulating in Sichuan (where the original jiaozi bills had been replaced by a new paper money, qianyin 錢引, in 1107). For several decades the government managed its paper money prudently, restricting the quantity in circulation, requiring tax payments in huizi as well as coin, and periodically buying back excess notes using its silver reserves. Heartened by public confidence in the huizi bills, the court established two additional paper monies in Huainan and Hubei-Hunan, dividing the empire into four distinct monetary regions.12

In the early thirteenth century, however, fiscal exigency caused the Song court to begin to issue paper money in excessive quantities, resulting in substantial depreciation (Table 7.5). A disastrous Song offensive launched against the Jin in 1206 and the abortive attempt by the Wu warlord in Sichuan to declare independence from Song rule once again triggered a surge in military expenditures. The state quadrupled the volume of huizi in circulation, from 60 million to 230 million guan. The market value of huizi soon fell to 60 percent of its face value, and at their nadir in the 1240s huizi bills were discounted by as much as 75 percent.13 Nonetheless, huizi and qianyin largely displaced bronze coin, at least in larger transactions, in both public and private finance. Nearly all records of land sales from 1215 onward were denominated in paper money.14 Silver – in the form of ingots rather than coin – also became an important component of the money supply at this time. As Table 7.4 shows, silver comprised 46 percent of the revenues Fuzhou prefecture forwarded to the central government. About 30 percent of the salaries of officials and soldiers were disbursed in silver, and the Song required that a minimum of 24 percent of the purchase price of salt and tea monopoly certificates be paid in silver.15 The slackening demand for bronze coin as a means of exchange fueled the boom in the export of coin to foreign markets, principally Japan, beginning around 1170, shortly after the huizi paper money was introduced (see below).

Table 7.5 Volume of huizi paper currency in circulation in the Southern Song






	Issue number
	Term of circulation
	Quantity of notes
(millions of guan)
	Total volume of notes in circulation at time of issue
(millions of guan)



	1
	1168–71
	10
	10


	2
	1170–73
	10
	10


	3
	1171–80
	10
	10


	4
	1173–83
	10
	10


	5
	1180–86
	10
	20


	6
	1183–89
	18
	28


	7
	1186–95
	23.23
	[41.2]*


	8
	1189–98
	?
	[46.5]


	9
	1195–1204
	30
	[53.2]


	10
	1195–1204
	?
	[60.0]


	11
	1204–11
	36.33
	83.9


	12
	1204–11
	47.58
	83.9


	13
	1207–11
	55.48
	139.4


	14
	1211–34
	112.63
	232.4**


	15
	1211–34
	119.80
	232.4**


	16
	1231–40
	133.55
	365.9


	17
	1234–64
	139.86
	273.4


	18
	1240–76
	?
	?





* Numbers in brackets are estimates based on the assumption that the quantity of issues no. 8 and 10 were the same as the previous issues, no. 7 and 9 respectively.



** Beginning with issue no. 14 the Song government abandoned the principle of fixed terms of expiry and instead repeatedly issued the same notes over an extended period of time.





Thus the figures in this column for issues no. 14–15 indicate the total volume of notes issued over their lifetime (1211–34), not when they were first issued.

Source: von Glahn 2005: 77, table 4.1.





Echoing Confucian critics of the time, modern historians often have characterized the Southern Song as a predatory state whose profligate spending and voracious demands for revenue impoverished farming families and sharpened economic inequality, culminating in the ignominious Mongol conquest.16 These judgments primarily cite the proliferation of new taxes, mostly imposed on commerce and consumption, and the severe depreciation that resulted from wanton over-issue of paper money in the thirteenth century. However, efforts to quantify the burden of taxation have not supported claims that fiscal and monetary policies caused havoc to the private economy.17 Dour assessments of fiscal mismanagement generally have overlooked the fact that in the mid-eleventh century the Song state turned the twice-a-year tax assessments into fixed quotas per canton, regardless of actual population or farm income.18 Subsequently the twice-a-year tax revenues remained essentially unchanged, or even declined, over the remainder of the dynasty, despite the substantial increases in population, cultivated land, and total agricultural output. Robert Hartwell’s reconstruction of central government revenues – the most thorough attempt to quantify the burden of taxation – suggests that the state’s share of total output remained roughly constant from 1077 to the end of the Southern Song.19

Studies focused on rural households also have challenged claims that state exactions impoverished the rural economy. Nagai Chiaki’s simulation of household income and tax expenditures in Jiangnan indicates that farm families cultivating 20 mu of high-yield rice paddy (or 40 mu of low-yield lands) could discharge their tax obligations and readily maintain a comfortable level of subsistence.20 Since it is generally accepted that the average farm size in Southern Song Jiangnan was 40 mu, most farm families possessed adequate resources to meet their needs.21 A recent analysis of rural living standards in Suzhou likewise concludes that the average farming family achieved an income well above the minimum level of subsistence.22 But natural disasters such as flood and drought as well as inefficiencies in markets encumbered by slow and uneven modes of transport periodically triggered food shortages and famine crises.

Wide seasonal oscillations in grain prices encouraged the practice of regrating, whereby merchants stockpiled grain purchased cheaply after the autumn harvest to await the inevitable surge of prices in the spring and summer months when household food supplies ran low. One thirteenth-century magistrate reported that his single county alone numbered more than thirty grain stockpilers.23 In contrast to both the Tang and Ming-Qing periods, during the Song state-run “ever-normal granaries” (changping cang 常平倉) played only a minimal role in regulating the food supply and grain prices. At their peak in 1076 ever-normal granaries possessed only a fifth of the grain and money assets compared to the maximum levels in the Tang.24 Philanthropically minded patricians, inspired by Neo-Confucian ideals of community-based social welfare, founded “community granaries” (shecang 社倉) to lend grain to the indigent on more favorable terms than pawnbrokers offered. But these institutions rarely endured for long, falling victim to the penury that afflicted their clientele.25 Local magistrates often ruefully concluded that the operation of the market was more effective in resolving food shortages than either government intervention or private charity.26







Trade, enterprise, and finance

Advances in the commercialization of agriculture and specialization of production during the Song were fostered by the expanding reach of markets, both at the local and national levels. National markets formed for both staples and luxury goods. The surpluses generated by the rice economy and specialized rural production of goods such as silk yarn, tea, and indigo stimulated regular trade between town and country. Periodic markets sprang up in the countryside. These markets were held every three, six, or ten days to cater to the needs of rural inhabitants. Some of these markets grew into permanent towns of several hundred households, including brewers, butchers, blacksmiths, and other tradesmen. As we saw in Chapter 6, commercial growth fostered urban development, especially in the Jiangnan region. Although we lack empire-wide commercial tax data for the Southern Song, commercial taxes in Jiangnan cities rose sharply compared to the Northern Song (Table 7.6), attesting to the robust vitality of the regional economy. Sustained growth in urban population led to a corresponding increase in the concentration of purchasing power in the cities.

Table 7.6 Commercial tax revenues in Southern Song Jiangnan(figures in guan)










	
	
	1077 Commercial tax revenue
	Southern Song commercial tax revenue
	


	
	
	
	Revenue
	Date
	Percent change



	Hangzhou 杭州
	Prefecture
	183,814
	420,000
	1265–74
	+228


	Zhenjiang 鎮江
	Prefecture
	37,503
	206,298
	1208–24
	+550


	Changzhou 常州
	Prefecture
	64,953
	135,784
	?
	+209


	Shaoxing 紹興
	Prefecture
	66,207
	105,314
	1201
	+159


	Ningbo 寧波
	Prefecture
	26,947
	76,192
	1227
	+283


	Huating 華亭
	County
	10,618
	48,464
	1193
	+456


	Jiangyin 江陰
	County
	4,272
	41,907
	1228–33
	+981





Source: Liang Gengyao 1997: 483–85.





For the great majority of the population, consumption remained largely focused on foodstuffs. Wu Zimu, describing city life in late Song Hangzhou, declared that rice, firewood, vegetable oil, salt, soy sauce, vinegar, and tea were the “seven items indispensable to the daily life of every household.”27 Fang Hui, a contemporary of Wu, observed that villagers bringing rice to trade at a market town in the Yangzi Delta purchased incense, candles, spirit offerings, cooking oil, salt, soy sauce, vinegar, flour, noodles, pepper, ginger, and medicines.28 Consumption by the urban middle and upper classes was far more varied than that of rural inhabitants. The Northern Song capital of Kaifeng numbered more than 6,400 merchant, artisan, and professional businesses in a hundred different trades (hang), and in thirteenth-century Hangzhou a total of 414 hang – evidence of meticulous specialization of handicrafts and retail trade – catered to the needs of the court, the imperial government, and a city population of more than one million people.

Nevertheless merchants lacked honored status or any legal entitlement to economic privileges. The hang groups, created at the instigation of the state, existed primarily to fulfill government requisitions for goods and services (such as appraising the value of tax goods, auditing accounts, and assaying precious metals). The hang provided only weak organization and leadership to the merchant community. State officials repeatedly intervened to prevent hang from restricting entry into a trade or fixing prices.29 The economic and social solidarity fostered by guild institutions in medieval Europe and elsewhere were conspicuously absent in Song China, despite accusations that the great merchants in trades like tea and salt acted as cartels.

Cities became hubs of finance as well as commerce. Major commercial centers boasted a broad array of specialists in financial and credit services, including goldsmiths and silversmiths, moneychangers, pawnbrokers, and dealers in bills of exchange and commercial paper such as salt and tea certificates. By the late eleventh century merchants commonly settled accounts through assignment transfers on bank deposits. Merchants also negotiated consignment contracts (she 賒) to obtain goods on credit. In 1092 the prefect of Hangzhou asserted that “as a rule cash is scarcely used in private trade in recent times. Instead retail shops rely on guarantees provided by trustworthy and wealthy individuals to make purchases on consignment from traveling merchants. Year after year they redeem the old debts and make new purchases.”30 The growing use of paper money and silver in the Southern Song century intensified the demand for moneychangers who dealt in gold, silver, bronze coin, and paper instruments and accepted deposits of funds. Deposit banks played only a modest role in finance, however, since they did not lend money either to the government or private clients. Despite the growing frequency of transfer banking, banks – in the sense of institutions providing long-term credit – did not emerge before the nineteenth century.

The Chinese state assumed only a minor role in the formal regulation of commerce. Private contracts were the primary means of establishing ownership rights and business obligations. Government endorsement of land sale contracts – for a hefty stamp tax that rose from 4 to 12 percent or more over the course of the Southern Song – provided an important measure of validation. Contracts did not require official verification to be legally binding, but because of the central importance of contracts in establishing property rights most buyers were willing to pay the stamp tax to certify land transactions. Much civil litigation centered on enforcement of contracts in matters such as marriage, adoption, inheritance, employment, property transfers, and business transactions. Although magistrates generally honored private contracts, they voided those that violated imperial law or the norms of kinship practices.31

The crucial importance of contracts in business dealings in turn created a demand for intermediation. Brokers (yaren 牙人, shikuai 市儈, zangkuai 駔儈) – some licensed by the state, others working in the shadows of legality – offered a wide range of intermediation services such as negotiating sales of goods and real property, notarizing contracts, registering deeds, acting as guarantors, hiring laborers and servants, making tax payments, handling consignments of goods, and operating inns and warehouses. Officially licensed brokers also acted as commission agents for the state, for example in managing the tea monopoly in Sichuan, procuring rice through the “harmonious purchase” system of compulsory sales, and determining the value of cargoes of imported goods for the purpose of assessing customs duties. Farmers often marketed their crops through brokers. In addition, brokers negotiated advance sale contracts (also known as she 賒) whereby merchants would make payments to farmers and weavers in exchange for future purchases at pre-arranged prices. Over the course of the Song dynasty brokers became more tightly regulated by the state, which was particularly determined to curb the growing practice of proprietary trading. In the Southern Song references to brokers buying and selling goods on their own account abruptly multiplied, as did complaints of the monopolistic leverage brokers wielded to the disadvantage of free trade. The brokerage system facilitated trade, but at the same time it revealed the limitations in the capacity of markets to integrate producers and consumers.32

The Song state’s interventionist commercial policies and its heavy reliance on taxes levied on trade and consumption hardly stifled the spirit of commercial enterprise. Contemporaries recognized that just as money must circulate to fulfill its economic and social functions, so too capital must be put to work through investment. A Song statesman observed in 1126 that the rich merchants of Kaifeng never allow their capital to remain idle, but rather keep it constantly employed by investing in wholesale merchandising, moneylending, and trading voyages.33 In his Precepts for Social Life (1178), the retired official Yuan Cai extolled the virtues of compound interest, observing that investing in a pawnbrokerage could double one’s capital in the span of three years. Kinfolk who jointly invested in family businesses earned sufficient returns to temper the quarrels and dissensions over money and inheritance that often tore families asunder.34 Commercial profit readily evaded the twice-a-year tax system, which was premised on a purely agrarian revenue base. Thus from the time of Wang Anshi’s New Policies, local officials generally assessed twice-a-year taxes on calculations of household assets (wuli 物力, jiaye 家業) rather than landownership alone. A memorandum of 1169 identified pawnbrokerages, wholesale merchandising (tingta 停塌), commercial real estate (fanglang 房廊), retail stores, and leasing oxcarts and ships as lucrative sources of income that should be subject to twice-a-year taxation.35 In the late twelfth century owners of pawnbrokerages and commercial real estate in Jiankang (Nanjing) reportedly had investment capital measured in tens of thousands of guan, while those in the prefecture’s smaller cities “merely” had assets of 6,000–7,000 guan and invested capital of 2,000–3,000 guan.36 But even the latter would have qualified as first-rank households (with assets of 6,000 guan) under the twice-a-year tax system, a category that probably comprised just 1 percent of the total population. At this time fewer than half of all households held assets worth more than 38.5 guan (the dividing line between the fourth and fifth household ranks, with the latter exempt from most extraordinary taxes).37

Business enterprise largely remained wedded to the family institution. The household was the fundamental social and economic unit under Chinese law. Property belonged to the household, not individuals. Business enterprises had no legal existence apart from the household of their owners, and thus naturally took the form of family firms. From the Song dynasty onward various kinds of partnerships were created to pool capital and dilute risks. Lacking standing as legal entities, the financing and operation of partnerships – like all business transactions – was governed by contracts.

The close relationships between long-distance merchants and local brokers and commission agents undoubtedly provided impetus for the formation of partnerships. Partnerships also emerged from the practice of merchants traveling together as groups in caravans and maritime voyages. Partnerships could take a variety of forms. Most commonly, a passive investor entrusted funds to a merchant or agent in exchange for either a fixed rate of return or an equal division of the profits. In long-distance and maritime trade, such commenda-style partnerships generally took the form of single ventures; once the voyage or trading season was concluded, the partners divided their profits and dissolved the partnership. But this arrangement also was employed to hire managers – in many cases chosen from trustworthy household bondservants – on a permanent basis to operate pawnbrokerages and other commercial enterprises.38 Joint-capital enterprises, in which merchants pooled their capital resources, sharing risks and dividing profits in proportion to their share of the subscribed capital, also existed. Joint-capital partnerships were common in commercial sectors with especially high risks (e.g., overseas trading voyages) or high capital requirements (e.g., the salt and tea trades and pawnbrokerages).39 In addition, groups of investors often formed joint-capital firms to obtain brewery franchises. The government sold brewery franchises at auction in return for fixed annual payments to the government, an arrangement that was fraught with risk.40 Despite these innovations in partnership arrangements, however, there is no evidence for permanent companies of merchants during the Song.

As noted in Chapter 6, a decisive shift in China’s international trade away from the overland Silk Road to maritime routes already was well underway by the tenth century. With the northern frontiers of the Song controlled by enemy states, Silk Road trade declined precipitously. Nonetheless the Song conducted cross-border trade with the Liao, Xixia, and Jin at supervised “mutual trade” (hushi 互市) depots. Much of this trade consisted of an exchange of Chinese tea for steppe horses. The Southern Song also exported grain, medicines, plow oxen, and exotic goods from the South Seas to the Jin in return for silk, leather, and ginseng. Heavy excises and controls on exports prompted substantial smuggling of contraband goods including bronze coin, precious metals, iron and leather wares, and books.41

Maritime trade continued to grow during the Northern Song with the full encouragement of the government. During the twelfth century – before restrictive measures and high tariffs were applied in the 1160s – the state reaped 1–2 million guan annually in maritime customs revenues.42 Flourishing maritime trade stimulated Chinese industry, especially the manufacture of ceramics, which surpassed silk goods as China’s main export. The ports of Ningbo and Quanzhou along the southeast coast eclipsed older ports to the north (Yangzhou) and south (Guangzhou) as the paramount centers of overseas trade.

Maritime trade also received a boost from technological innovations, such as the use of the maritime compass and the construction of so-called “Fuzhou ships,” whose deep keels and double-thickness hulls provided added stability for open ocean voyages.43 A 300-ton Fuzhou ship could make the voyage from Ningbo to Japan in five to seven days. The long voyage between China and Arabia, Persia, or India was broken up into several stages that corresponded to the seasonal shifts in the monsoon winds. Chinese merchants usually disposed of their cargoes at the Srivijayan ports in Sumatra and the Malay Peninsula rather than continue on into the Indian Ocean. Most imports from the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia were luxury goods such as frankincense and other aromatics, ivory, coral, cinnabar, aromatic woods, and pepper. By the late thirteenth century cotton fabrics from India became a leading import commodity as well.44

Trade with Japan developed at a rapid pace, especially during the Southern Song period. Chinese merchants imported bulk goods such as timber and sulfur as well as large quantities of gold from Japan, while exporting ceramics, silk, iron, books, and especially bronze coin. In the late twelfth century, as the use of paper currency proliferated in China, exports of bronze coin to Japan reached enormous proportions and led to the adoption of Song coin as the monetary standard within Japan. The drain of bronze coin abroad alarmed Song statesmen. Although the Song government enacted more restrictive policies toward maritime trade after 1160 in an effort to interdict the export of coin, these measures did little to inhibit smuggling.45

During the first century of the Song the port of Quanzhou in Fujian emerged as a prime destination for foreign traders from the Nanyang (the “South Seas” of Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean), rivaling Guangzhou as a center of overseas trade.46 According to an inscription written in 1095, two convoys of twenty ships each arrived at Quanzhou from the Nanyang each year. A 1206 report on foreigners trading at Quanzhou listed merchants from Arabia, Srivijaya, Angkor, Brunei, Java, Champa, Pagan, Korea, and various Philippine chiefdoms. Maritime trade stimulated local industries in Quanzhou city and its hinterland such as ceramics, sugar, wine, and salt, all of which became export commodities. Maritime trade thus promoted cross-sectoral prosperity, regional commercial integration, and urban growth.

In the thirteenth century, however, Quanzhou’s foreign trade waned. Disruptions in overseas markets – Angkor’s subjugation of Champa, the Mongol invasions of Korea in the 1220s, and the demise of the Srivijaya confederation – undoubtedly contributed to the downturn. More importantly, however, Quanzhou’s decline can be attributed to the rise of Ningbo in concert with Japan’s growing importance as China’s main overseas trading partner. A large community of Ningbo merchants settled in Hakata, Japan’s principal port, and developed networks of personal and economic alliance with the aristocrats, religious establishments, and courtier warlords that dominated Japanese society and economy. The robust growth of Ningbo’s foreign trade during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was due in no small measure to the strength of this merchant network.47 The Sinan shipwreck – a Japanese vessel laden with 28 tons of Chinese coin as well as ceramics and other cargo that sank off the coast of Korea in 1323 on its return from Ningbo – attests to the importance of the Ningbo-Hakata connection. The vessel had been commissioned by the Tōfukuji monastery in Kyoto to obtain coin and goods from China to finance the rebuilding of the monastery after a devastating fire in 1319. The actual outfitting of the vessel at Ningbo appears to have been undertaken by Chinese merchants based in Hakata who acted as agents for the monastery.48

The impact of foreign trade on the Song economy was largely concentrated in the coastal areas around major ports such as Ningbo, Quanzhou, and Guangzhou. But the scale of this trade was still significant. Robert Hartwell has estimated that maritime trade generated 1.7 percent of Song China’s gross domestic product (GDP) by 1100.49 By comparison, it has been estimated that international trade comprised approximately 4 percent of GDP for Europe as a whole in the late eighteenth century, and probably around 10 percent for countries strongly oriented toward maritime trade such as England, the Netherlands, and Portugal.50 The extension of China’s commerce outward via maritime trade complemented the growing penetration of the market into the agrarian economy exemplified by the commodification of land.







The land market

Much of South China was still a frontier in the twelfth century. In the interior, timber cutting, mining, and tea cultivation spearheaded settlement and economic development. As we have seen, rice farming initially was concentrated in the valleys above the flood plains. The development of poldering and other water control technologies transformed the Yangzi River Delta and the lacustrine plains of the Middle Yangzi region into fertile rice-growing regions. Lightly populated interior provinces such as Jiangxi and Hunan produced rice surpluses that were exported to other regions. But it was in Jiangnan, the most densely settled and urbanized region, that the prosperity of rice agriculture made land a highly profitable investment.

Apart from the newly reclaimed polder fields in the delta marshlands, large landholdings were rare in Jiangnan. Some families possessed extensive landholdings of 1,000 or more mu, but such cases were rare.51 The intensive labor rice farming required and the inherent limitations of irrigation technologies favored small units of cultivation. Farming families, whether landowners or tenants (or both), on average cultivated 40 mu of arable land, but typically they worked several separate plots rather than a single contiguous farm. Tenancy and sales records suggest that many parcels of rice paddy in the Yangzi Delta were 1–2 mu (or less) in size, with the largest parcels (a small proportion of the total) in the range of 10–20 mu. In some cases even small landholdings of 10–15 mu were comprised of 8–10 parcels farmed by three different tenants.52

Wealthy Jiangnan landowners invariably engaged tenant farmers rather than attempt to organize and coordinate cultivation of numerous scattered plots of land. Confucian patricians extolled the mutual economic interdependence of landlords and tenants as the cornerstone of social order. In his treatise on household management Yuan Cai urged his peers to display solicitude and magnanimity toward the tenant farmers upon whom their economic fortunes rested:

The household’s plowing and planting are the product of the toil of tenant farmers. How can you not value them? When members of your tenants’ families give birth, get married, build houses, or die, you should give them generous gifts. If during the farming season they need to borrow, do not charge much interest. During years of floods and droughts, check the extent of the damage and quickly make reductions or exemptions from the rent owed.

Make no unfair demands on your tenants and do not impose labor duties at unreasonable times. Do not let your male relatives or managers harass them at their whim. Do not raise the annual rent because of something an enemy of theirs has said. Do not force them to take loans in order to collect high interest from them. Do not let greedy thoughts arise when you see they have their own fields.

If you look after your tenants and cherish them as though they were your relatives, you will be able to rely on their strength for your food and clothing, and you will be able to raise your head without shame.53



Needless to say, Yuan Cai’s exhortations imply that all too often landlords failed to treat their tenants with dignity and compassion. Indeed, his comments reveal that landlords bore little responsibility for the welfare of their tenants. Although Yuan admonished landlords to reduce rents when harvests were poor, hard-pressed tenants often were obliged to borrow money and grain from their landlords or pawnbrokers.54 From other evidence, the “labor duties” required of tenants generally was confined to the repair of irrigation dikes and channels, work for which compensation was expected.55 Tenants had little security of tenure. Song officials condemned the arbitrary transfer of tenurial rights from one tenant to another (known as chandian 剗佃), to little avail. But magistrates did not hesitate to use penal force against tenants who failed to meet their rent obligations, and readily assented to the removal of tenants in arrears.56

Authors of manuals on household management, steeped in Confucian doctrines, exalted the moral as well as economic virtues of landholding. Yet they fully recognized the instability engendered by the market economy. “Poverty and wealth are not permanent circumstances,” Yuan Cai wrote, “No house or field has a permanent owner. When you have money you buy; when you lack it, you sell.”57 Yuan counseled his peers to be frugal in spending, to invest wisely in land, moneylending, and business ventures, to diversify their assets, and never become dependent on the goodwill and honesty of those with whom one does business. Yuan was unusual in his frank advocacy of increasing the family’s income to solidify its economic foundations. Other writers were overwhelmingly concerned with preservation, not expansion, of the family’s wealth. They focused on self-reliance, careful budgeting, and economizing on expenditures. But even among these writers one finds a palpable anxiety that landholding alone was insufficient to ensure the family’s economic well-being; salaries from office-holding or teaching provided crucial supplements to household income.58 Entrepreneurs who gained their fortunes in trade or finance bought land less as a source of income than as a secure investment to balance more speculative ventures. The competition for access to land undoubtedly was most intense among those near the bottom of the rural social order, the fifth-rank households – more than half of the total population – who owned 20 or fewer mu of land.59

As we have seen, throughout the imperial period the household (hu 戶) – usually defined as a conjugal couple and their children – was the basic unit of production, consumption, and taxation in Chinese society. Strictly speaking, however, property ownership inhered not in the household but in the patriline (jia 家) – the family conceived in terms of its ritual identity, linked to its ancestors in the past and its descendants in the future. The patriline constituted the crucial unit of biological and economic reproduction across time. The head of the household had broad rights to dispose of property as he saw fit, subject to two important conditions: he must abide by the legal obligation of equal inheritance and the deep-rooted cultural commitment to preserving the patrimony, the material foundation of the patriline’s welfare, for future generations. The sale of arable land – the most fundamental means of ensuring the continuity of the patriline – was sanctioned only as a last resort. Individuals could own property – for example, dowries, salaries and wages, and businesses created without using family property – which they could dispose of freely. But real property and businesses built up through investment of family assets were deemed a common patrimony that was subject to strong legal and customary rules.60

The government’s vested fiscal interest in and ideological commitment to preserving the patriline militated against the alienation of landed property, a predisposition fully reflected in the laws governing property rights. Transfers of property rights in land generally took three forms. The most common type was the conditional sale (dianmai 典賣), in which the seller transferred the use of the land to the buyer but retained the right to redeem the land upon repayment of the original sale price within twenty years. Alternatively, the owner would relinquish all claims to the land in an irrevocable sale (juemai 絕賣). Since a conditional sale conveyed only usufruct rights, the prices of conditional sales were far lower than irrevocable sales. A third type of land transaction, known didang 抵當, should be understood as a type of securitized loan. Under the didang arrangement, the seller retained possession and use of the land, but forfeited ownership rights if he failed to repay the principal and interest on the loan (through the payment of “rent”) by the specified deadline. In 1027 the Song state outlawed the practice of didang as well as repayment of cash debts by transfer of landownership rights in an effort to protect lands against debt seizures. Seeking to deter didang transactions, the Song state mandated that sellers quit the land and surrender usufruct rights to the buyer. But this deeply engrained customary practice persisted in defiance of the strict letter of the law.61

Rising land prices encouraged the original owner (or his heirs) to seek redemption of lands relinquished through conditional sales years or decades before and to challenge the validity of irrevocable sales. The sharp increase in land prices in the thirteenth century – in large part due to the depreciation of paper money – spawned numerous lawsuits over redemption rights.62 In adjudicating such disputes, magistrates assigned principal weight to sales contracts, and secondarily considered who actually cultivated the land and paid the taxes assessed on it. Official land registers – principally dating from the comprehensive cadastral survey conducted by the Song government in 1142, after the Song-Jin truce was declared – were regarded as obsolete compared to contracts.63 But contracts that violated dynastic law were deemed void. In contrast to Ming-Qing jurisprudence, Song magistrates commonly invoked legal statutes and precedents in adjudicating land disputes. At the same time they also gave consideration to “the body of local customary precedents” (xiangyuan tili 鄉原體例) in matters such as what was deemed a fair price in land sales.

In inheritance claims as well as in property disputes Song judges upheld the interests of the patriline and the preservation of its patrimony as the highest priority. Generally speaking, magistrates regarded the widow of a deceased head of the household rather than his agnatic kin as the best representative of the patriline’s interests. Widows did not have a right of heirship, but they often acted as placeholders in the transmission of property, managing the estate until minor heirs reached the age of majority. Widows did retain full control over their dowry, and could take their personal property with them in the event of remarriage. Many thirteenth-century magistrates, steeped in Neo-Confucian patrilineal ideology, objected to remarriage on ethical grounds, but nonetheless upheld widows’ legal rights to remarry. Unmarried daughters were entitled to an inheritance share half that of sons, a concession stripped away in later law codes that were firmly bound to Neo-Confucian mores.64

The prevalence of conditional sales with the right of redemption, reinforced by the staunch support of the Song state, encumbered the alienability of property rights to some degree. However, magistrates fully abided by the laws that governed conditional sales, especially the statutes of limitations on redemption rights. Moreover, as the price differentials between conditional sales and irrevocable sales clearly show, the market effectively took into account differences in the security of property rights. Conditional sales in effect divided property rights into two tiers of ownership, each of which acquired a life of its own. The holders of ownership and usufruct rights could freely transfer (through sale or bequest) those rights to third parties without requiring the consent of the other. This two-tiered separation of property rights, already common in the late Song, subsequently became known as “one field, two masters” (yitian liangzhu 一田兩主). The multiple and overlapping rights in land engendered by this system clearly hindered absolute control of real property. Yet this system yielded other efficiencies. By fostering separate markets for owners of what become known as subsoil and topsoil rights, it enabled investors to acquire a proprietary interest in sturdy assets without the need to assume the burden of working the land, while at the same time enabling farmers of modest means to gain security of tenure.

According to the principle – dating back to the Warring States period – that all land belonged to the emperor, the state could exercise eminent domain rights to confiscate private landholdings. Such seizures were rare, but one occurred in the twilight years of the Southern Song. In response to the Mongol invasions of the late 1250s, the Song court vastly increased the quotas for compulsory grain sales (hedi) to obtain rations for its soldiers. To pay for these purchases the state resorted to wanton printing of huizi notes, causing the value of paper money to plummet. In 1263 Prime Minister Jia Sidao enacted a “public lands” law (gongtianfa 公田法) under which landowners were compelled to sell one-third of their holdings beyond 200 mu to the state. In this way the state received the rental income from the land rather than only collecting tax income. The public lands policy was confined to only six Jiangnan prefectures, but roughly 10–20 percent of the arable lands in this region became state property and generated sufficient income to replace most of the hedi purchases and allow the government to reduce the issue of paper money substantially. Although a fiscal success, Jia’s initiative failed to reverse the dynasty’s political fortunes. In 1275, on the eve of the Mongol capture of Hangzhou, Jia was dismissed and the lands restored to their former owners.65 Ultimately Jia Sidao’s public lands policy – which earned him the everlasting scorn of Confucian historians – is notable chiefly as an exception to the security of private landownership that characterized Chinese law and social practice in the late imperial era.







The economic consequences of Mongol rule in China

The Mongol conquest, which marked the first time all of China fell under the dominion of foreign rulers, had far-reaching repercussions on Chinese society, economy, and government. The Confucian scholar-official class was reduced to political impotence, though it still retained its social and cultural prestige. Qubilai (r. 1260–94) and his successors, who ruled as the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368), departed sharply not only from Chinese political traditions, but also from the practices of earlier foreign conquest dynasties. In contrast to the Khitan and Jurchen, who had been largely sedentary peoples prior to their conquests of Chinese territories, the Mongols were pure pastoral nomads. The subjugation of Chinese to Mongol political and social dominion was especially acute in North China, where the Mongols had supplanted the Jin in 1234. South China, in contrast, was far less directly affected by Mongol rule. Consequently the Mongol conquests further enhanced the position of the Jiangnan region as the economic center of the Chinese world.

Mongol society was governed by the principle of personal servitude. According to the testimony of Chinese envoys who visited Mongol camps in the early 1230s, members of the Mongol tribes were obligated to deliver tribute in the form of a percentage of their herds to the khan. In addition, the Mongol nobility imposed levies of food, horses, equipment, cloth, and labor services on the population under their dominion. Understood as a form of personal servitude, these requisitions collectively were known as qubchir. The qubchir was an irregular levy, collected whenever the ruler or master deemed necessary.66

Upon annexing the former Jin territories in North China in 1234, the Mongols sought to impose their own social institutions on their new subjects, who became known as the “Han people” regardless of their actual ancestry. In the world of the steppe, vanquished peoples became the slaves of the conquering chiefs. Since it was impossible to relocate the former Jin subjects to the steppe, Chinggis’s successor as great khan, Ögödei (r. 1229–41), instead created a system of appanages (touxia 投下) by awarding swaths of Jin territory and their inhabitants to his kinfolk and other Mongol nobles. Slightly more than half of the former Jin population became subject to appanage holders, with the remainder under the direct rule of the khan. Within these appanages personal rule by the nobles replaced bureaucratic governance.67 As in other parts of the Mongol realm, the appanage holders resorted to tax-farming to extract revenues from the sedentary agricultural populations under their dominion. Tax collection privileges were granted to merchants known collectively as ortoq. The ortoq merchants, mainly Uighurs and Muslim foreigners, also served as commercial agents for their Mongol overlords, investing their booty in trade ventures and moneylending. Under the Mongol great khans the ortoq dominated both fiscal administration and private commerce.68

The Mongols conquered the Jin only after twenty years of bloody struggle that once again devastated North China. Initially the Mongols had considered turning the plains of northern China into pasture for their livestock, but ultimately they were dissuaded from this course of action. Still, the agricultural economy was in a shambles and North China had suffered severe population losses. The registered population of North China declined by two-thirds between the Jin census of 1209 and the inaugural Ming census of 1393.

Pastoral social traditions emphasized control of people rather than land. The Mongols divided the “Han people” into numerous occupational classifications – ranging from broad categories such as civilians, soldiers, and artisans to highly specialized ones such as physicians, clergy, Confucian scholars, diviners, and ortoq merchants – for the purposes of household registration and taxation. These occupational statuses were intended to be hereditary. Military households, who comprised approximately 15–30 percent of the population in North China, were required to provide one able-bodied soldier at all times. The Mongols especially desired the services of skilled artisans. Many artisans were transported to the Mongol capital (initially at Qaraqorum in Mongolia, and from Qubilai’s time at Dadu), where they became servile dependents of the khan, his government, or noble families. In addition to those attached directly to the government, a much larger group of artisan households was obliged to meet government requisitions for goods or short-term labor service at the local level.69

The tax system devised in 1236 by Ögödei’s advisor Yelü Chucai, a former Jin official of Khitan ancestry, replaced the twice-a-year tax retained by the Jin with a combination of land and poll taxes.70 Civilian, artisan, and clergy households were assessed taxes to be paid in grain, silk, and silver. Although in principle religious orders were required to pay taxes, the Mongols avidly patronized Buddhism and Daoism and granted numerous exemptions to individual clergy. Grain figured only modestly as a staple food in the pastoral livelihood of the Mongols, and thus the grain tax was relatively light. Instead, the major portion of taxes was collected in the forms of silk and silver, along with requisitions of bows, quivers, armor, and weapons. Statutory labor services – assessed on all households, whether landowners or not – also became a heavy burden. In the 1240s the Mongol rulers of eastern Turkestan converted the qubchir levy into a tax paid in silver. This precedent became the basis of the baoyin 包銀 levy, collected in silver, imposed on the former Jin population soon after Möngke’s ascension as Great Khan in 1251.

The baoyin tax was assessed on households (rather than individual adult males, as was the common practice for the qubchir), initially at a standard amount of 6 liang (225 g) per year. This rate proved unsustainable, and in 1255 it was reduced to 4 liang, half to be paid in silver and half in silk yarn. Even at this reduced rate the baoyin levy was an onerous burden (4 liang of silver at this time was worth 190 liters of rice, or about one-half of the annual consumption of an adult male). Many households borrowed silver from the ortoq merchants, only to default on their debts, lose their land, and abscond. Wang Yun, one of Qubilai’s Chinese advisors, reported in 1261 that the baoyin levy raised 60,000 ding (112.5 metric tons) of silver each year. Approximately 20 percent of this amount was retained in China to defray the administrative costs of the Mongol government. The remainder was delivered to the Mongol court at Qaraqorum. The Mongols in turn entrusted their silver revenues to the ortoq merchants to finance trading expeditions to western Asia. Demand for silver in West Asia and beyond caused a steady drain of silver from China to the Islamic world. One scholar, extrapolating from Wang Yun’s statement, estimates that 90 million liang (3,375 metric tons) of silver were exported from China to Central and West Asia during the first thirty years of Mongol rule. Although this figure surely is too high, by the time that Qubilai was elected Great Khan in 1260 North China was suffering from severe shortages of silver.71

Qubilai immediately launched a substantial reorganization of Mongol government aimed at concentrating power in his hands and recentering the Mongol Empire on China, its richest prize. Qubilai appointed regional governors throughout North China who usurped most of the tax-gathering powers of the appanages, introduced a unified paper money system in place of local (appanage) paper currencies, and greatly increased the khanate’s revenues by instituting a range of commodity and commercial taxes. In 1262 he decided to move his capital from the Mongolian steppe to China and began construction on a grand imperial city in the Chinese style at Dadu, the site of modern Beijing. In 1271 Qubilai formally assumed the trappings of a Chinese emperor and adopted the Chinese dynastic name of Yuan.72

Mongol authority was rooted in military power. The provincial governments (xingsheng 行省) of the Yuan state were little more than armies of occupation. Although the Yuan created numerous bureaucratic agencies as well as a Mongol-derived system of overseers (darughachi), chains of command were inconsistent and responsibilities often overlapped. The Mongols relegated most of the tasks of civil government to the local level.73 In keeping with Jin and Song precedents, village leaders bore the major burden of local administrative duties, including tax collection, labor service, and jurisdiction over police and criminal matters. In addition, in 1270 the Mongols conducted a census of the “Han lands” that served as the basis for a parallel system of local administrative units known as she 社. The she heads assumed responsibility for promoting agriculture, maintaining village schools and granaries for famine relief, and adjudicating civil disputes. But there is little evidence to suggest that this proposed institutional infrastructure of schools, granaries, and agricultural improvement projects was widely realized.74

In 1279 Qubilai’s armies completed the conquest of South China. Absorbing the Southern Song territories, with a population more than six times greater than that of the “Han lands” of North China, posed enormous fiscal and logistical challenges to the fledgling imperial government at Dadu. Qubilai relied on a series of merchant advisors – notably the notorious Ahmad, a Persian who dominated fiscal administration between 1262 and his execution in 1282, and the more judicious Tibetan minister Sangha, who wielded supreme influence at the Yuan court during the last years of Qubilai’s reign – to reorganize the fiscal administration.75 Ahmad and Sangha turned to the commercial sector, especially the salt monopoly, to generate new revenues. Taxing salt was by no means new; the Mongols had instituted a salt monopoly even before their final victory over the Jin. Under Sangha’s direction, however, a vastly expanded salt monopoly, with 140 salt depots across the empire, became the financial backbone of the Mongol regime. In 1285 the salt monopoly generated two-thirds of the Yuan state’s cash revenues, and commercial taxes supplied an additional 17 percent. In later years the salt monopoly contributed as much as 80 percent of state revenue.76

Following the incorporation of the Southern Song into the Yuan Empire, the Mongols were largely content to maintain the existing Song taxation system rather than bring the south into conformity with the institutional framework developed in the north. Thus the twice-a-year tax system was retained in the south, in contrast to the array of household taxes imposed on the “Han lands.” Apart from several conspicuous cases of confiscation of lands for the support of its armies and gifts to the Mongol nobility, the Mongols generally interfered very little in the private economy of South China. Liberated from the restrictive policies of the traditional Confucian state, rich families and entrepreneurs amassed massive landholdings and invested their wealth in lucrative commercial and industrial ventures. These wealthy magnates also took the initiative in founding or expanding market towns that gave further impetus to commercial growth.77 The Mongols were keen to tap the agricultural resources of the south, however. The Mongol overseers applied the principles of tax‐farming to agrarian revenues as well, relying on the great landowners to collect and deliver the statutory quotas of grain taxes.78

The continuing prosperity of Jiangnan’s agricultural and commercial economy was reflected in the allocation of the tax burden. According to figures from 1328, Jiangnan was assigned 37 percent of the total grain tax quota as well as equal or higher proportions of the salt, wine, and commercial taxes.79 In addition to building new canals to connect Dadu to the Grand Canal network, Sangha also instituted ocean-going convoys to deliver tribute grain from the Yangzi Delta to the capital. The significant savings in time and cost persuaded Qubilai to divert all of the grain revenue from the south from the Grand Canal to the maritime route in 1287.80

Integration of the Southern Song economy into the Yuan paper currency system proved more difficult. The new paper currency issued by Qubilai in 1260, while freely exchangeable with silver, was intended to displace metallic currencies, both bronze coin and silver. In 1263 Qubilai’s government began to commute the baoyin silver tax to payments in paper currency. Bronze coin largely disappeared from circulation, except in petty trade in some parts of South China. Ahmad’s administration vastly increased the amount of paper currency in circulation, resulting in severe depreciation and a sizable deficit. Sangha restored some stability by devaluing the paper money in circulation and limiting further expansion of the money supply.

Apart from a disastrous and short-lived attempt to introduce a new paper currency linked to bronze coin in 1309–10, Yuan finance ministers prudently maintained monetary stability until the 1340s, when popular uprisings against Mongol rule precipitated grave political and fiscal crises.81

The formation of a pan-Asian Mongol empire under Chinggis and his successors had revived the overland trade network of Central Asia and touched off a new boom in East–West trade. Initially, the Uighur caravaners were the prime beneficiaries of the Pax Mongolica and the Mongols’ ardent patronage of commerce, but over time the ortoq merchants, acting as agents for the Mongol leaders, came to dominate trans-Eurasian trade. As noted above, the ortoq merchants shipped immense sums of silver from China to the Islamic world, severely depleting China’s stock of silver. But in the early fourteenth century the Florentine merchant Pegolotti wrote of foreign merchants carrying silver to Dadu and Hangzhou to purchase silks and other goods.82

The incorporation of the Southern Song into the Yuan realm at a time when internecine conflict had erupted among the rival Mongol khanates once again prompted a reorientation of China’s foreign trade toward the maritime world.83 In 1285 the Yuan court imposed a government monopoly on maritime trade, which it reserved for its ortoq agents. But Sangha reopened maritime trade to private merchants. Quanzhou became one of the greatest ports in the world, home to numerous colonies of foreign merchants. Marco Polo, who left for home from Quanzhou in 1292, claimed that “for one shipload of pepper that goes to Alexandria or elsewhere, destined for Christendom, there comes a hundred such to this haven [Quanzhou]; for it is one of the two greatest havens in the world for commerce.”84 Similarly, the Muslim traveler Ibn Battuta, visiting the pepper-growing regions of southwestern India in 1341, reported that Chinese ships dominated the sea routes from India to China. These junks, Battuta tells us, “carried a complement of a thousand men” and were equipped with “four decks with rooms, cabins, and saloons for merchants; a cabin has chambers and a lavatory, and can be locked by its occupant, who takes along with him slave girls and wives.”85 Ceramics from Jingdezhen and Fujian flowed out through Quanzhou to Southeast Asia, the Islamic world, and eastern Africa. The development of Jingdezhen’s renowned blue-white porcelain was made possible by the import of cobalt pigments from Persia known to the Chinese as “Muslim blue.”86 Maritime commerce with Japan, fueled by the brisk export of bronze coin, continued to flourish once the turbulence caused by Qubilai’s unsuccessful attempts to invade the Japanese archipelago dissipated. Chinese bronze coin also became the standard currency of the Majapahit kingdom in Java by the beginning of the fourteenth century.87

Although international trade flourished under Mongol rule, the Yuan dynasty failed to establish a stable fiscal infrastructure. The attempt to assimilate Mongol institutions with the norms of Chinese imperial governance during the fourteenth century engendered multiple and conflicting political hierarchies rather than bureaucratic order. Qubilai and his strong-willed financial advisors succeeded in asserting central control over revenues, but fiscal discipline disintegrated after Qubilai’s death. The entanglement of the state’s fiscal administration with the spendthrift habits of the imperial family and the Mongol nobility left the government mired in debt. Agricultural production faltered with the onset of the shift in the global climate toward cooler temperatures, which some historians have dubbed “the Little Ice Age.”88 The government’s response to crises, such as the devastating floods that altered the course of the Yellow River in 1344 and the rampant inflation that set in afterwards, proved wholly inadequate. By the 1350s much of the Chinese population of the Yuan Empire was in open revolt, and in the end the Mongols abandoned China for the safety and security of their steppe homeland.







The early Ming reversal

The disintegration of Yuan rule in the 1340s ushered in two decades of fierce civil wars. By the time Zhu Yuanzhang (Emperor Hongwu, r. 1368–98) vanquished the last of his rivals and founded the Ming dynasty in 1368, millions had died and the economy was in ruins. Hongwu was determined to eradicate what he regarded as the pernicious influence of Mongol customs and to restore the institutions and values of the agrarian society enshrined in the Confucian Classics. In so doing Hongwu repudiated not only the Mongol heritage but also the market economy that had developed during the Tang-Song transition. The early Ming period thus marked a sharp rupture in the evolution of economic life and livelihood in China, especially in Jiangnan.

Although Hongwu’s policies evolved over his thirty-year reign, his basic goals remained constant: to restore the autarkic village economy of the idealized past as envisioned by Mencius and other Confucian philosophers and to minimize (if not eliminate) the market economy and the inequalities it fostered. In pursuit of this agenda the emperor formulated fiscal policies predicated on a return to unilateral in-kind payments to the state, conscripted labor service, self-sufficient military farms, and payments to officials and soldiers in goods rather than money. From the outset Hongwu established strong personal control over the bureaucracy, but beginning in 1380 he launched a series of purges against officials of his own government and enacted sweeping institutional changes intended to concentrate power in the hands of the emperor. The early Ming model of government was characterized by strong autocratic rule at the top and the delegation of many of the functions of civil governance to village leaders at the bottom. In spirit, if not precisely in institutions, Hongwu’s regime harked back to the military-physiocratic state of the early empires.

Apart from his ideological principles, Hongwu’s policies also were motivated by a practical objective: commandeering the wealth of Jiangnan to rebuild an empire ravaged by decades of war and destruction. Demographic historians estimate that China’s population fell by at least 15 percent, and perhaps as much as a third, between 1340 and 1370.89 This population loss coincided with the Black Death that ravaged Europe and much of the Islamic world in 1347–52. However, there is a conspicuous lack of evidence for pandemic disease on the scale of the Black Death in China at this time. War and famine – and the diseases that typically accompanied them – probably were the main causes of mortality in the final decades of Mongol rule.90 In any event, the Jiangnan region emerged from the late Yuan civil wars relatively unscathed and suffered no serious population loss. Indeed, the destruction borne most heavily by the northern and western provinces only enhanced Jiangnan’s preeminent position in the national economy. Hongwu’s decision to establish his capital at Nanjing reflected the economic reality that the resources needed to consolidate his rule and establish military and political control could only come from the Jiangnan region.

Initially Hongwu sought the cooperation of the local elite of Jiangnan in his imperial project. The revenue system he enacted in 1371 designated the wealthiest landowners in each county as tax captains (liangzhang 糧長) with responsibility for collecting and delivering tax grain to the capital. By 1380, however, Hongwu became convinced that the Jiangnan elite, both as government officials and private citizens, were thwarting his plans. He then reversed course, purging thousands of officials and confiscating the property of many of Jiangnan’s great landowners. Hongwu refined his vision of social reform: the greatest priority, as he now saw it, was to free peasant farmers from exploitation by wealthy landowners and corrupt officials and clerks as well as the vicissitudes of the money economy. By the end of Hongwu’s reign more than half of Jiangnan’s arable land had been seized by the state.91

Many of the tax captains had been swept up in Hongwu’s campaigns against corruption. Although the tax captain system was retained, in 1381 Hongwu introduced a new institutional framework of rural control known as lijia 里甲. The lijia system organized rural society into groups (li 里) of 110 households (usually based on existing villages, or combining smaller hamlets into li units) under the leadership of ten Elders who served in rotation as head of the li over a ten-year period. The li headmen were entrusted with broad responsibility for local governance, including policing the village, adjudicating legal disputes, collecting taxes, and assigning duties for communal public works projects such as flood control and irrigation systems as well as statutory labor services owed to the state. Despite Hongwu’s antipathy for the Mongols, his government also followed the Yuan precedent of registering the population into hereditary occupational groups. Civilian households, the great majority of the population, were liable for taxes levied in grain and other goods as well as statutory labor service; military households (about one-fifth of the total population in the early fifteenth century) were stationed at garrisons and given lands to farm when not engaged in military duties; artisan and saltern households were obligated to provide either labor services or goods to the government.92 Land and population surveys carried out in 1387 and 1393 provided the benchmarks for refining the lijia system and establishing permanent tax quotas. Lijia registration and tax quotas remained unchanged after 1393, and thus bore increasingly little resemblance to social and economic reality over time.93

In keeping with Hongwu’s intention to reduce the logistical and administrative costs of government, the Ming fiscal system generated a low level of income compared to the Song. The land tax, collected in grain, amounted to no more than 5–10 percent of yields.94 No revenue was earmarked for military expenditures, since the military garrisons were expected to be self-supporting. After a brief attempt to restore a sound bronze currency, Hongwu instituted a new type of inconvertible paper currency (baochao 寶鈔) while simultaneously banning the use of gold and silver (and for a period of time even state-issued bronze coin) as money. But from the outset the paper currency suffered from steep depreciation; in 1394 baochao were circulating at a discount of nearly 80 percent. By 1425 paper notes were worth only 2 percent of their face value and essentially had ceased to function as viable currency.95 The Ming state also throttled the flourishing maritime commerce that had developed during the Song and Yuan periods. In 1374 Hongwu prohibited private merchants from engaging in overseas trade, although some trade was allowed under a highly regulated system of tributary relations with foreign rulers.96 The ban on private maritime trade would last until the late sixteenth century.

Although the early Ming fiscal system succeeded in reducing the burden of administrative expenses, it reverted to a heavy reliance on agrarian sources of state income. Fixed land tax quotas severely limited the state’s ability to capture new revenue as the agricultural economy recovered and expanded. Moreover, weak and ineffective fiscal institutions squandered much of the revenue received by the central government. Unlike earlier dynasties, the Ming failed to separate state revenues from the personal income of the emperor, resulting in rampant abuses, especially at the hands of the eunuch cadre that dominated the palace administration.

The operation of the salt monopoly typified the Ming approach to economic management. The Ming resurrected the Northern Song frontier delivery (renamed kaizhong 開中) system, under which merchants who delivered grain to the armies stationed along the northern frontier were rewarded with lucrative salt trading privileges. However, the central government starved the salt monopoly by failing to provide adequate financial support to producers while disbursing excessive quantities of salt certificates. Saltern households often went unpaid, and merchants found that they had to wait years, or even decades, to redeem their certificates. Consequently salt smuggling soared, further reducing the amount of salt available to the government. By the end of the fifteenth century the frontier delivery system had broken down, to be replaced by new procedures under which frontier merchants sold their certificates to salt merchants in Yangzhou and other major salt-producing centers. The Yangzhou salt merchants, mostly comprised of Huizhou men, had the ample capital resources needed to survive the vicissitudes of what had become a highly unstable business. The final resolution to the problems of erratic supplies and endemic mismanagement came in 1617, when the government instituted a franchise system that awarded exclusive and permanent salt trading rights to syndicates of Yangzhou merchants. Subsequently the Yangzhou salt merchants became the wealthiest men in the empire, yet the state reaped only meager income from the salt monopoly, which in 1578 (the only year for which we have complete national accounts) generated a mere 10 percent of the revenue obtained from the land tax.97

Emperor Yongle (r. 1402–25), who overthrew his brother and usurped the throne in 1402, was more inspired by the Mongol vision of world empire than his virulently anti-Mongol father. Yongle invaded and occupied northern Vietnam in 1407, launched repeated sallies against the Mongols, and dispatched massive armadas to the South Seas under the leadership of his close confidante, Admiral Zheng He. Zheng He’s seven expeditions between 1405 and 1433, which journeyed as far as the coasts of Arabia and Africa, were driven by imperial ambition rather than economic enterprise, however, and drained the state’s treasuries.98

Yongle did not alter the basic fiscal policies and institutions laid down by Hongwu, but his foreign adventures greatly increased state expenditures, further eroding the value of paper currency. Although tax levies remained unchanged, demands for statute labor service soared. Yongle’s most enduring initiative was his decision to move the capital from Nanjing in the south to the site of the old Yuan capital (renamed Beijing) in the north. The relocation of the capital to Beijing created new logistical problems: the Grand Canal transport system had to be refurbished and extended, and the cost of delivering the grain tribute rose precipitously. These costs fell most heavily on the tax captains and lijia heads, further undermining the foundations of the revenue system.

The rigid system of fiscal administration instituted by the early Ming emperors could not be sustained. By the 1430s the Ming government abandoned its paper money system, and halted minting of bronze coin as well. The state was forced to accept the uncoined silver that had deeply infiltrated the private economy as its new monetary standard. In 1436 the grain tribute delivered to Beijing from Jiangnan was commuted to payments of silver, bringing considerable relief to taxpayers. The lijia and hereditary occupational household systems largely collapsed over the course of the fifteenth century, which had the virtue of freeing up productive energies. Eventually these and many other service obligations were commuted to payments in silver as well.99

The anti-commercial policies of the early Ming state, coupled with its expropriation of the wealth of the Jiangnan elite, wreaked havoc on the flourishing market economy of the Jiangnan region and arrested the commercial and urban growth that had continued with little disruption throughout the era of Mongol rule.100 Commerce and industry foundered, hampered by mismanagement of the monetary system, a sharp decline in overseas trade, and a system of hereditary artisan households that impeded the rational allocation of labor. Urban population fell, and many market towns were abandoned. The economic malaise that resulted from the traumatic transition from Mongol to Ming rule persisted for more than a century.

Nonetheless, the restoration of domestic peace enabled the agrarian economy to recover and even prosper. Resettlement of the northern provinces – especially in the Central Plain – devastated by war, famine, and disease was a major priority of the new regime. The government forcibly relocated large numbers of people to these areas, where new villages were formed under the framework of the lijia system. The central Yangzi valley (Hunan and Hubei provinces) also experienced substantial immigration during the Ming period. Ming demographic trends are difficult to discern, given the absence of any national censuses after 1393. The meager evidence available has led scholars to produce widely divergent estimates of the magnitude of population growth over the course of the dynasty. While precise measurement remains elusive, the general impression is one of sustained increase until the 1630s. The most reliable data pertains to the Jiangnan region, where the population seems to have risen from roughly 9 million in 1393 to 16.5 million by 1620, an increase of more than 80 percent. In fast-growing provinces on the southern frontiers such as Hunan and Guangdong the population probably tripled during the Ming dynasty.101

In the view of some scholars, by mid-Ming times many regions of the empire were beginning to show symptoms of overpopulation. In Jiangnan, the size of the average small farm declined from 40 mu to 20 mu. At the same time, though, family size decreased (from six to five persons per household) while yields rose significantly. Thus increases in labor productivity offset the decline in farm size. Farming practices changed little in the north, but farmers continued to make important advances in the south. During the Ming period the large polders constructed during the Southern Song were divided into smaller enclosures that could be more easily drained, which greatly improved the fertility of paddy land. Better-drained soils also could be planted in winter crops such as wheat, beans, and rape. Application of nitrogen-rich fertilizers such as bean cake and rapeseed cake also appeared during this period. By the end of the Ming period yields from Jiangnan rice farming had doubled compared to the Southern Song, indicating that output per household had not diminished.102

The tax captain system collapsed during the fifteenth century, and tax collection was absorbed into the tasks of the li headmen. The onerous burden of lijia duties, rising tenancy, and the revival of towns accelerated a trend toward absentee landlordism in Jiangnan. Village society became overwhelmingly comprised of smallholders and tenant farmers, with few landowners of substantial means able to fulfill the duties of the li headmen. Local experiments in commuting service duties to money payments culminated in 1488 with the establishment of a national program of “equalized service” (junyao 均徭) that converted many forms of statutory labor to silver payments. While the “equalized service” reform was warmly welcomed, it had the effect of further eroding the solidarity of the village community. Labor service, like the land tax, became an individual rather than collective responsibility, and the lijia system was reduced to a mere paper relic.103

Despite the political shocks that disrupted the commercial dynamism of Jiangnan during the first century of the Ming, the rural economy remained enmeshed in markets for land, labor, and goods. Hongwu’s campaigns against Jiangnan’s great landowners had a leveling effect on village society, but his effort to uproot the money economy foundered. The restless currents of economic change are fully evident in the oldest surviving set of Ming household registers, which pertain to the household of Li Shu, from Qimen county in Huizhou, Anhui province (the basic facts of the registers are summarized in Table 7.7).104 A mountainous region with limited rice agriculture, Huizhou had become a major supplier of tea, lumber, and paper to Jiangnan markets in the Song, and its entrepreneurial merchants achieved unparalleled national prominence in the mid-late Ming era (see Chapter 6, pp. 251–52, and Chapter 8, pp. 303–6). The Li Shu case illustrates how routinely – at least in the more commercialized regions of the empire – farm families bought and sold land to adjust to changes in economic fortunes and household composition.

Table 7.7 Li Shu household and its landholdings, 1391–1432










	
	Household members
	Landholdings
(mu)


	Census
	Head of household
	Adult males
	Females
	Total
	Arable
	Non-arable
	Total



	1391
	Li Shu
	Li Shu
	Xie Rongniang
	2
	16.34
	2.19
	18.53


	1403
	Li Wuben
	None
	Xie Rongniang
	2
	35.58
	2.19
	37.77


	1412
	Li Jingxiang
	None
	Xie Rongniang and two daughters
	4
	0
	0
	0


	1422
	Li Jingxiang
	None
	Xie Rongniang and two daughters
	4
	32.27
	0.17
	32.39


	1432
	Xie Rongniang
	None
	Xie Rongniang
	1
	5.43
	0
	5.43





Source: Luan Chengxian 2007: 131, table 4.1.





Li Shu died in 1398, leaving his four-year-old son Wuben as sole heir. Li’s widow, Xie Rongniang, age 22 at the time of her husband’s death, remarried by bringing in a “foster father” (yifu 義父), with whom she had two daughters.105 But by the time of the 1412 census the situation had radically changed: both Rongniang’s second husband and her son Li Wuben had died, and a distant cousin, Li Jingxiang (a mere two years old), had been adopted into the patriline to serve as heir. However, the toddler Li Jingxiang was only nominally a member of the Li Shu household; he continued to live with his parents. Although Jingxiang remained the titular head of the household in the 1422 census, subsequently Xie Rongniang filed suit to have him removed on both ritual grounds (not being the same generation as Li Wuben) and because the absent Jingxiang, then 22 years old, made no contribution to the household’s maintenance. In 1432 the magistrate agreed with Rongniang’s petition and removed Jingxiang as head of the household, instructing Rongniang to find a new heir. Thus the household register from that same year listed Rongniang, then age 59, as head of the household. The Li family launched a countersuit against the Xie for having reneged on the payment for timberland purchased from the Li. But at that point the documentary record ends, and the ultimate outcome of the feud remains unknown.

According to the household registers, the household estate held 37.8 mu of land in 1403, half of which Li Shu had purchased from five different members of his wife’s lineage. Three sales contracts from 1406–10 show that the widow Rongniang sold off all of this land, mostly to her brother Xie Nengjing, an enterprising landowner and local notable.106 But Xie Nengjing returned 11 mu in 1414, and the household purchased 7 other parcels by the time of the 1422 census. According to a property affidavit of 1431, the Li Shu household also possessed 20 mu of timberland (exempt from taxation, and therefore not included on the household register) that was cultivated mostly with hired laborers (six in all). Most likely Rongniang hired laborers to farm the arable paddy land as well. In sum, over a forty-year period the Li Shu household engaged in eighteen separate land transactions (involving dozens of parcels) with thirteen different individuals, and at its peak owned 50-odd mu of arable and timberland. From notations on the documents it is clear that some of the transfers were made to avoid labor service assessments; for example Xie Nengjing had transferred at least 3 parcels to the Li Shu household in 1403 when the head of the household, Li Wuben, was still a minor, and then bought these lands back in 1410, when Wuben turned sixteen. The documents also trace a decades-long struggle between Li Shu’s kinsmen and the powerful Xie family over control of the household’s property, most of which originally had belonged to members of the Xie lineage. Despite some unusual features, the history of the Li Shu household – a modestly prosperous rural family – reveals the instability of landownership, the competitive economic environment, and the profound impact of the market even in an age of relative stasis at the macroeconomic level.







Conclusion

The commercial efflorescence of the Southern Song period touched virtually all quarters of Chinese society. Farming families produced their own staple foods, but many items of daily consumption were obtained through market exchange. Monetization of taxes and the procurement of military supplies through market mechanisms became even more pronounced in the Southern Song compared to the New Policies era. Unable to sustain the massive output of bronze coin achieved in the eleventh century, the Southern Song state still managed to maintain flexibility in the money supply through new paper currencies and increasing resort to silver as a monetary medium. A panoply of institutional innovations in financial services – including commercial brokers, credit financing, bills of exchange, advance sale contracts, commenda partnerships, and joint-capital enterprises – facilitated the expansion of interregional and overseas trade. Apart from seaport regions such as Quanzhou, dynamic growth fostered by cross-sectoral integration was most evident in Jiangnan, which solidified its stature as the center of gravity in the Chinese economy.

The Jurchen and Mongol conquests inflicted heavy blows on the economy of North China. In contrast, Jiangnan continued to prosper under Mongol-Yuan rule. The onerous demands for tribute that the Mongols imposed on the former Jin territories in North China were ameliorated after Qubilai’s conquest of the Southern Song. The great landowners of Jiangnan attained extraordinary strength during the Yuan, thanks to the Mongol court’s lax attitude toward the concentration of private wealth, its avid encouragement of domestic and foreign commerce, and its reliance on tax farmers for revenue collection. But a sharp reversal set in after the founding of the Ming dynasty. The first Ming emperor, Hongwu, spurned not only the Mongol heritage and the extreme inequities in wealth and landownership that had festered under Yuan rule, but also the very premises of the market economy. Hongwu’s program of social reform envisioned restoring a simple, village-based agrarian society unbesmirched by venality, ostentation, and exploitation. His fiscal strategies, such as his attempt to create a purely fiat paper currency, were motivated by a desire to replace the market with a command economy subservient to imperial will. Along with his draconian expropriation of the landholdings of the Jiangnan elite, Hongwu’s policies had a stifling effect on Jiangnan’s market economy, a setback that took more than a century to overcome.
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8 The maturation of the market economy (1550 to 1800)



Emperor Hongwu’s project of social and economic reformation delivered a shocking blow to China’s commerce and industry, especially in Jiangnan, the empire’s economic heartland. The author of a Suzhou gazetteer published in 1506 acidly observed that Hongwu’s campaigns against Suzhou’s landowners, the forced removal of wealthy families to the capital, and the conscription of artisans into hereditary service to the state, had severely retarded the city’s population growth and economic recovery even a century afterward.1 But by the end of the fifteenth century Hongwu’s key institutional innovations – the lijia village household organization and the liangzhang tax headmen – were essentially defunct, and the system of hereditary occupational households inherited from the Yuan had atrophied as well. The ban on private maritime trade was still in force, although Fujian seafarers easily evaded the lax net of enforcement. By the early decades of the sixteenth century commercial growth was beginning to revive, despite lingering obstacles such as a stagnant money supply following the closure of the Ming mints in the 1430s.

Economic developments in the sixteenth century utterly erased Emperor Hongwu’s vision of village autarky and self-sufficiency. Steady gains in agricultural production and the formation of national markets for industrial goods such as cotton, silk, and porcelain stimulated regional specialization. The growing allure of overseas trade following the abrupt influx of silver imports – first from Japan, and later from Spain’s American colonies – beginning in the 1540s galvanized agitation against the interdiction of foreign trade, which was repealed in 1567. Massive infusions of foreign silver stoked the fires of commercial and industrial growth during the last century of the Ming, especially in coastal regions with ready access to foreign markets. The expansion of the money economy, the growth of rural industries, the increasing spatial range of markets, the greater volume of foreign trade, the disappearance of bound labor, and the ascendancy of private enterprise over state economic management all contributed to what some scholars have referred to as a “second economic revolution” (after the first “economic revolution” of the Tang-Song transition) beginning c. 1550.2





Commercial revival in the late Ming

Hongwu’s campaigns against the entrenched landowning elite of Jiangnan resulted in a leveling of rural society and more fragmented landholdings. Individual farms typically consisted of a number of plots spread over a wide area; the properties of large landowners often were scattered over several counties. The dispersed nature of landholding and the intensive cultivation techniques necessary for wet-rice agriculture militated against capital-intensive managerial farming in this region. Rather than directly engaging in farming using hired labor, landowners preferred to lease their land to tenants. Tenant farmers often owned some land of their own, but their plots were too small to support their own subsistence. Sharecropping – under which the landlord and the tenant divided the harvest equally, or the landlord took an even larger share if he provided tools, draft animals, and seed – was the norm, but in some cases tenants paid fixed rents in silver.

The sixteenth century witnessed a renewed trend toward concentration of landownership in Jiangnan, especially in hands of patrician families and lineage trusts, and increasing incidence of bondservitude. The Confucian patrician elite – active or retired government officials and those who held advanced degrees from the civil service examinations, broadly encompassed under the designation shi 士 – were entitled to generous exemptions from labor services. The onerous liabilities of labor service (especially li headmen, who had broad liability for tax arrears) encouraged many commoners of middling wealth to commend (touxian 投獻) their lands to privileged patricians. In most Jiangnan counties, the minimum standard for assignment of li headmen duties was 300–400 mu, but in some areas landowners with as few as 230 mu were impressed into service as li headmen.3 Those who commended their property nominally became bondservants (legally defined as members of the master’s household) and continued to work their land as tenant farmers. Wealthy families also acquired bondservants through purchase, adoption, and debt bondage, chiefly for domestic work rather than agricultural labor. Bondservitude typically entailed forms of service or tribute specified by contract, not unconditional or hereditary submission.4 In this respect, the status of bondservants was akin to that of long-term hired laborers, over whom employers enjoyed certain legal privileges and paternalist responsibilities. Still, the prevalence of large landed estates and bound labor in agriculture has been unduly exaggerated.5 According to Ray Huang, apart from a few extremely wealthy families that may have owned 10,000 mu or more, the largest landowners possessed combined holdings of 500 to 2,000 mu.6 Such landowners typically resided in towns and cities rather than the countryside, entrusting management of their holdings and rent collection to overseers – often trusted bondservants. Tenant farmers and bondservants remained economically independent of their landlords, absentee or not.

During the sixteenth century rising output and the revival of long-distance trade had begun to foster renewed regional specialization in agricultural production and handicrafts. Jiangnan and perpetually land-hungry Fujian became reliant on rice imports to feed populations that earned their living from cash crops and handicraft industry (sericulture and cotton manufacture in Jiangnan, sugar, tea, and ceramics in Fujian). The central Yangzi valley provinces of Hunan and Hubei shipped surplus rice downriver to Jiangnan, while ocean-going ships carried rice from the Pearl River Delta to Fujian. Before 1550 nearly all major commercial cities were located along the two major arteries of interregional trade, the Yangzi River and the Grand Canal. In the second half of the sixteenth century, however, the pace of commercialization began to accelerate, transforming the economic structure of the Chinese empire. The proliferation of periodic markets in many parts of China, including the North China Plain, testified to the steady expansion of the market into rural life.7

The demise of the early Ming systems of labor service duties and hereditary artisan households paved the way for more efficient allocation of labor. The twenty-five imperial silk textile factories established in the early Ming were reduced to three, located in the major silk-producing centers of Nanjing, Hangzhou, and Suzhou. The output of private silk manufacturing vastly exceeded that of state-run factories. In the early seventeenth century, Suzhou boasted several thousand “loom households” engaged in silk weaving, along with thousands more employed in dyeing and other specialized tasks, compared to 300 looms at the imperial silk factory. The concentration of silk manufacture continued in the Qing. It has been estimated that the total number of silk-weaving looms in operation in Jiangnan cities rose from 15,000 in the late Ming to 80,000 by the early nineteenth century.8 At Jingdezhen, by far the largest porcelain manufacturing center, a highly complex division of labor developed that divided the manufacturing process into more than twenty specialized tasks. The imperial factory at Jingdezhen initially relied on three-month service rotations of hereditary artisans before shifting to hired labor and eventually suspending its own manufacturing altogether in favor of contracting out consignments to private firms. By the late Ming more than 200 private kilns, each employing about 30 workers, were operating in Jingdezhen as well as thousands of smaller pottery workshops producing both fine pieces for the imperial court and the international market and a wide range of wares for ordinary consumers.9

Impressive as the growth of urban manufacturing was, in many respects the major development in the late Ming period was the rise of rural handicraft industries, above all cotton manufacture. Introduced to the Yangzi Delta at the end of the Song, cotton flourished in the sandy soils near the seacoast. During the fifteenth century cotton spinning and weaving, spurred by technological borrowing from silk manufacture, boomed in the delta. Songjiang prefecture (the vicinity of modern Shanghai) became the center of cotton manufacture, producing cloth sold throughout the empire (Map 8.1). Cotton cultivation, ginning, spinning, and weaving became specialized tasks within the rural economy, while dyeing and calendaring became urban industries. Since Jiangnan could not produce sufficient cotton to meet the rising demand for cloth, merchants imported raw cotton from the Central Plain and Guangdong. Merchant capital regularly intervened at each step in the manufacturing process. Many rural spinners and weavers, the vast majority of whom were women, became full-time cottage handicraft workers earning piece-rate wages. Brokers based in market towns delivered ginned cotton to spinners and yarn to weavers on credit, purchasing the finished product at a discounted price. Scholarly opinion remains divided on the degree to which merchants controlled the labor process in cotton manufacture, but there is little doubt that many rural households depended on the sale of domestic handicraft goods to meet their subsistence needs.10

Map 8.1 Sericulture and cotton production in Jiangnan





Local specialization in rural industry also developed in other parts of Jiangnan. For example, rural households in Shaoxing began to specialize in brewing rice wine, creating a brand identity that by the eighteenth century dominated the national market while remaining almost entirely a rural industry. Half of the rice fields in Shaoxing were planted with the high-gluten varieties used in brewing.11 As more rural households were drawn into the commercial economy, small towns, most having only 500–2,000 inhabitants, sprang up across the Jiangnan countryside. These towns served as intermediaries between rural producers and regional and national markets. Market towns that flourished as centers of silk and cotton manufacture such as Shengze, Nanxun, Zhenze, Wuqing, Puyuan, Xinshi, and Jiangwan grew into substantial cities of 20,000–50,000 inhabitants.12

A variety of labor arrangements were practiced in the urban textile industry. Many weavers were independent artisans who relied exclusively on the labor of family members. The larger weaving workshops were equipped with twenty or more looms and employed artisans on long-term hired labor contracts. But even many skilled workers worked as day laborers who gathered at specified bridges or teashops to await prospective employers. Some merchants practiced a putting-out system, renting looms to weavers and providing them with raw materials.13 In the Qing dynasty a multitiered system of contracting production emerged in the Jiangnan textile trades that served to diffuse risk rather than concentrate control of production in the hands of entrepreneurs. In the silk industry, wholesale merchants known as “account houses” (zhangfang 賬房) purchased yarn from merchant middlemen and contracted with weaving and dyeing workshops to weave and finish the silk cloth. The contract arrangements between account houses and workshops often were mediated by intermediaries (chengguan 承管) who bore responsibility for fulfillment of orders and losses of goods.14 A similar arrangement existed in the cotton textile manufacture, where the wholesale merchants – known as “trademark firms” (zihao 字號), since they marketed the finished cloth under their own brand labels – relied on contractors for dyeing and calendaring. The cotton calendaring industry in Suzhou, which employed more than 10,000 workers in the 1730s, was controlled by a group of 300 contractors who owned their own equipment, received cloth on consignment from wholesale merchants, and took their fees out of the wages paid to laborers hired on a piece-rate basis.15

Artisanal organization remained weak. While urban merchants and shopkeepers began to form guilds in the seventeenth century, the imperial state suppressed labor combination and collective action by journeymen workers. In the calendaring industry, for example, government officials prohibited workers from collectively negotiating wage increases and granted contractors the right to use coercion to enforce discipline.16 In adjudicating disputes over contracts, debts, and work stoppages, magistrates gave firm support to standard contractual procedures and “the established rules of the trade” (xianding zhangcheng 現定章程). But magistrates also strove to strike a balance by preventing merchants’ monopolization of the market on one hand and protecting the livelihood of the laboring classes on the other.17

The expansion of long-distance trade and regional specialization of production during the late Ming period promoted new developments in economic organization and management. Most commercial enterprises were family firms, but the expanding scale of commerce often demanded capital and personnel resources well beyond the capacity of individual households. Entrepreneurs seeking to recruit partners and employees still looked to their kinsmen and countrymen, however. The development of lineage institutions, and especially the creation of corporate lineages, provided the means to transform the family firm into a quasi-corporate business institution. In addition, long-distance traders who sojourned or settled in distant cities formed cooperative alliances with other merchants from their home areas. These alliances based on native place association not only facilitated long-distance trade but led to the creation of veritable trading empires by the two most successful groups: the Huizhou and Shanxi merchants.

One of the most far-reaching social transformations occurring during the Song-Yuan-Ming transition was the invention of localized corporate lineages. Initially, corporate lineages were rooted in ritual practice and group solidarity rather than common economic interests; each patriline (jia) remained a separate economic and fiscal unit. Neo-Confucian kinship norms were institutionalized through ritual practices and legal changes that strengthened patrilineal descent and agnatic bonds. Ancestral sacrifices, common graveyards, and the compilation of genealogies further fostered collective kinship identity.18 The creation of corporate lineages resulted from divergent strategies, in some cases promoting exclusive membership while in other cases adopting liberal principles of inclusion (not restricted to demonstrated common descent) in order to build alliances. In many areas, especially in South China, local lineages superseded the defunct lijia groupings as the basic units of local society and governance. A crucial turning point in the formation of corporate lineages came in the early sixteenth century, when the Ming state condoned the building of ancestral halls by the general public. This dispensation triggered a boom in the construction of ancestral halls, which often displaced communal rites and shrines dedicated to local deities as the focal sites of social solidarity. This trend also encouraged the proliferation of single-lineage villages, in which lineage membership conferred legal privileges and landownership rights. Incorporation of lineage trusts created permanent entities to manage common assets – the ancestral hall; endowments for ritual expenses, upkeep of the ancestral hall, and charitable relief and subventions for marriages and burials for lineage members; and landed estates that yielded income to provide for these expenses – that were not subject to partible inheritance rules.19

In Huizhou (Anhui), lineage trusts began to proliferate already in the fifteenth century. In this region, timber-yielding forest lands were valuable assets and the economic mainstay of many households (as we saw in the case of the Li Shu household in Chapter 7). It was common practice for lineage trusts to accumulate timber lands, which required the kind of patient investment that permanent corporations could best afford (evergreen oaks required thirty years to mature). Management of lineage assets – and the tenant farmers and woodcutters, sometimes numbering in scores – typically devolved to the wealthiest or most socially prominent branch within the lineage. Private trusts – in which groups of lineages or individuals acquired joint ownership (divided into shares) of forest tracts – also appeared in the fifteenth century. Both owners and tenants sought to mitigate risks by purchasing or cultivating dispersed plots. Tenants, who typically leased plots from multiple owners, acquired considerable control over their tenancies, and by the sixteenth century tenants commonly transferred their cultivation rights (also divided into shares) to others through sales and subleases.20

In the coastal regions of Guangdong and Fujian, which experienced surges in agricultural productivity, population increase, and commercial growth after 1550, corporate lineages exerted an especially powerful influence over social and economic life. In the Pearl River Delta lineage trusts became profit-driven institutions that dominated the local economy. Single-lineage villages quickly became the norm in much of this region, and in some counties lineage corporations owned as much as 60 percent of the arable land in the early twentieth century.21 The Liugengtang lineage estate in Panyu (Guangzhou), which originated with an endowment of a mere 14 mu in 1587, saw its landholdings swell to 2,144 mu by the end of Ming and 27,852 mu in 1786. Lineage estates in the delta vied with one another for control of marketplaces as well as landholdings. The Guan lineage in Nanhai county originally invested its funds – contributed by 212 donors – in moneylending. In 1637 the trust purchased a shop in a local market town. By 1800, the Guan owned twelve of the town’s twenty-three shops. Credit associations (yinhui 銀會), which exclusively lent their funds to lineage members, generated income not only for ritual activities but also for business investments.22 In the city of Foshan, the largest iron-manufacturing center in China, four powerful lineage trusts owned and operated foundries, pottery kilns, wharves, ferries, and warehouses.23

Of course, kinship bonds did not shield lineage trusts from internecine conflicts, and entrepreneurs often struck out on their own, unencumbered by family ties and obligations. The Huizhou merchant Fang Tingke, for example, refrained from business alliances with kinsmen or other Huizhou merchants. Fang started off in the late fifteenth century as an itinerant peddler who struggled for twenty years to build up capital for investment. Fang then settled in Kaifeng, where he traded in cotton and linen goods and acquired a sizable fortune before eventually retiring to Huizhou. Fang brought his son, grandson, and nephews into his business, but otherwise kept his distance, financially speaking, from his brothers and kinsmen. Although the Fang lineage prospered during the economic boom of the late Ming – it encompassed six branches and more than a thousand adult members around 1550 – only members of Fang Tingke’s branch ventured into long-distance trade. With only one son, Fang Tingke did not have to divide his wealth and business operations among multiple heirs as most successful merchants did. But his descendants went their separate ways, eschewing the risks of trade for the more certain profits of moneylending, either in Kaifeng or at home in Huizhou. The Fang lineage remained weakly integrated despite its prosperity; many shunned Fang Tingke’s appeal for funds to construct an ancestral hall, and its poorer members turned to individual patrons, not the lineage, for loans and charity.24

The Taitang Cheng lineage of Huizhou, in contrast, relied heavily on lineage organization to develop a far-flung business empire. Members of the Kezhou branch of the Taitang Cheng lineage appear to have first engaged in moneylending in the textile centers of Suzhou and Songjiang in the early years of the Ming, and then invested their profits in the lucrative salt monopoly. The Cheng also obtained bulk raw materials in Hubei such as cotton, timber, coal, and tung oil for sale in Jiangnan, and in return brought salt and cotton textiles to Hubei. By the end of the fifteenth century the Kezhou branch had established trading colonies in Yangzhou (the main salt trade center), Jiangnan, and two localities in southern Hubei, each populated by immigrants from a different segment of the home lineage in Huizhou. The leaders of the Kezhou branch exercised strong centralized control over their diverse business interests (like the Fang, the Cheng also invested heavily in moneylending wherever they went), but divided their geographic spheres of operations outside Huizhou among the branch’s four segments. The internal organization of the Cheng partnership is unknown, but like long-distance traders elsewhere they clearly preferred to deal with kinsmen and fellow countrymen rather than strangers with whom they shared little beyond the thirst for profit.25

By the late Ming period the Huizhou merchants had become fixtures of China’s commercial landscape. In this respect they were preceded by the so-called “Shanxi merchants,” a loose geographical label for merchants from Shanxi and Shaanxi provinces in northwestern China (Map 8.2). The Shanxi merchants first achieved prominence in the early Ming delivering provisions to frontier armies through the kaizhong system, whereby the government repaid merchants with salt monopoly privileges. Consequently many Shanxi merchants settled in Yangzhou and Huai’an, the principal salt depots in eastern China, which gave them ready access to Jiangnan markets. In addition to their dominant position in the grain and salt trades, Shanxi merchants marketed cotton cloth from Jiangnan across North China.26 The Shanxi and Huizhou merchants became fierce competitors throughout the cities and market towns of Jiangnan, and each group utilized native place ties to build alliances and extend their networks of partners, agents, and clients. The scholar-official Xie Zhaozhe, a native of Fujian, expressed widely shared sentiments in singling out the conspicuous wealth of the Huizhou and Shanxi merchants in a work published in 1616:

If we were to name those recognized as the richest families of all, one would have to propose the Huizhou merchants in the south, and the Shanxi merchants in the north. The great merchants of Huizhou trade in fish and salt, amassing fortunes measured in the millions of silver taels; those worth 200,000–300,000 taels could only be considered merchants of middling rank. Shanxi merchants deal in salt and silk, some traveling afar to peddle their goods while others pile up stocks of grain. Their wealth exceeds that of the Huizhou merchants, because while the latter are spendthrift, the Shanxi merchants are frugal.27



One year later, in 1617, the Huizhou merchants scored a decisive triumph with the inauguration of the franchise system that awarded salt monopoly rights to syndicates of wealthy merchants based in Yangzhou (see Chapter 7). The franchise system enabled the Huizhou merchants to wrest control of the salt trade from their Shanxi rivals.28 Merchants from other regions, such as Guangdong and Fujian, likewise developed their own commercial networks based on native-place ties. But it was above all in Huizhou that, in the words of a local gazetteer published in 1609, “Gold’s decrees rule heaven, while the god Money looms over the earth.”29

Map 8.2 Origins of Shanxi merchants





The commercial efflorescence of the late Ming undermined customary ideas about class, status, and social order.30 Wealth conveyed social power, and poverty no longer was deemed, as it often was in the past, a mark of virtue. The power of wealth erased its moral stigma; a growing share of the patrician elite arose from mercantile backgrounds, and the image of the wise and virtuous entrepreneur who manifests diligence, frugality, and magnanimity began to supplant hoary caricatures of greedy and miserly swindlers.31 Ironically, the erosion of social boundaries aroused new efforts to delineate legal discriminations between “honorable” (liang 良) and “mean” (jian 賤) statuses. Mean statuses traditionally had been defined in terms of disreputable occupations, ranging from actors and prostitutes to barbers, butchers, and sedan-bearers. Yet although these groups continued to suffer social ostracism, economic improvement commonly led to social acceptance.32 Bondservitude, of course, conferred mean status, but hired laborers no longer were treated as such. As the definition of mean statuses narrowed – and would be abolished altogether by imperial decree in 1723 – the “poor” eclipsed the “mean” as a social category. Growing recognition of poverty as not simply the natural condition of a broad swath of society but as a social problem bred by the remorselessly competitive market economy resulted in the proliferation of social welfare institutions to succor orphans, widows, and the “deserving poor.”33 Much ink was spilt to clarify the ethical status of the poor as older, morally neutral views gave way to deepening suspicions that poverty resulted from improvidence and sloth. Less ambiguously, charity for the poor provided an avenue for the honorable use of wealth and justified its accumulation.34

Fluid social mobility spurred social climbing and status anxiety. Emulation of the patrician lifestyle encouraged the commercialization of literati culture and ostentatious spending on art, antiques, books, and furnishings for the home and the scholar’s studio. “Fashion” and “taste” emerged as the guiding principles for the acquisition and display of material goods expressing one’s pedigree (or aspirations for higher status). Unsurprisingly, “taste” itself became a highly contested arena of status competition, and supercilious patricians derided the shallow pretensions of the nouveaux riches. With rising incomes, mass consumption of tea, sugar, rice wine, porcelain, silk and cotton goods, books, lacquerwares, and furniture rose, as well as expenditures on entertainment, religious and ritual activities, leisure, and travel. Consumer demand – and increasingly differentiated consumer tastes – exerted more pervasive influence in shaping the production of goods for both luxury and ordinary purposes.35







The silver economy and the seventeenth-century crisis

One of the key constraints on economic growth in Ming China was the monetary disorder bequeathed by the disastrous fiscal policies of the early Ming emperors. The Ming attempt to repeat the Mongol Yuan success in instituting an inconvertible paper money system proved an abject failure. By the 1430s the Ming baochao notes were worthless, and shortages of copper had forced the government to shutter its mints. For nearly a century afterward the Ming issued no new bronze coin. Beginning with the commutation of the Jiangnan rice tribute levy in 1436, the Ming state gradually shifted from in-kind payments to taxes collected in uncoined silver, which circulated in the private economy in the form of ingots that varied widely in weight and fineness. This trend culminated in the “Single Whip” reforms of the late sixteenth century, which converted numerous labor services into silver payments assessed on landholdings rather than individuals. These changes marked a concession to the reality of a de facto silver monetary standard in the private economy. Bronze coin, produced in modest quantities after 1527, supplemented silver as a fractional currency for everyday transactions, but the commercial revival of the late Ming era was fueled by silver.

Nonetheless, China produced little silver to meet this burgeoning need. After a spurt in output from domestic mines in the early fifteenth century, Ming silver mining dwindled to insignificant levels. Illicit private maritime trade probably brought in some silver, but the crucial breakthrough came in the 1530s, when silver strikes at Iwami in western Honshū touched off a prodigious mining boom. The Ming court had suspended all intercourse with Japan in 1523, but by 1540 large quantities of Japanese silver were being smuggled into the coastal provinces of southeastern China.36 In addition, the first Portuguese merchant ships arrived on the coast of China in 1522. European traders purchased cargoes of Chinese porcelains and silks with silver from Spain’s fledgling empire in the New World. The Ming allowed the Portuguese to establish a trading base at Macau in 1557, and the Spanish founded their own colonial outpost at Manila in 1571, opening a direct channel across the Pacific between Mexico and China that gave birth to the first truly global circuit of economic exchange.37

The irresistible demand for silver undermined the Ming founder’s long-standing prohibition against private overseas trade. Friction between the Ming state and clandestine traders (dubbed Wokou 倭寇 or “Japanese pirates,” although most were Chinese) erupted into outright warfare in the 1540–50s. Devastating Wokou attacks on coastal areas and pressure from merchant and official constituencies in the southeastern provinces finally persuaded the Ming court to relax the trade ban in 1567. The Ming created a new licensing system to regulate the volume of private trade, but left in force the prohibition against direct trade with Japan. Nonetheless commercial exchange with Japan flourished through Portuguese intermediaries or mutual trade between Chinese and Japanese merchants at neutral ports such as Hoi-an in Vietnam. Japanese customers were no less eager than Europeans to acquire Chinese goods.

The influx of foreign silver after 1570 was a crucial catalyst for the explosive commercial growth of the late Ming period. Although silver still circulated in uncoined form, the huge expansion of the money supply eliminated a key bottleneck constraining the market economy. In southern Fujian, the region most directly tied to the boom in foreign trade, cash crops such as sugar and tobacco (the latter an import from the Americas) squeezed out rice farming.38 Surging demand for silk and sugar also encouraged many farmers in the Pearl River Delta to abandon rice cultivation in favor of planting mulberry and sugar cane; after 1600 the region became dependent on rice imports, especially from Guangxi province to the west, to sustain its food supply.39

The Chinese hunger for silver exerted a powerful influence on the emerging global economy. Silver was the principal commodity of global trade in the early seventeenth century. Silver fetched a higher price in China than anywhere else, and European traders rushed to deliver silver to the Chinese market. As a retired Portuguese merchant wrote in a book published in Lisbon in 1621, “silver wanders throughout all the world in its peregrinations before flocking to China, where it remains, as if at its natural center.”40 In the second half of the sixteenth century China imported at least 50 tons of silver per year. I estimate that in the first four decades of the seventeenth century China’s annual silver imports soared to 115 tons or more; some scholars have suggested much higher figures (see Table 8.1). Roughly half of this silver came from Japan, and the rest originated in Peru and Mexico. The handsome profit European and Japanese traders earned from silver imports financed purchases of Chinese silks and porcelain wares, giving further impetus to China’s industrial output.

Table 8.1 Estimates of silver imports to China, 1550–1645(all figures in metric tons)









	
	From Japan
	From Americas (Pacific)
	From Americas (Atlantic)
	Total



	Liang (1939)
	2,795
	948
	
	3,743


	Yamamura and Kamiki (1983)
	7,350–9,450
	1,320
	
	8,670–10,780


	Zhuang (1995)
	6,527
	2,250
	1,013
	9,800


	Li (2005)
	6,375
	4,688
	
	11,250


	Von Glahn (2013)
	3,634–3,825
	2,481
	1,230
	7,345–7,536





Sources: Liang Fangzhong 1939: 173–79; Yamamura and Kamiki 1983: 351–53; Zhuang Guotu 1995: 3; Li Longsheng 2005: 165; von Glahn 2013: 32, 41.





The growth of the commercial economy did not strengthen the Ming state, however. Although the Ming replaced many in-kind taxes with silver payments, tax rates remained tied to the quotas established in the early years of the dynasty. The Ming government failed to capture revenue from the expansion of agriculture and commerce, and thus suffered from chronic underfunding. Indeed, given the falling purchasing power of silver as imported silver flooded China’s domestic market, the value of silver revenues actually declined compared to the fifteenth century (Table 8.2). Moreover, commercial and urban growth engendered not only prosperity, but also greater economic volatility, pools of poverty, and deepening social rifts. Beginning in the 1590s many cities suffered from sharp social conflict and outbreaks of violence.41 Beset by social turmoil and political strife, the Ming state was ill-prepared for the Manchu invasion of 1618, which inflicted a crushing defeat on Ming armies.

Table 8.2 Grain and money revenues in Ming China





	
	c. 1435–49
	1612



	Taxes in grain (shi)
	26,871,152
	28,369,247


	Equivalent in silver (liang)
	6,717,783
	18,069,584


	Value of textile revenues in silver (liang)
	239,385
	370,002


	Value of paper money revenues in silver (liang)
	4,379
	–


	Taxes in silver (liang)
	2,430,000
	4,000,000


	Total income in silver equivalent (liang)
	9,391,552
	22,439,586


	Percentage of total paid in silver
	25.9
	17.8





Source: Wu Hui 1990: 41.





During the next two decades the Ming suffered repeated military reversals. Desperate to stave off utter collapse of its defenses, the court enacted a rapidly escalating series of emergency taxes that quadrupled its silver revenues between 1617 and 1637. War expenditures still far outran state income, however, while the tax increases fanned popular discontent. Poor harvests in the mid-1630s sparked large-scale rebellions in North China, prompting the central government to raise taxes another 50 percent between 1637 and 1639.42 Finally, devastating floods, famines, and outbreaks of epidemic disease during 1638–42 crippled both the national economy and the Ming state. In 1644 a peasant rebel army seized Beijing, followed several months later by the Manchu occupation of the capital and the founding of a new conquest dynasty, the Qing (1644–1911).

In the view of some scholars, the fall of the Ming dynasty in 1644 was linked to a set of general economic and political crises that churned up social turmoil and popular protests against ruling authorities across Eurasia. The idea of a “general crisis of the seventeenth century” originated in scholarship on Europe and has remained central to interpretations of the transition to modernity in European historiography. These interpretations vary widely, but there is general agreement that Europe experienced a prolonged economic crisis from late sixteenth to early eighteenth century that was manifested in population decline, falling agricultural and industrial production, a recession in international trade, and price deflation.43 Some historians of Asia have argued that the disruptions in international trade, and especially a decline in the flow of bullion to Asian markets, led to a devastating economic contraction.44 According to William Atwell, after decades of rampant economic growth the flow of silver into China suddenly fell sharply in the late 1630s as a result of Japan’s seclusion policies (sakoku 鎖国), Spain’s curtailment of Philippine trade with China, and the dissolution of Portugal’s alliance with Spain in 1640, severing trade between Manila and Macau. In addition, the Ming government’s escalating tax demands extracted a sizable quantity of silver from the private economy, resulting in a slowing of commerce and industrial production that spread to the agrarian economy as well. The appreciation of silver raised the real cost of taxes and loans, bankrupting family farms. Thus a severe commercial depression ultimately became a crisis in production as well.45

The hypothesis that a scarcity of silver resulting from the disruption of international trade caused widespread economic depression in China does not stand up to theoretical or empirical scrutiny, however. China’s foreign trade and silver imports remained vibrant down to 1642.46 Grain prices soared in the late 1630s, but prices for land, industrial goods such as cotton and silk textiles, and exports remained stable. Moreover, the decline in silver imports in the 1640s was far too small to have a dramatic effect on the total stock of money in China, and the fall of the gold price of silver in China to the international level precisely at this time also undermines the claim of a dire shortage of silver. The evidence of trade flows, prices, and exchange ratios all point instead toward an acute subsistence crisis precipitated by catastrophic harvests and popular rebellions.47 Atwell is much more persuasive in attributing the harvest failures of 1638–42 to the climatic disturbances and cold weather experienced across the whole of the northern hemisphere during the seventeenth century.48 War, natural disasters, and epidemics wrought a terrible toll of devastation and death, resulting in severe population losses estimated at 20 percent of China’s total population.49

The Manchu conquest of China itself was relatively bloodless, but economic recovery proved elusive. The persistent spell of cold and wet weather from the 1620s to the 1690s hindered agricultural recovery. The grave subsistence crisis of the last years of the Ming continued into the early Qing, sharply curtailing demand for textiles and other manufactured goods. Prices for manufactured goods plummeted, dragging down industry and commerce (Figure 8.1). In the late 1650s grain prices also fell sharply, inaugurating a prolonged deflation that would last until the 1690s. The “Kangxi depression” of 1660–90 – named after the reigning Manchu emperor, Kangxi (r. 1661–1722) – was marked by a general decline in prices, wages, rents, and land values.50

Figure 8.1 Rice and cotton prices in Jiangnan, 1644–84



Source: Rice prices (per shi): Wang Yeh-chien 1992: 40, table 1.1; cotton cloth prices (per bolt): Kishimoto 1997: 151, table 4.7.



The economic doldrums were aggravated by policies undertaken in 1661 by the Manchu regime to isolate the renegade regime of Zheng Chenggong, a Fujian merchant prince who had taken refuge on Taiwan. The Manchus sought to impose an economic blockade on Zheng by renewing the ban on overseas trade and forcing much of the population along the southeast coast to move inland. The Zheng regime continued to hold out thanks to its control of the thriving clandestine trade between China and Japan until the Qing mounted a successful invasion and takeover of Taiwan in 1683. But the embargo and the relocation policy clearly wounded southeastern China’s commercial economy.

By 1683 the Qing had quelled all armed resistance to its rule. In the following year the ban on maritime trade ended, and record numbers of Chinese ships flocked to Nagasaki. The slow recuperation of population and agricultural recovery brought an end to the Kangxi depression. A long era of domestic peace and prosperity began that would endure until the final years of the eighteenth century.







Fiscal governance under Manchu rule

By 1683 the Manchus had secured control of the former Ming territories, although the Manchu Empire was greatly enlarged during the eighteenth century through conquests of Mongolia, Tibet, and the “New Frontier” (Xinjiang 新疆) carved out of Uighur- and Mongol-populated Central Asia (Map 8.3). Like earlier Chinese dynasties, the first priority of the Qing state was to restore a stable agricultural base. The Qing government sponsored migration and agricultural development in frontier regions, mobilized labor for major flood control projects, and sharply curtailed the tax exemptions and other privileges of the patrician elite. Like the Ming before it, the Qing state was ideologically committed to easing the burden of state exactions while relying on direct taxation of land as the mainstay of its fiscal system. The Qing state can perhaps be described as a provisioning state, one dedicated to improving the people’s livelihood through, for example, investments in famine relief and flood control. Yet in contrast to the activist conception of the state that prevailed in the Song, Qing governance was predicated on minimal intervention in the economic life of its subjects. Much of the actual responsibility for popular welfare was ceded to local public and private initiative. The laissez-faire policies toward commerce adopted by the Qing rulers encouraged Smithian dynamics of market expansion, division of labor, and regional specialization. But at the same time the limited fiscal capacity of the Qing state deterred investments in public goods that would help sustain economic growth.

Map 8.3 Territorial expansion of the Qing state





The Manchus introduced a number of new political institutions derived from their own heritage, but by the eighteenth century the Qing state had largely become assimilated to Chinese forms of bureaucratic governance. Manchu rule in China initially depended heavily on military control based on standing armies known as banners (twenty-four altogether, separated into Manchu, Mongol, and Han Chinese divisions) stationed at strategic points throughout the empire. Sizable tracts of land were set aside to support the banners. The Manchus also created a new agency staffed by Chinese bondservants, the Imperial Household Department (Neiwufu 內務府), to manage the affairs and finances of the emperor and the imperial family. The Imperial Household Department was intended to curb the usurpation of imperial authority by palace eunuchs that had plagued the Ming court. Its activities ranged from managing the banner lands and various monopolies (such as salt, Manchurian ginseng, the copper trade with Japan, and the imperial silk and porcelain factories) to printing official editions of scholarly works.51 For the most part the Qing preserved the governmental structure of the Ming dynasty both at the capital and in the provinces. But the Ministry of Revenue and its provincial-level intendants strengthened central control over fiscal resources; in addition to enacting more rigorous accounting procedures, the central government claimed more than 80 percent of revenues collected at the local level.52

As R. Bin Wong has observed, the Qing rulers displayed far greater solicitude in matters of social and economic welfare than their European contemporaries.53 But in comparison to the earlier Han and Song dynasties the state’s presence at the village level was minimal. The Qing government never conducted a universal land survey, nor did it update earlier records in any comprehensive way. Instead, it continued to rely on the Ming land survey of 1581–82 in allocating tax quotas. By the end of the Ming most labor service obligations had been converted to payments in silver, although these payments continued to be assessed on individual adult males (ding). In 1712 the Qing established permanent quotas for the ding labor service levy based on the 1711 census returns, and in 1713 the Kangxi emperor, in an act of imperial magnanimity, declared that the land tax quotas would be permanently frozen at the level of the 1711 assessments.54 In 1729 the ding levy was formally merged into the land tax on an empire-wide scale. Henceforth individual landowners paid a single lump-sum tax in silver. This step completed the process of shifting taxation (and by extension the state’s control over local society) from persons to land. At the time the Qing enjoyed substantial budget surpluses. By the end of the eighteenth century, however, the inability of the state to capture new revenues greatly weakened its ability to respond to political and economic crises.

The early Qing tax reforms obviated the need to compile detailed information about the composition of households. Indeed, the family as a social unit no longer was a unit of taxation. In 1668 the Qing suspended the compilation of yellow registers, which had served as the basis of the Ming land and labor taxes. In their place local officials were expected to conduct quinquennial surveys known as bianshen 編審. Unlike the yellow registers, which included data on all members of the household, the bianshen surveys merely gathered information on those liable for the ding labor service levy. The merging of the ding levy into the land tax in 1729 rendered the bianshen surveys obsolete, although they were formally ended only in 1772.55 Although the conjugal family remained the fundamental socio-economic institution in Chinese society, it had achieved unprecedented autonomy from the attenuated reach of the imperial state.

Lijia units continued to exist in name under the Qing dynasty, but the primary mechanism of rural social control was a revamped baojia system of local policing modeled on the earlier Song institution. As in the Song, the Qing baojia system gradually absorbed tax collection duties and other civil responsibilities, such as famine relief. In 1740 the government officially transferred responsibility over population registration from the lijia units to the baojia headmen. But since the population registers no longer had any fiscal purpose, compiling population data became an empty bureaucratic exercise. As G. William Skinner has shown, from the early nineteenth century local officials simply adjusted older figures with routine additions (since a growing population was taken as a sign of prosperity), leading to vastly inflated population statistics by the end of the century.56

In 1766 the land tax generated nearly three-quarters of state income, with 16 percent coming from the salt monopoly and inland customs excises (Table 8.3). Nominally voluntary “contributions” (juanna 捐納) were a unique feature of the Qing revenue system. These funds derived from three sources: officials who were obliged to remit a portion of their salaries to provincial governments; individuals who purchased examination degrees and titles (and, on some occasions, actual offices) to secure higher social status; and wealthy merchants who received special favors bestowed by the state (primarily the cartels of salt merchants and the Cohong merchants who from 1757 gained monopoly privileges to trade with European merchants at Guangzhou).57 Although the Qing state, like the Ming, derived the bulk of its revenues from land taxes, it had converted most of the land revenues formerly assessed in grain to money payments.58 Moreover, the population boom of the eighteenth century, following the freezing of land tax quotas in 1713, sharply reduced the per capita burden of taxation. In 1766 the real per capita land tax levy – measured in grain – was 70 percent below the modest level of the mid-fifteenth century (Table 8.4). Although estimating total national income for any period of imperial Chinese history is necessarily speculative given the limitations of our sources, it seems likely that during the Qing period the proportion of government revenue as a share of the national economy was substantially lower than in the Song, which relied heavily on taxation of commerce and consumption, and perhaps below the Ming level as well.

Table 8.3 Central government revenues, 1766(all revenue figures in millions of silver taels)








	Revenue source
	
	Revenue
	Percent



	Land taxes, rents, and grain tribute
	田賦, 田租, 漕糧
	31.06
20.31*
	73.8


	Salt gabelle
	鹽課
	5.75
	8.2


	Internal and maritime customs
	關稅
	5.42
	7.7


	Tax surcharges
	耗羨
	3.50
	5.0


	Regular contributions
	常例捐輸
	2.00
	2.9


	Miscellaneous local taxes
	落地雜稅
	0.86
	1.2


	Stamp taxes
	契稅
	0.19
	0.3


	Brokerage and pawnshop licenses
	牙當等稅
	0.16
	0.2


	Marshes and fishing excises
	蘆課魚課
	0.15
	0.2


	Mining excises
	礦課定額
	0.08
	0.1


	Tea excise
	茶課
	0.07
	0.1


	Total
	
	69.55
	





* Portion of land tax collected in grain, converted to silver based on 1753 rates in Yeh-chien Wang 1973: 70.





Sources: Chen Feng 2008: 369, table 6–3.





Table 8.4 Grain and money revenues in Ming and Qing China












	
	Land tax revenue
	Total revenue


	
	Land (millions of mu)
	Grain (millions of shi)
	Silver (millions of taels)
	Grain (shi) per mu
	Silver (taels) per mu
	Population (millions)
	Grain (shi) per capita
	Silver (taels) per capita
	Total per capita in grain



	c. 1435–49
	424.7
	26.87
	1.0
	0.063
	0.002
	53.7
	0.49
	0.019
	0.56


	1766
	741.4
	8.32
	29.92
	0.011
	0.040
	208.1
	0.04
	0.233
	0.17





Source: Wu Hui 1990: 45.





Compared to its predecessors, the Qing state exercised a relatively light hand in managing the domestic commercial economy. Apart from the salt monopoly, operated under the franchise system inherited from the Ming, the government interfered little in the production and distribution of goods. Even in the case of the salt monopoly, merchants handled the production, transport, and sale of salt, while the state merely collected an excise levy. Merchants and craftsmen assumed a greater degree of self-governance. Guilds, typically organized on the basis of native place identity rather than trade before the nineteenth century, proliferated in commercial cities throughout the empire. While guilds had broad authority to regulate membership fees and duties, wages and prices, and the terms of apprenticeship, they were forbidden to restrict access to their trade.59 A few great merchants, such as the Huizhou salt merchants in Yangzhou, amassed enormous fortunes thanks to their monopoly privileges.60 But the vast majority of merchants and artisans inhabited a highly competitive market economy.

The Qing approach to economic management was exemplified by the brokerage system. Since the Song dynasty the government licensed brokers (yahang) who served as intermediaries between local merchants and long-distance traders, assisting the latter in finding customers, negotiating deals, acting as guarantors, and arranging transportation, lodging, credit, and warehousing services. In the Qing period, brokers increasingly acted in lieu of magistrates in recording transactions, policing trade, adjudicating disputes, and collecting various commercial taxes. In return the government restricted the number of licenses within a locality, guaranteeing brokers a comfortable income. The state charged only nominal fees for brokerage licenses; its chief interest was to ensure the smooth operation of commerce, not to raise revenue.61 In some areas (notably in Shandong) local notables, lineage leaders, or merchants obtained rights to create “free markets” (yiji 義集) by paying the requisite commercial tax quotas out of private funds (for example, a lineage bursary or guild assessments). The ostensible reason behind “free markets” was to eradicate nettlesome exactions by predatory brokers, but the institution readily allowed entrenched elites to exert power and patronage over local commerce.62 Both the brokerage system and the “free markets” essentially became forms of tax-farming that limited the reach of the state into local commerce. The common practice whereby taxpayers used intermediaries to deliver payments to the authorities, known as “proxy remittance” (baolan 包攬), also constituted a form of tax-farming.63

The Qing government also assumed a laissez-faire posture towards foreign trade, severing the link between tributary diplomacy and commercial privileges devised by the Ming founder. The Qing banned maritime trade in 1662 as part of its campaign against the outlaw Zheng regime in Taiwan. Following the conquest of Taiwan in 1683, the Kangxi emperor repealed the imperial proscription, reopening Chinese ports to foreign merchants and allowing Chinese merchants to venture overseas, which they did in great numbers.64 A vigorous trade between China and Japan recommenced, but by this time the Tokugawa regime had implemented stringent restrictions on the export of silver, prompting Chinese merchants to shift to purchasing large quantities of Japanese copper (2,600 tons annually in 1685–1715) to supply the Qing mints. In 1715, however, the Japanese authorities enacted even more rigid controls on foreign trade that sharply reduced copper exports. During the eighteenth century trade between China and Japan tailed off sharply. Japanese demand for silk fabrics, porcelain wares, and sugar was increasingly satisfied by domestic producers who displaced Chinese imports with native products.65

Trade with European merchants also revived after 1683, but in the early eighteenth century the bulk of China’s maritime trade was conducted with Southeast Asia. The value of cargoes carried by Chinese ships to Southeast Asia in the first half of the eighteenth century has been estimated at 6–14 million taels (equivalent to 22–52 metric tons) annually.66 Emigrant Chinese from Fujian and Guangdong settled in Thailand, the Malay Peninsula, Java, and the Philippines, creating a web of trade networks spanning South China and Southeast Asia and turning the seas around the Indonesian archipelago into, in the words of one historian, “a Chinese Mediterranean.”67 By the second half of the eighteenth century, émigré Chinese merchants, laborers, and financiers had become the dominant force in the commercial economy of Southeast Asia (see Chapter 9).

Direct trade between Europeans and Chinese was relatively modest around 1700, but grew steadily throughout the eighteenth century. In 1757 the Qing court, in retaliation against European merchants’ complaints about customs officials, restricted European traders’ access to the Chinese market to the single port of Guangzhou. Furthermore, European merchants were required to conduct business through a cartel of twenty-odd Chinese merchant houses who became known as the Cohong.68 These restrictions slowed the growth of trade with the Europeans, which stagnated for several decades. In the 1780s, however, Sino-Western trade again surged, fueled by explosive growth in exports of tea, which was becoming the staple beverage of the English population, and massive imports of Spanish silver coin from Mexico. Unable to sell European manufactured goods in the Chinese market, British merchants turned to importing cotton and opium obtained from its colonial empire in India into China. After gaining independence from the English East India Company’s monopoly on commerce with Asia, merchants from the fledgling United States also rushed to tap into the China trade and became the principal suppliers of silver to the Chinese market.

At times – chiefly at the instigation of the Yongzheng Emperor (r. 1722–36) – the Qing state aggressively pursued an activist agenda of tax reform, public investment, and expansion of the state’s presence at the local level.69 But Yongzheng’s long-lived successor Qianlong (r. 1736–95) rescinded or retreated from many of his father’s initiatives. Under the rubric of “storing wealth among the people” (cangfu yu min 藏富於民), Qianlong’s government strove to ensure that any increase in the wealth of the empire accumulated in the hands of the people rather than be siphoned off by the state and its agents.70 Scholars have characterized Qianlong’s regime as “non-interventionist,” or even as a turning point toward the emergence of “economic liberalism” in Chinese fiscal ideology, if not policy.71 Certainly Qing policymakers displayed a more positive attitude toward the benefits of market forces in enabling a more optimal distribution of goods and resources, and by extension in protecting popular welfare. But it is surely an overstatement to claim, as William Rowe does in his study of the influential minister Chen Hongmou (1696–1771), that “storing wealth among the people … meant first and foremost doing everything possible to augment their per capita economic productivity.”72 Not only was the idea of continuous growth in output and productivity inconceivable within the intellectual milieu of Qing political economy, but Qing officials remained resolutely focused on the efficient use of land and labor resources, the elimination of waste (especially in the form of luxury consumption), and largely rhetorical efforts to promote the diffusion of best practices in agriculture. The non-interventionist stance that prevailed at Qianlong’s court left little scope for the state to promote economic development.73

Consequently, the Qing imperial government wielded at best indirect control over local society, relying on mediation by local elites. Since the final decades of the Ming dynasty, local patricians had steadily expanded their responsibilities in managing many aspects of local governance and social welfare, including public works, irrigation projects, public security, famine and poor relief, schools, and temples.74 This trend accelerated during the eighteenth century. The Qing period also witnessed the proliferation of a wide range of new intermediate social institutions – including corporate lineages, merchant and artisan guilds, native-place associations, communal water control leagues, and an array of religious, fraternal, and philanthropic societies – to which the imperial state entrusted managerial responsibilities within local society. Although local leaders operated independently of magistrates and the state bureaucracy, they often held examination degrees and many were retired officials. State officials and local patricians shared essentially similar agendas of social control, popular welfare, and moral leadership. Thus R. Bin Wong has argued that the expanded role of local elites in civil governance constituted a delegation, not a devolution, of public power that may have limited the imperial state’s range of action but did not erode its authority.75 Still, the managerial roles assumed by local elites allowed freer rein to the pursuit of private interests in the guise of public welfare.

Water control epitomized the struggle between private and public interests. For example, rice farmers in South China steadily encroached upon and enclosed low-lying lakes to reclaim land for cultivation. But deforestation, dike construction, and the loss of reservoirs intensified the flow of rivers and increased sedimentation, raising the risks of catastrophic flooding. In late Ming Jiangnan local officials sought to establish rules that would apportion the responsibilities for dike maintenance and repair equitably among tenant cultivators (who provided labor) and landowners (who contributed money, supplies, and provisions for laborers). In the Middle Yangzi region, however, private initiative held sway, and cooperation was more difficult to achieve. The government attempted to intercede more forcefully in managing water control with the aim of restricting poldering and rehabilitating the natural ecology. But Qing officials expected local communities to bear the costs of water control. Not surprisingly, private interests vested in maximizing land reclamation – buoyed by population growth and sharply rising food prices – usually triumphed. The fragility of the region’s ecology was exposed in the nineteenth century, when the Middle Yangzi repeatedly suffered devastating floods.76

One arena of public welfare in which the Qing government did vigorously intervene was food supply and famine relief. The Qing established a comprehensive network of “ever-normal granaries” (changpingcang 常平倉) in each county whose reserves were used not only to provide famine relief but also to stabilize grain prices at affordable levels.77 The state’s target for ever-normal granary stockpiles reached as high as 58 million shi (enough to feed 85 million adults for a month) in 1740. State purchases and stores directed the flow of grain supplies from surplus to deficit areas, but officials recognized the limits of bureaucratic intervention in grain markets and generally were disinclined to interfere with the private grain trade. Evidence from the mid-eighteenth century suggests that the state’s famine relief policies achieved success in moderating the volatility of grain prices and containing subsistence crises during years of dearth.78 The efficient operation of the state granary system and famine relief policies no doubt contributed to China’s sustained prosperity and demographic growth during the eighteenth century.







The economic boom of the eighteenth century

Between the pacification of Taiwan in 1683 and the outbreak of the White Lotus rebellion in 1796, China enjoyed a century of remarkable domestic tranquility. The economic boom of the eighteenth century rested on a foundation of steady growth in population and agricultural output. By the end of the seventeenth century, China’s population had returned to its Ming peak of 150 million. Over the course of the eighteenth century the empire’s population doubled, with the most pronounced increase occurring during the first half of the eighteenth century (Table 8.5). While economic growth in the late Ming had been concentrated in the southeastern coastal provinces, during the early and middle Qing period the most striking increases in population and agricultural production were found in the interior provinces of the south (Hunan, Hubei, and especially Sichuan), the Central Plain, and the southwestern frontier provinces. Much of this increase resulted from the advance of Chinese settlement and agriculture into the remote upland regions of the interior.

Table 8.5 Population of Qing China




	
	Population (in millions)



	1680
	150


	1776
	311


	1820
	383


	1850
	436





Source: Cao Shuji 2000b: 704, table 16–2.





The sustained commercial expansion of the eighteenth century was also facilitated by a substantial rise in the money supply. As rural and interior areas became more integrated into the market economy, the demand for media of exchange intensified. Although silver imports in the early eighteenth century had fallen from their peak level of a century earlier, imports of Japanese copper and the rapid development of copper mining in Yunnan from the 1730s to the 1790s enabled the Qing state to raise the output of state mints nearly ten-fold compared to the late seventeenth century.79 During the period 1740–85 the average annual output of bronze coin was equivalent in value to 125 tons of silver at a time when silver imports averaged 50 tons per year (Figure 8.2). In contrast to the Ming, which operated mints only in Beijing and Nanjing, the Qing established mints in every province. Still, the demand for bronze coin was most acute in highly commercialized regions such as Jiangnan, where bronze coin displaced silver as the monetary standard in the mid-eighteenth century.80

Figure 8.2 Growth of the money supply, 1726–1833



Source: bronze coin mint output: Vogel n.d.: 606–40, appendix D.4; silver imports: Dermigny 1964, 2: 735; coin:silver exchange ratios: Vogel 1987: 17–23, appendix 3.



The agrarian regime of the Qing period represented a culmination of the post-Song trend toward labor-intensive, small-scale farming based on legally free households with strong tenurial rights. In the early years of the Qing, a large percentage of cultivated land was owned by the state, members of the imperial household, and the banner garrisons. By the early eighteenth century, however, most of these lands had reverted to private ownership.81 A competitive and highly dynamic market for land already existed at the beginning of the dynasty. Some restrictions limited the full alienability of land: the law recognized the household, not the individual, as the unit of ownership, and both legal statutes and customary practices granted kinfolk certain proprietary rights. The long-standing principle of equal inheritance ensured that private landholdings would be dispersed among surviving sons, inhibiting the concentration of landownership over time.

One of the most important institutions affecting the alienability of land was the development of permanent rights of tenancy. Rice cultivation required substantial investment in building and maintaining irrigation systems, investments that tenant farmers would not make without some guarantee that they would reap the long-term benefits. Tenancy contracts did not specify the length of tenancy, and usufruct rights were conventionally regarded as hereditary. The widespread practice of conditional sales of land reserving the right of redemption (dianmai; also known as huomai 活賣, or “live sale”) rather than outright sale also fostered permanent tenurial rights. The multiple tiers of ownership resulting from the practice of landowners selling usufruct rights (known as the “bones” of the soil [tiangu 田骨]) while retaining legal ownership (the “skin” [tianpi 田皮]) – known as “one field, two masters” (yitian liangzhu) – had already appeared in the Song (see Chapter 7). The holders of usufruct rights also might sublease the land to tenant farmers, creating a third tier of possession rights. By ensuring security of tenure, multitiered landownership created incentives for cultivators to preserve and enhance the productivity of the land. This arrangement also allowed ready transfer of ownership rights (both “skin” and “bones”) within a competitive market economy, providing farming families greater flexibility to expand or contract their holdings in response to changes in their labor force or other economic circumstances. Although multiple ownership was found in almost every corner of the Qing Empire, it flourished most abundantly in the coastal regions of Fujian, Guangdong, and the Yangzi Delta, areas characterized by absentee landlordism, strong demand for land, and high overhead costs of farming. For example, of a total of 418 contracts from Quanzhou in Fujian dating from 1600 to 1900, 23 percent involved sale of rights within multitiered landownership. Similarly, in Huizhou – a more remote but highly commercialized region – 30 percent of land sale contracts and 29 percent of tenancy contracts from the Qing period involved transfers of either “bones” or “skin.”82 The prevalence of trading in multitiered landownership rights was much higher in cases of entrepreneurial landowners who frequently bought and sold land. Of forty-two land transactions contracted by the Sun family in Huizhou between 1662 and 1795, two-thirds involved multitiered rights, and twenty of thirty-nine land transfers contracted by the Wang family between 1710 and 1843 involved multitiered rights.83 Multitiered landownership thus accommodated the interests of both investors seeking a reliable source of income and farmers desiring secure claims to the land they cultivated.84

Tenurial systems varied significantly from region to region in eighteenth-century China. The most striking trend was the shift from sharecropping arrangements to fixed rents, whether paid in grain or money. Fixed rents in grain predominated in all regions except North China, which had a much higher incidence of rents paid in money (Table 8.6). This high proportion of money rents perhaps reflected the prevalence of absentee owners of noble and banner estates in Hebei and Shandong.85 Overall, rates of tenancy were much lower in North China than in the south, and in contrast to the trend toward permanent tenancy in the south, in North China tenancy contracts were short, often only for one year. The bianshen survey records from Huolu county, a relatively poor region near modern Shijiazhuang in Hebei, display a pattern of extremely fragmented landholding among numerous small farms. Four-fifths of all households in Huolu owned less than 20 mu (in a region where an adult male could cultivate 20–30 mu) and even large landowners owned only 200–400 mu on average. The distribution of landholdings in Huolu remained highly stable throughout the eighteenth century, despite the demographic surge of this era. The only significant changes were the steady declines in the percentage of patricians among the large landowners and in the size of the largest landholdings as the century wore on (Tables 8.7 and 8.8). Scattered data from other regions likewise depict highly dispersed landownership, with most farming families owning some land and relatively few large holdings.86

Table 8.6 Regional variation in tenancy systems







	
	Number
	In-kind sharecropping (%)
	Fixed in-kind rents (%)
	Money rents (%)



	North China
	168
	23.2
	29.2
	47.6


	South/Southeast
	506
	7.9
	71.9
	20.2


	Hunan/Hubei
	97
	7.2
	57.7
	35.1


	Southwest
	110
	10.0
	56.4
	33.6


	Total
	881
	11.0
	60.3
	28.7





Source: Data from legal cases in the Ministry of Justice archives from the Qianlong era (1736–95) reported in Shi Zhihong 1994: 77, table 2.3.





Table 8.7 Registered households and landholdings, Huolu county (Hebei), 1706–1771(figures in percentages except for last column)













	
	
	None
	0–10
mu
	11–20
mu
	21–50
mu
	51–100
mu
	100+
mu
	Totals



	1706
	Households
	18
	37
	23
	16
	5
	1.2
	7,520


	Landholdings
	–
	12
	22
	29
	17
	20
	114,882


	1726
	Households
	22
	42
	18
	11
	5
	1.5
	5,592


	Landholdings
	–
	13
	17
	22
	22
	26
	79.867


	1746
	Households
	26
	38
	16
	12
	6
	1.8
	11,713


	Landholdings
	–
	11
	15
	23
	25
	26
	177,847


	1771
	Households
	16
	45
	17
	16
	5
	1.8
	1,483


	Landholdings
	–
	12
	16
	23
	29
	20
	22,417





Source: Li Wenzhi and Jiang Taixin 2005: 304–05, tables 7–9, 7–10.





Table 8.8 Patrician and Plebeian large landowners in Huolu County, 1706–1771









	
	
	Number of households
	Percent
	Landholdings
	Percent
	Average landholding



	1706
	Patrician
	54
	61
	17,837
	16
	330


	Plebeian
	35
	39
	5,294
	29
	151


	1726
	Patrician
	48
	56
	14,902
	11
	310


	Plebeian
	38
	44
	5,848
	22
	154


	1746
	Patrician
	78
	36
	24,293
	12
	311


	Plebeian
	137
	64
	22,636
	23
	165


	1771
	Patrician
	5
	19
	1,224
	16
	245


	Plebeian
	22
	81
	3,196
	23
	145





Source: Li Wenzhi and Jiang Taixin 2005: 304–05, tables 7–9, 7–10.





Regional differences in agrarian regimes remained pronounced. In North China, landownership was more universal and more uniform, with few great landowners and few tenant farmers. A substantial class of poor and landless men worked as hired laborers. Although subsistence farming was prevalent in much of the north, new cash crops such as sorghum (distilled to make liquor), cotton, tobacco, and peanuts adapted well to the region’s ecology and drew farming households into commodity production. In some parts of the Central Plain 20–30 percent of the land was planted in cotton, although cotton did not account for as large portion of the region’s total agricultural production as has been sometimes suggested.87

Although high rates of tenancy prevailed in Jiangnan and southern coastal provinces such as Fujian and Guangdong, many tenant farmers owned some land of their own. As Table 8.6 shows, the trend toward fixed rents that developed during the late Ming accelerated, ensuring that tenants would reap the rewards of improved productivity – and bear greater risk in the event of harvest failure. Since rents generally were calculated on the basis of the expected yield of the autumn rice crop, tenants also had strong incentive to practice double-cropping. The double-cropping regime combining winter crops (wheat, beans, and oil-seed plants) with paddy rice became much more widespread, and in the tropical parts of Fujian and Guangdong farmers could plant two or even three rice crops in a single year.

In Jiangnan, the intensive labor invested in rice farming was augmented by new fertilizers such as soybean cake, resulting in a 50 percent increase in yields compared to the late Ming. But overall rice production in Jiangnan diminished as rural households devoted more of their labor to sericulture, cotton cultivation and manufacture, and other cottage handicrafts. Textile manufacture, performed almost exclusively by women and children, generated a substantial share – and perhaps even the largest portion – of household income. In the mid-eighteenth century rural households in Jiangnan cultivated only 10 or fewer mu of land, but household income rose thanks to the proceeds of cottage industry (for more details on Jiangnan agriculture in this period, see Chapter 9).88

Commercial agriculture also accelerated in the coastal regions of Fujian and Guangdong. The Pearl River Delta in Guangdong experienced a dramatic surge in agricultural productivity, population increase, and commercial growth after 1550. Reclamation of the delta’s swamps and sandy coastal lands through the construction of polders and irrigation channels greatly expanded the amount of arable land. Ready access to domestic and overseas markets encouraged market-oriented production. Many delta farmers forsook rice cultivation to plant sugarcane as a cash crop. Already in the early seventeenth century Guangdong was exporting sugar to Japan and other parts of maritime East Asia, and even – before the takeoff of the Caribbean sugar economy – to Europe. In contrast to the colonial sugar plantations in the Americas, which were both capital-intensive and dependent on slave labor, sugar cultivation in Guangdong and Fujian remained in the hands of small-scale family farmers. Growers typically negotiated advance contracts with mill owners from whom they borrowed capital. In some cases sugar cultivators leased mills, or formed cooperatives to operate a mill collectively.89 After processing and refining the sugar, merchants sold it in Jiangnan and returned with raw cotton to supply rural spinners and weavers.

By the early eighteenth century, according to one estimate, half of the cultivated land in Guangdong was planted in commercial crops.90 The introduction of American food crops facilitated the conversion of rice paddies to cane fields in Guangdong and Fujian. Peanuts complemented sugar cultivation by restoring fertility to soils sorely depleted of nitrogen by sugar cane, and peanut meal also could be used as fertilizer. Extraction of peanut oil involved similar milling technology as crushing sugarcane, and mill owners often combined sugar and peanut oil refining.91 Sweet potatoes, like peanuts, flourished in the sandy soils of the delta and required only minimal labor. A gazetteer published in 1612 observed that sweet potatoes had been introduced to southern Fujian from Guangdong only five or six years before, but already had become the main staple food of the poor.92

The interior provinces of southern China and the new frontier regions of Taiwan and the southwestern provinces of Guizhou, Guangxi, and Yunnan experienced substantial immigration and new settlement. The expansion of farming into the rugged terrain of these regions was made possible by the introduction of American food crops such as maize and sweet potato along with timber cutting and tea planting. In many areas entrepreneurs acquired titles to large tracts of virgin land and then recruited tenants to clear the forests for cultivation. But the rapid agricultural development of the interior provinces exacted substantial ecological costs. Deforestation and erosion increased the risk of floods in lowland areas. As noted earlier, the central basins of the Yangzi valley around Lake Dongting and Lake Poyang, where farmers had constructed polders to reclaim the fertile soil of the lakebeds for rice cultivation, became especially vulnerable to flooding. Landowners and tenant farmers combined their resources to build elaborate dike and drainage systems to redirect the flow of rivers that previously fed into the now shrunken lakes.93

Sichuan typified this pattern of rapid population growth and agricultural expansion in the interior. Much of Sichuan, a key economic region in earlier times, had been laid waste by the Mongol invasions in the thirteenth century and peasant rebellions in the seventeenth century. Laws granting homesteaders perpetual rights to lands they brought into cultivation, the subjugation and relocation of non-Han peoples, and poor harvests and natural disasters in the 1740–50s that particularly afflicted the central Yangzi region encouraged migrants from Hunan and Hubei to move westward. Sichuan probably experienced the highest rate of demographic growth in the eighteenth century: a six-fold increase in population from 3 million in 1673 to 17 million in 1776, rising to over 23 million by 1820.94 The resettlement of Sichuan also initiated a gradual shift in the region’s commercial core away from its traditional center in the Chengdu Plain to Chongqing in the Yangzi River valley.95

The surge in China’s population that began in the late seventeenth century continued uninterrupted down to 1850 (Figure 8.3). As Figure 8.4 shows, between 1776 and 1820 the rate of increase was significantly higher in the sparsely inhabited provinces in the west (Sichuan and Shaanxi above all), and yet even densely populated Jiangnan recorded impressive growth. Contemporary observers fully recognized this remarkable population increase, and as early as 1748 leading statesmen expressed fears that population growth – which had always been seen as a sign of good governance – was outstripping food production, creating a disequilibrium that drove up prices and posed an endemic threat to subsistence and survival.96 Certainly, the eighteenth century also was marked by a secular rise in the price level. The sharpest increases occurred in rice-deficit areas such as Jiangnan and Guangdong in 1730–58; but prices moderated thereafter, and even fell in the 1790s.97 The most comprehensive evidence for price inflation comes from rice prices (Figure 8.5), but the prices of other grains, cotton, silk, and various consumer goods (clothing, fuel, liquor, medicine, and paper) also exhibit similar trends during the eighteenth century.98 Thus relative prices remained fairly stable. Data from Guangdong show that rice prices denominated in bronze coin and silver remained closely synchronized between 1740 and 1780. Subsequently silver prices trended lower, no doubt because of the surge in imports of foreign silver (Figure 8.6). The price inflation of the eighteenth century most likely reflected the substantial growth of the total money supply (Figure 8.2) rather than the stress of overpopulation.99 China did not yet face a Malthusian subsistence crisis.

Figure 8.3 Population change in China, 1660–1850



Source: Peng Kaixiang 2006: 148, figure A2.1.



Figure 8.4 Population density and rates of growth, 1776–1820



Source: Peng Kaixiang 2006: 61, figure 4.4.



Figure 8.5 Grain prices in South China, 1660–1850



Source: Peng Kaixiang 2006: 33, figure 3.1.



Figure 8.6 Silver and copper prices of rice in eighteenth-century Guangdong



Source: Marks and Chen 1995: 122, figure 5.



Population pressure on the food supply was mitigated by the flow of grain through long-distance trade networks. Suzhou emerged as the hub of a well-integrated rice marketing system that encompassed the entire Yangzi River drainage basin, and to some degree extended northward along the Grand Canal corridor as well.100 In the second half of the eighteenth century, on average 17 million shi of rice (over 3 million tons) passed each year through Fengqiao, the great rice emporium on the outskirts of Suzhou, more than a quarter of the total of 62 million shi estimated to have entered long-distance trade (Map 8.4).101 Separate grain trade networks supplied chronically rice-deficient areas along the southern coast: Guangdong imported 3 million shi yearly, mostly from Guangxi to the west, while Fujian imported 1 million shi from Taiwan, where Chinese settlement spread rapidly in the eighteenth century.102 The Grand Canal artery supplied Beijing and its environs with 1 million tons of rice per year (half of which was delivered as tribute rice), and also served as the route for shipping large quantities of wheat and soybeans to the Yangzi Delta.103 Because of these integrated regional and interregional grain markets, harvest failures had only modest impact on grain prices, at least in urban areas.104 The state’s granary stores also helped to minimize supply shocks on grain prices; but after 1750 the state shifted away from maintaining large stockpiles and instead supplied funds to ever-normal granary administrators to purchase grain on the open market. Recent comparative study of grain prices in the late eighteenth century indicates that long-distance trade in China operated more efficiently than in Europe. Although the Yangzi Delta region lagged behind England in overall market efficiency, it achieved levels comparable to or surpassing continental Western Europe.105

Map 8.4 Flow of grain trade along major commercial routes in eighteenth-century China



Source: Zheng Yibing 1994.



The sophisticated commercial networks that linked major commercial centers and most cities in eighteenth-century China bypassed rural communities in many areas, however. Rural periodic markets proliferated during the Qing – by one estimate, there were more than 22,000 local markets by the end of the eighteenth century – but the great majority of these markets handled only petty merchandise, with few or no wholesale traders and little connection to interregional trade networks.106 High transport costs hindered integration of town and countryside. In parts of North China that lacked access to water transport, no trend toward market integration can be discerned, and indeed the degree of integration appears to decline after 1800.107 G. William Skinner, drawing on nineteenth-century data, argued that before the advent of railroads and steamships the Chinese economy was only weakly integrated at the national level. Instead, Skinner proposed that the economic structure of the Chinese empire conformed to a series of eight physiographic macroregions principally defined by water transport routes. Each macroregion engendered its own hierarchy of cities, trade routes, and patterns of resource extraction. Commercial development was concentrated in the core areas of the macroregions, while population, exchange, and wealth increasingly thinned in peripheral areas (Map 8.5).108 Skinner’s model is flawed, especially in its slighting of the powerful centripetal effects of interregional trade. But the impressive degree of interregional trade and market integration achieved in the early Qing began to wane by the final decade of the eighteenth century. The onset of political and economic crises in the nineteenth century reversed the impetus toward integration on an empire-wide scale. As the century wore on, the economic structure of the Qing Empire increasingly resembled Skinner’s macroregional construct.

Map 8.5 Macroregional structure of late imperial China



Source: Skinner 1977.



In sum, the efficiency of domestic markets, regional specialization of production, and an expanding money supply stimulated economic and demographic expansion in early Qing China. The steady rise in prices across the eighteenth century corresponded closely to the increase in population, suggesting that agricultural and industrial output kept pace with rapid population growth without any appreciable decline in per capita income. Yet the prosperity engendered by the quantitative growth in output masked the lack of significant innovation in productive technologies.







Business organization and credit markets

In Chinese agriculture, independent family farms persisted as the basic units of production, even when landownership was aggregated in the hands of large landowners. Commercial enterprises also primarily took the form of family firms that drew exclusively on the family’s labor, capital, and technical expertise. Nonetheless, in Ming-Qing times it became increasingly common for multiple investors to form partnerships to pool resources, reduce risks, and extend the spatial range of their commercial activities. Many of these ventures, such as the commenda type of partnership, were short-lived. But new forms of partnership that institutionalized the enterprise as a permanent corporation independent of its individual investors also emerged. The lineage trust, as we have seen, developed from the sixteenth century as a permanent, incorporated business entity. In addition, joint-share partnerships began to evolve beyond the constraints of the family firm. The development of permanent partnership firms was facilitated by the emergence of share capital. Some scholars have argued that share capital enterprises already appeared in the Song, but conclusive evidence is available only from the sixteenth century. Dividing a partnership into shares contributed to the longevity of firms by enabling investors to withdraw without jeopardizing the firm’s capital assets and by allowing multiple heirs (a frequent occurrence under imperial China’s legal principle of equal inheritance) to preserve their individual stakes. It also facilitated the formation of partnerships in which managers provided only their expertise and labor but no capital. By the eighteenth century there is ample testimony to the buying and selling of shares. However, no stock market emerged from this trading in shares, which rested largely on personal relationships and contacts.

In conventional practice, partnerships (hehuo 合夥, 合伙) could take a variety of forms, such as: (1) the commenda arrangement; (2) joint-share partnerships (also known as heben 合本 or hegu 合股); and (3) agency partnerships. Under the commenda partnership, one partner invested a sum of money as capital while the “active” partner undertook the actual work of traveling to distant markets and negotiating transactions. The active partner contributed his skills – his expertise in evaluating the quality and value of goods; his knowledge of clients, brokers, and shippers; and his familiarity with markets and trade routes – as well as his time. The investor, by placing his capital at the disposal of the active partner, assumed even greater risk, and usually reaped the greater share of the profit, although in many cases the partners divided their profit equally. Commenda partnerships usually endured only for a single trading venture.

In joint-share ventures, multiple investors contributed capital and received shares (fen 分) in proportion to the amount they invested. Managerial authority was retained by one or more principal partners, while common partners had no role in decision-making. In agency partnerships, professional managers – like the active partner in the commenda – and in some cases other managerial staff received partnership shares (their expertise and labor earned them certain equity rights). In contrast to the commenda, joint-share and agency partnerships were intended to be long-term arrangements.109

No strict legal definition of partnerships existed in imperial China, nor was there a body of civil law that governed their organization and activities.110 Partnerships were established through the use of contracts, which as we have seen were essential to economic life in imperial China.111 Customary commercial practices embedded in contracts were sanctioned and enforced by magistrates as long as they did not conflict with the provisions of statutory law.112 To be sure, murky areas remained, especially since imperial law recognized only households, not individuals, as bearers of property rights (and, by extension, debts). Business disputes generally were settled through private mediation rather than in a court of law. Bankruptcy proceedings, for example, typically operated outside the formal legal system through customary forms of negotiation; magistrates intervened only to compel parties to cooperate in mediation or to punish fraud.113

The lineage trust, as we have seen, provided one mechanism for establishing a permanent business corporation. Of course, lineage trusts differed from modern capitalist corporations in significant ways. The purposes of lineage trusts were fundamentally ritual and moral ones: to maintain the ancestral hall and gravesites and sustain the bonds of solidarity among kinsmen. Their resources derived from contributions of members, who became shareholders in the trust. Although lineage members obtained income from their shares in such trusts, they exercised no ownership rights and could not freely dispose of their shares. David Faure likens the lineage trust to a holding corporation rather than a commercial partnership.114 Faure insists that the ritual character of lineage trusts sharply distinguished them from profit-driven corporations.115 Nonetheless, lineage trusts displayed a keen interest in profit maximization. Faure mentions a 1745 contract whereby fifty-five households from a single lineage each contributed 55 taels to establish a marketplace in the Pearl River Delta. The pooled funds were used to construct walls, gateways, a pier, a temple, and thirty-eight shops. The property was divided into eleven shares held by groups of five families. The shareholders themselves were responsible for finding tenants and negotiating leases for the commercial real estate. In Faure’s words, “the close involvement of lineages in business activities renders meaningless any hard distinction between merchants and gentry.”116

The joint-share partnership provided the means not only to raise additional capital but also to establish an enterprise on permanent footing independent of its founders or investors. It became common practice for the principal investors to exercise managerial authority and responsibilities. Common investors were limited partners with no voice in day-to-day business decisions, but could readily join or withdraw from the partnership at will (at the time of the annual settlement of accounts on the eve of the New Year holiday). Given the constraints of the capital market, this relative ease of entry and exit gave the firm flexibility to raise new investments. But it also could cause serious financial difficulties if investors withdrew precipitously.117

The potential for a firm to assume a permanent corporate existence is well illustrated by the case of the Wanquantang medicine shop, founded in Beijing at the turn of the eighteenth century by Yue Fengyi, scion of a family of physicians.118 Yue Fengyi and his successors managed the Wanquantang as a family business, but in the 1740s the shop encountered financial difficulties and fell into debt. In 1746, the Yue were obliged to bring in a certain Suo to manage the store under an agency partnership (Table 8.9).119 The firm’s fortunes revived under Suo’s guidance and the Yue were able to clear their debts, but in 1751 Suo received an official appointment and resigned from the business. After a fire damaged the shop in 1755 the Yue enlisted four new partners – all proprietors of their own medicine shops – under a fifteen-year partnership agreement with Yue Yulin as general manager. The partnership was renewed in 1772 with Yue Yulin’s brother Yuxiu as manager, but following Yue Yuxiu’s death in 1792 the general manager position passed to one of the outside investors.

Table 8.9 Ownership changes in the Wanquantang medicine shop








	
	Original owner
	Contribution
	New investor(s)
	Contribution
	Profit share



	1746
	Yue family
	Shop, inventory, brand name
	Suo
	2,724 tls.
	Equal


	1751
	Yue Yulin
	3,251 tls.
	Jian
	2,490 tls.
	Equal


	1755
	Yue, Jian
	Brand name
	Jiang, Sun
	5,000 tls.
	Yue, Jian: 30%
Jiang, Sun: 70%


	1772
	Yue, Jian, Jiang, Sun
	
	
	
	Sun et al.: 60%
Yue: 20%
Jian: 20%


	1810
	–
	–
	Jiang Chengzhai, Han Jintang
	Jiang: 8,200 tls.
Han: 12,000 tls.
	Equal


	1817
	Han Jintang, Jiang Shengyuan
	Han: 15,000 tls.
Jiang: 5,000 tls.
	
	
	?





Source: Liu Yongcheng and He Zhiqing 1983.





In 1810, for reasons left unexplained, the Wanquantang partnership was dissolved. The five partners sold the business and their stock to new owners, a partnership created by two Shanxi merchant consortia from the Jiang and Han families, putting an end to the Yue family’s century-long association with the firm.120 The partnership between fellow countrymen was by no means an amicable one, however. In 1817 the Jiang withdrew from the partnership, complaining that Han family members, who held the majority of the shares, allowed them little voice in decision-making. The Han resorted to a conditional sale of the shop to make up the deficit in capital funds. Shortly afterward, the Han persuaded Jiang Shengyuan (who was related to the Han by marriage) to resume the partnership, although with a more modest investment, only one-quarter of the total. Thereafter the partnership remained under Han family control. Although its fortunes rose and fell and new investors joined and left, the Wanquantang enterprise flourished in the early twentieth century prior to the nationalization of enterprises under the People’s Republic of China.121

The 250-year history of the Wanquantang medicine shop demonstrates the flexibility of the business partnership form of enterprise. It allowed firms to expand their capital resources and recruit expert managers and to obtain a permanent existence that did not depend on the interests, skills, or personal financial condition of the founders or their heirs.122 The relative ease of entry and exit in such partnerships can also be seen in the account books of the Wanquanhao silk goods shop, which was owned by members of the Ma lineage of Huizhou (Table 8.10). Our information largely comes from the ledgers held by one branch of the lineage (the Hua), and thus is incomplete.123 Initially the firm was jointly owned by three branches of the Ma lineage. In 1746 two members of the Hua branch, Ma Mingzhou and Ma Kanghou, became independent shareholders, holding one share between them (these two individuals also appear as general managers of the firm, a position that rotated annually). After 1748 two of the original branches (designated B and C here, since their actual names are unknown) exited the partnership. The B branch and Ma Junli shifted their investments to a separate silk goods shop, the Rishengtang. At the same time four new segments of the Hua branch jointly obtained one share in the Wanquantang. By 1756 the firm began to suffer losses, and the partnership was reorganized with four shareholders who agreed to cover its debts: the Hua branch, two of its segmented sub-branches (the Jia and Feng), and Ma Mingzhou and Ma Kanghou again as joint shareholders. Although the Wanquanhao was wholly owned by members of the Ma lineage, it was not rigidly bound to the lineage organization, and the ownership structure could readily adjust to the changing economic priorities of its shareholders.

Table 8.10 Equity shareholders in the Wanquanhao cotton goods store











	1724–45
	Hua branch
	B branch
	C branch
	
	
	
	
	


	1746–48
	Mingzhou, Kanghou
	Junli
	Zuochen


	1748–51
	
	
	Four branches (Feng, Jun, Mu, Li)


	1752–55
	


	1756–59
	
	Jia sub-branch
	Feng sub-branch





Source: Liu Qiugen 2007: 432–33, appendix table 8.





We lack details on the earnings of these firms, but such business partnerships usually paid its shareholders annual fixed dividends, with the managing shareholder receiving a supplemental payment. If the firm had an especially prosperous year, bonuses were paid both to investors and managerial staff. In general the dividends were proportional to the investors’ share in the firm’s equity, but in some cases (as happened with the Wanquantang in 1746, 1751, and 1810; see Table 8.9) partners received equal shares even though they invested unequal amounts of capital. In the case of the Wanquanhao, shareholders generally received identical annual dividends even though their equity shares were unequal.124 In addition, both the Wanquantang and Wanquanhao firms followed the common practice of granting investors the right to withdraw funds for alternative purposes, which could range from wedding and funeral expenses to purchases of real estate or brevet official titles. Such withdrawals, which eroded the firm’s equity and posed a significant threat to its long-term financial health, reveal that – from an investor’s perspective, at least – there was little distinction between the firm’s capital and their personal assets. The freedom of investors to exit the firm or withdraw capital at will hindered the capacity of firms to accumulate capital over the long term, and often was the cause of bankruptcy.125

The lack of a formal market for trading shares and the endemic problem of peremptory withdrawals of capital – even though contracts routinely forbid such withdrawals – imposed constraints on the long-term viability of individual firms. Business partnerships often remained vulnerable to the whims of individual investors. The trend toward agency partnerships based on professional managers in the Qing period reduced the role of investors in business operations. At the same time, since professional managers often received a substantial equity stake, their interests coincided with those of the investors.

Another feature of business organization in late imperial China – one that has attracted scant notice by scholars – was the formation of “linked-firm” (lianhao 聯號) enterprises. Successful firms often expanded through the multiplication of branch firms under independent management rather than centralized control. This loose structure allowed branch managers to exercise operational autonomy, and probably also served to limit the financial liability of the parent firm. Pawnbrokerages widely employed this type of organization, but it also was adopted by commercial firms, as we can see in the case of the Cai merchant empire in Fujian and Taiwan.

In 1723, Cai Daguang, a silversmith by trade, persuaded various Cai families who previously lacked any formal kinship organization to create a single Cai lineage to pool their resources for the purpose of building – in concert with other local lineages – port facilities at Dongshigang (near Quanzhou in Fujian).126 The new port featured a 2-kilometer harbor channel lined with sixteen wharves (most belonging to individual lineages, including six wharves owned by the Cai, with one large public wharf) and warehouses. At its peak in the late nineteenth century Dongshigang numbered more than fifty shipping firms who deployed over 200 ships. The Cai family alone owned thirty of these firms, the largest of which had over thirty ships.

At the time the Dongshigang port was first developed, the upstart Cai lineage organized itself into three branches and ten sub-branches.127 In the 1730s–40s, many members of the Cai family joined the wave of migration to Taiwan, including Cai Jizhao’s two brothers. The Taiwan immigrants became farmers, but kept close ties with their mainland relatives. Cai Jizhao, who continued to manage a shipping business in Dongshigang, formed three separate partnerships with his relatives in Taiwan to develop fish farms, while his commercial fleet expanded to twenty-one ships, each of which was independently financed (one ship was underwritten by women of the Cai family who pooled together their dowries). Eventually Cai Jizhao’s commercial empire included rice paddies, salterns, oil presses, pawnbrokerages, and retail stores. Other branches of the Cai lineage likewise flourished by investing in the Fujian–Taiwan trade, developing correspondence relationships and linked-firm partnerships with their migrant kinsmen in Taiwan to trade in Taiwan exports such as grain, sugar, leather, maritime products, sulfur, wax, camphor, bezoar, rattan, and fruits while importing Fujian goods such as medicine, tobacco, paper, tea, porcelain, and construction materials.

Despite the prosperity of the Cai family businesses – which lasts to this day – they were not immune to the vicissitudes of business cycles, such as the economic depression of the 1820s–40s (see Chapter 9). During periods of commercial expansion, the Cai sought to consolidate ownership by buying out partners, especially when fresh capital investment was needed. But household division as well as adverse market conditions resulted in the dissolution of partnerships and dispersal of assets. (Because ships were substantial assets, property division testaments often divided them into shares to be distributed among heirs.) Even as the social distances among geographically dispersed kin grew over time, family connections proved invaluable to continued business success. Linked-firm enterprises provided a crucial institutional mechanism for maintaining these family-based business networks.

A common feature of the partnerships discussed above was their reliance on equity investments rather than credit markets as a source of capital. Indeed, the proprietors of the Wanquantang prided themselves on their financial independence from pawnbrokers and creditors. The frequent resort to partnerships in commercial enterprise itself attested to the absence of well-developed credit markets as an alternative source of capital. Despite the development of transfer banking through bills of exchange since the Song dynasty, banks – in the sense of institutions providing long-term credit – did not emerge before the nineteenth century.

As the examples of the Wanquantang and Wanquanhao show, debt-ridden commercial firms – like family farms – often turned to conditional sales of real property assets. In these cases the firm leased back the shop from the new owner, but retained the right to redeem the property within a specified period, although it was common to grant extensions. For example, when the Han family sold the Wanquantang shop via conditional sale in 1817 the contract called for redemption (i.e., repayment of the principal) within two years, although in fact the shop was redeemed only in 1830. Shareholders were another source of short-term capital. The ledgers of the Cheng-Wu dyeworks (operated by a partnership of seven Huizhou merchants) dating from 1591 to 1604 show that on average only 48 percent of the firm’s capital came from equity investments by the partners; the remainder was obtained through short-term loans from partners, kinfolk, pawnbrokerages, and credit associations. The return on investments – both for partners and outside investors – was in the range of 1.2–1.5 percent per month, or roughly 20 percent per year.128 It remains unclear how widely this type of financing was practiced.

The principal sources of credit in late imperial China, of course, were pawnbrokers. In the countryside pawnbrokers mostly made short-term loans (one to six months) to farmers, either to provide funds for purchases of seed, tools, and draft animals or for subsistence purposes. Credit from pawnbrokerages was vitally important to the sericulture industry in Jiangnan, where rural silk producers depended on such loans to finance purchases of mulberry leaves or raw silk.129 Pawnbrokerages charged high rates of interest and required substantial collateral – typically 50 percent of the loan value – when issuing loans, reflecting the poor creditworthiness of borrowers and the high frequency of defaults. In addition, a wide range of groups – including lineage trusts, mutual aid societies, and religious associations – also engaged in moneylending, either as a service to members of the group or as a profit-making activity through loans to the public at large.

Pawnbroking was very much a growth industry in the early Qing period. The number of pawnbrokerages rose from 7,695 in 1685 to 23,139 in 1812.130 As in commerce in general, the regional merchant groups from Shanxi and Huizhou dominated pawnbroking in North and South China respectively. Shanxi and Huizhou merchants drew on their substantial profits from the salt trade and other commercial ventures to capitalize pawnshops in both urban and rural areas. Pawnbrokerages also accepted interest-bearing deposits from individuals, lineage and temple trusts, and charitable foundations; in addition, during the Qing dynasty government officials occasionally deposited monies such as payroll funds in pawnshops. Pawnbroking was a retail enterprise: large commercial cities often had more than 100 pawnbrokerages (Beijing c. 1740 had more than 200), and individual merchants might own a dozen or more pawnbrokerages in the same city through a linked-firm network. Capital assets varied considerably – 1,000 taels sufficed for pawnshops in rural areas, while those in major cities generally required at least 5,000–10,000 taels, and 20,000 taels was considered the minimum requirement in Beijing.

Qing law decreed that lenders charge no more than 3 percent interest per month and total accrued interest not exceeding the amount of principal. Actual interest rates were lower than the law permitted, but still relatively high: in the range of 20–30 percent per annum (Table 8.11). Loans contracted in silver generally charged interest rates of 1.5–2 percent per month (with some rising to the legal maximum of 3 percent). Interest rates on loans of grain fluctuated more erratically (based on price trends), but on average carried lower nominal rates than loans in silver, reflecting greater confidence that farming families could produce the grain needed to repay the loans. The broad trend shows that annualized interest rates offered by pawnbrokers declined from roughly 30 percent in the seventeenth century to 20 percent by the nineteenth century.131 The decline in interest rates was most marked in Jiangnan, where in the late eighteenth century reputable borrowers could obtain commercial loans for 0.8–1 percent per month, or 10–12 percent on an annualized basis.132

Table 8.11 Pawnbrokerage interest rates, seventeenth–twentieth centuries











	
	Huizhou, Anhui
(1617–1936)
	Zhangzhou, Fujian
(1665–1935)
	Baxian, Sichuan
(1756–1850)
	Xinzhu, Taiwan
(1816–1895)


	
	Silver
	Grain
	Silver
	Grain
	Silver
	Grain
	Silver
	Grain



	Number of contracts
	469
	272
	20
	184
	153
	0
	46
	29


	Average annual interest rate
	18.92
	25.34
	30.40
	19.13
	24.23
	–
	26.50
	16.36


	Median interest rate
	20.00
	20.30
	30.00
	14.35
	24.00
	–
	24.00
	13.00


	Standard deviation
	6.03
	19.99
	6.00
	18.52
	10.88
	–
	7.67
	10.71





Source: Peng Kaixiang et al. 2008: 152, table 1.





Still, the costs of capital as reflected by the interest rates charged by pawnbrokers and other lending institutions remained high, far higher than in Europe. As the above examples show, merchant and kinship networks functioned as internal credit markets, dampening the demand for commercial credit.133 The tardy development of banking in China also reflected the absence of sovereign debt – in contrast to European states, the Chinese government never borrowed money, but instead financed itself entirely through current tax revenues. But the growth of long-distance trade in eighteenth-century China did generate new demands for capital. At the end of the eighteenth century there was a proliferation of local banks known as qianzhuang 錢莊 that financed commercial ventures through short-term loans. From the 1820s large-scale remittance banks (piaohao 票號) – a consortium of twenty-odd banks based in Shanxi province – provided a range of financial services to private merchants and the imperial government (see Chapter 9).







Conclusion

By the sixteenth century, long-lasting domestic peace and stability had engendered rising agricultural production and a revival of trade. From 1550, the pace of commercial expansion quickened. Expanding international markets for Chinese silks and porcelains stimulated industrial production, and the massive inflow of Japanese and New World silver lubricated the wheels of commerce. Urban growth was most conspicuous in the flourishing Jiangnan cities of Suzhou, Hangzhou, and Nanjing, whose inhabitants engaged in hundreds of artisanal crafts to sate the swelling hunger for luxury goods and new consumer staples. The gravitational pull of these great cities radiated throughout the Jiangnan countryside, where hundreds of satellite market towns emerged that linked rural industries – chiefly, but not exclusively, textiles – to urban markets both near and far. In the eyes of contemporary patricians, the growth of cities and towns, and the wealth that accumulated in them, bode ill for public morality and social order. “In my father’s day,” wrote Ma Yilong (1499–1571) in the preface to his treatise on husbandry, “people subsisted on the fruits of their own labor, and tradesmen and shopkeepers were spread across the countryside … Nowadays people live off the toil of others, and rural inhabitants have flocked to the towns and marketplaces, scurrying to and fro without stable employment, palms open and tongues jabbering, resorting to any chicanery to sell their wares.”134 The insinuation of money into all spheres of social life indeed would have profound cultural as well as economic repercussions. The military and political crises that ushered in the abrupt collapse of the Ming dynasty in 1644 and the Manchu conquest of China dealt only a short-term setback to the economic forces unleashed during the last century of the Ming, which continued to prevail well into the nineteenth century.

The maturation of the market economy was the signal feature of the economic history of the late imperial era. Long-distance trade networks extended to every corner of the empire, even though the circulation of commodities bypassed large swaths of rural China. The growth of long-distance trade was made possible by the development of a wide range of institutional innovations, including lineage trusts, native-place networks and trade specialization, joint-share partnerships, and linked-firm enterprises. In contrast to the Song period, when state procurement was a key catalyst in the creation and articulation of long-distance trade networks, private enterprise was the dynamic force fostering market growth in the late imperial era. Unfettered development of private commerce promoted a pattern of “Smithian growth” in which greater economic efficiency was achieved through market expansion and specialization of labor.

By the same token, the fiscal role of the state diminished compared to the Song dynasty. The commutation of taxes to silver payments and the elimination of nearly all labor service duties in the early Qing period reduced the relationship between the state and the household to a monetary transaction. But the Qing state, like the Ming before it, remained dedicated to the Confucian principle of minimal taxation, which constricted its capacity to make infrastructural investments or provide public welfare. The aggressive state activism promoted by the Yongzheng Emperor in the 1720s–30s receded under his successor Qianlong, who favored benign laissez-faire policies. Even if they had the will to do so, Qing leaders lacked the fiscal resources to stimulate economic development.

Beginning in the late seventeenth century, China underwent a surge in demographic growth – a tripling of the population between 1680 and 1850 – virtually unprecedented in the history of the premodern world. This remarkable demographic expansion was propelled by prolonged domestic peace and a sustained rise in economic output made possible by the efficiency of markets, regional specialization of production, and an expanding money supply.

Yet the prosperity engendered by the quantitative growth in output masked the lack of significant innovation in productive technologies that would have lessened the pressure on increasingly scarce resources – land, water, food, and energy. Even contemporary Chinese statesmen were alarmed by the rapid pace of population growth and the mounting pressures on the agricultural base of the economy. The outbreak of the White Lotus rebellion in western China in 1796 not only shattered domestic tranquility but also starkly exposed the state’s unpreparedness to subdue civil disorder. In the following decades the Chinese economy tumbled into a lengthy economic depression that would fan the flames of social discontent. At the same time Qing sovereignty came under siege by industrializing Western powers seeking to throw open Chinese markets.
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9 Domestic crises and global challenges: restructuring the imperial economy (1800 to 1900)



In the first half of the nineteenth century, China descended into a prolonged economic depression. Although population growth continued uninterrupted down to 1850, signs of economic malaise already were visible by 1820. The “Daoguang Depression” (named after the reigning Daoguang Emperor, r. 1820–50) coincided with grave political challenges and social turmoil. China’s defeat at the hands of Great Britain in the Opium War (1839–42) led to the forcible opening of China to foreign trade on terms dictated by the British. The Taiping rebellion (1851–64) posed an even more dire threat to the survival of the Qing Empire. Although the Qing ultimately succeeded in suppressing the insurrection, it devastated the richest provinces of China and caused the deaths of tens of millions. In retrospect, the Opium War fiasco and the ruin left in the wake of the Taiping rebellion fostered the conventional portrait of nineteenth-century China – one that largely persists today – as a poor and backward country.

The sharp contrast between the “prosperous age” (shengshi 盛世) – as many contemporaries described it – of the eighteenth century and the apparent poverty and stagnation of the nineteenth century has long compelled scholars to ask what forces had brought about such a drastic change in China’s fortunes. Many historians have focused on structural explanations: the inherent constraints of the smallholder peasant economy, the limits of premodern technology, and the absence of systems of knowledge that would promote technological and scientific innovation to overcome those limits. Others have proposed more historically contingent factors, especially China’s integration into a global economy dominated by Western imperialist powers, resulting in the drain of wealth abroad, deindustrialization in traditional sectors such as cotton manufacture, and the peripheralization of China as a producer of cheap raw materials for the industrializing West.

Questions about the nature of the premodern Chinese economy and its modern fate have been thrust into new perspectives in recent debates about “the Great Divergence” in global economic history, which we examined briefly in the Introduction. It had been commonplace assumption that the onset of the Industrial Revolution in Europe was premised on institutional foundations – urban development, mercantile capitalism, demographic behavior, and a liberal-democratic political culture – established in medieval or early modern times. The “California School” scholarship challenged staid assumptions about the causal relationships between these institutions and the Industrial Revolution and the equally untested postulation that China was mired in economic torpor induced by a despotic state. Most notably, Kenneth Pomeranz marshaled copious new evidence to support his theoretically rigorous argument that the “Great Divergence” in productivity and living standards between the most economically advanced regions of Europe and Asia did not occur until after 1800.1

During the past fifteen years the question of the “Great Divergence” has generated energetic and constructive debate across the field of economic history.2 Not the least of its contributions – further enhanced by the simultaneous flowering of world history scholarship – is the growing recognition that economic historians must situate their work within broad temporal and world-historical perspectives that consider not only comparisons but also the connections among economic institutions and behavior. Before examining the struggles of the Chinese economy in the nineteenth century, it is worth considering how well the Chinese economy was performing in 1800, especially in comparison with the advanced economies of Western Europe on the verge of the Industrial Revolution, the epochal transformation that would engender sustained, capital-intensive economic growth.





Measuring economic performance in late imperial China

The economy of eighteenth-century China was remarkably free compared to contemporary Europe. Competitive markets existed for land, labor, and goods. The Qing state actively encouraged the expansion of private commerce: free markets prevailed for virtually all commodities apart from salt and copper; the state taxed domestic trade only lightly, and did not impose any tariffs on foreign imports; urban guilds exercised only limited powers; and rural industry remained entirely free of guild regulation. The growth of rural industry enabled households to make more intensive use of the underutilized labor power of women and children. This pattern – which historians designate “protoindustrialization” – appeared in many parts of Europe in the eighteenth century, and in Japan as well. As families devoted more of their labor to production for the market, many goods they formerly produced for their own use – including foodstuffs, clothing, shoes, candles, and tools – were purchased instead.3

By many standards the economic well-being of China’s population in the eighteenth century was unsurpassed by any other contemporary society. Life expectancy – averaging 35–40 years for males (somewhat lower for females) who survived infancy among relatively well-off populations – was roughly comparable to Western European societies and Japan.4 Income inequality was probably less severe in China than in Europe, given that ownership of land, the most important form of wealth, was spread much more evenly in China. A comprehensive study of household consumption in Jiangnan has estimated that the typical family spent 56 percent of its household budget on foodstuffs, a ratio almost identical to that (53 percent) for lower-class English families in the 1790s (Table 9.1).5 Consumption of what for ordinary households were luxury goods – sugar, tea, and tobacco – also seems to have been roughly equal in China and Western Europe. Estimated per capita consumption of sugar in China in 1800 was well behind that of England, but double the level of the rest of Europe. Of course, in contrast to Europe, sugar, tea, and tobacco were not exotic imports in China, but rather domestic goods produced by family farms and distributed through highly competitive markets that yielded little revenue for the state.6 Quantitative evidence for the consumption of durable consumer goods such as housing, furniture, and clothes is more exiguous; the earliest surveys of household consumption of such goods in China date from the 1920s. But assuming that consumption levels were no lower in the eighteenth century (the data in Table 9.1 point toward a slight decline in non-food consumption in the twentieth century), Jiangnan families maintained standards of household consumption comparable to the advanced regions of Western Europe.7

Table 9.1 Household consumption expenditures of Jiangnan farming families, eighteenth century to 1930s(percentages of household expenditures)








	
	Mid-eighteenth century
	Mid-nineteenth century
	1930s



	Food
	56.6
	59.8
	60.2


	Grain
	39.7
	45.0
	41.8


	Vegetables, fish, meat, eggs
	11.2
	9.5
	12.1


	Oil, salt, sugar, condiments
	5.7
	5.4
	6.3


	Clothing
	11.2
	8.0
	9.7


	Fuel and lighting
	7.4
	7.0
	5.1


	Rent
	3.8
	5.8
	3.9


	Household goods
	0.6
	0.6
	0.6


	Transport
	1.9
	2.1
	2.0


	Ritual and religion
	9.7
	8.1
	8.7


	Entertainment
	0.4
	0.5
	0.4


	Education
	1.0
	0.8
	1.0


	Medicine and health
	2.9
	2.3
	2.7


	Tea, alcohol, tobacco
	4.6
	4.8
	4.8





Source: Huang Jingbin 2009: 307–08, table 8.1.





Nonetheless, a substantial body of scholarship depicts the agrarian economy of Qing China as caught in an economic impasse in which, for the sake of sheer survival, farming families expended ever greater labor only to glean steadily diminishing returns. It has often been argued that Chinese agriculture suffered from technological stasis after the Song dynasty, resulting in what Mark Elvin has described – speaking of the Chinese economy as a whole – as “quantitative growth, qualitative standstill.”8 In his pioneering quantitative assessment of Chinese agriculture, Dwight Perkins concluded that per capita grain production remained stagnant from 1400 to the 1950s: increases in grain output due to expansion in cultivated land and rising yields merely kept pace with population growth.9 But others suggest that even this scenario is too optimistic. Kang Chao has asserted that after the Song population growth outran grain production despite increasingly intensive cultivation; the worsening labor/land ratio drove down wages and increased the price of land, thwarting any incentive to enhance productivity through labor-saving technological innovation.10 Chao and Philip Huang both contend that ready access to markets for land, labor, and goods enabled households to intensify their work in farming and handicrafts to secure a subsistence income despite sharply diminishing returns (as measured by daily wages). The result was an “involutionary” pattern of labor-intensive, small-scale farming that crowded out managerial farms which relied on greater capital investment, wage labor, and economies of scale.11 In Huang’s view, rather than raising real wages, commercialization encouraged greater exploitation of family labor and resulted in falling rather than rising returns to labor.

In contrast, Li Bozhong’s studies of Jiangnan agriculture have found substantial improvements in land utilization, capital investment, and labor productivity during the Ming-Qing era that raised agricultural output well beyond Song levels.12 The shrinking size of farms in Jiangnan – from an average of 40 mu in the Song to 25 mu in the Ming and 10 mu by 1800 – was offset, Li believes, by smaller families, higher yields, universal adoption of double-cropping of rice with winter crops, larger shares of land devoted to mulberry and cotton cultivation, and the shift of domestic female labor from agriculture to textile production. Li points to the revived use of oxen (prevalent in the Song, oxen virtually disappeared from Jiangnan farms in the Ming) and the large-scale application of soybean cake fertilizer as examples of labor-saving capital investments that belied Chao’s claims of severe population pressure and labor surpluses. Labor intensity in rice agriculture changed little during the late imperial period compared to earlier times, although it increased in the twentieth century (Table 9.2). By Li’s calculation, net household income in Jiangnan increased by 15 percent from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, largely because of the contribution of women’s work in textile manufacture (Table 9.3).

Table 9.2 Work days per mu in Jiangnan agriculture




	c. 820
	9.48


	c. 1630
	11.5


	c. 1830
	10+


	1936
	13.75


	1941
	11.25


	1957
	15





Source: Li Bozhong 2002: 116, table 3–5.





Table 9.3 A model of family income in Jiangnan, sixteenth to eighteenth centuries







	
	Sixteenth century
	Eighteenth century


	
	Farming
	Cotton cloth
	Farming
	Cotton cloth



	Inputs


	   Land (mu)
	25
	–
	10
	–


	   Male labor (days/year)
	275
	25
	217
	83


	   Female labor (days/year)
	163
	37
	0
	200


	Income (grain equivalent, in shi)
	18.7
	1.4
	15.7
	7.1


	Total income (in shi)
	20.1
	
	22.8
	





Source: Li Bozhong 1998: 151–53.





The debate over the vigor of the Jiangnan rural economy thus largely turns on the question of the income yielded by women’s labor in textile production. The limited data available to measure this income even at particular moments – let alone track changes over time – defies definitive assessment. Cotton spinning, all agree, generated meager income – barely enough to support the spinner – and thus was largely performed by young girls. Households that combined weaving with spinning – which was the dominant pattern in Jiangnan – fared considerably better, as Li Bozhong’s figures indicate.13 But rising rice and raw cotton prices after 1750 – and falling cotton cloth prices after 1800 – eroded the returns to cotton manufacture. Pomeranz suggests that real earnings from cotton spinning and weaving declined by a third from 1750 to 1840.14 The silk industry fared much better. The most careful reconstruction, Zhang Li’s analysis of sericulture in Wuxi c. 1873, shows that in this period – when escalating foreign demand was making sericulture highly lucrative – the net income per mu per workday in mulberry cultivation was more than eight times greater than rice agriculture.15 Silk-reeling likewise generated two to four times greater income per workday than rice farming.16 Extrapolating backward from Zhang’s findings, the returns to labor in sericulture surely also had been high throughout the early nineteenth century, when silk prices remained buoyant. As we shall see, by 1800 Jiangnan’s dominance of the domestic cotton market encountered stiff competition from cheaper (albeit coarser) cottons produced in the interior provinces, but silk producers faced no such rivals.

As Zhang Li persuasively argues, farming families in Wuxi (where sericulture had not been practiced in the past) reallocated their land and labor resources from rice cultivation to sericulture in response to market incentives. Combining her findings with those of Li Bozhong and Kenneth Pomeranz, we must conclude that for Jiangnan, at least, the “involutionary” model of economic behavior described by Philip Huang is invalid.17 Instead, the Jiangnan rural economy displayed a pattern of labor-absorbing intensification of both agriculture and manufacture that raised household and per capita incomes, much as we see in Tokugawa Japan at the same time.18 Of course, Huang’s involution model may have application in other regions where the returns to labor investment in textile or other cottage industrial production were more limited.

Kenneth Pomeranz’s bold assertion that income levels in eighteenth-century Jiangnan were on a par with the most advanced economic regions of Europe (England and the Netherlands) has prompted historians of China to give renewed attention to the role of economic institutions – for example, property rights, contracts, dispute resolution mechanisms, credit markets, merchant associations, kinship practices, and corporate governance – in facilitating or impeding economic growth.19 In addition, economic historians have made a concerted effort to develop quantitative measures for evaluating the economic performance of late imperial China in comparison with other advanced economies in Europe and Asia. The two principal measures utilized in making such comparisons have been gross domestic product (GDP) estimates and real wage rates. To be sure, there are significant theoretical and empirical problems both with calculating GDP and real wages and their utility as measures of comparison, and the results of such exercises must be viewed with caution.20

The late Angus Maddison was the pioneer in developing GDP estimates to measure and compare long-term economic performance on a global scale. Maddison estimated that China’s per capita GDP had reached a high level ($600 in 1990 international dollars) in 1700 – slightly less than two-thirds of the level of Europe, but ahead of both Japan and India. Maddison also asserted that aggregate GDP growth in China outpaced Europe between 1700 and 1820, with the result that in 1820 China’s share of global GDP reached 33 percent, eclipsing that of Europe (27 percent). But this increase was a consequence of China’s huge population expansion, not economic development; on a per capita basis, China’s GDP had stagnated since 1700, in contrast to sustained improvement in Europe. By Maddison’s calculation, China’s per capita GDP in 1820 had sunk to only 55 percent of the European level.21

Apart from the very rough estimates proposed in the 1980s by Albert Feuerwerker, most efforts to quantify the size of the economy in late imperial China have been responses to Maddison’s methods and results. Maddison’s technique, it should be noted, was relatively crude and presumed that per capita output remained unchanged from the end of the Song to the nineteenth century (Table 9.4). Feuerwerker’s methodology, too, assumed a fixed per capita grain output from the Song to modern times. Recent studies have sought more nuanced historical specification. Liu Guanglin derived his estimates – which show a very high per capita GDP in the Song that fell precipitously in the Ming and only partially recovered in the Qing – from calculations of soldiers’ real wages as a proxy for per capita income. Guan Hanhui and Li Daokui have attempted to apply national accounting analysis to the exiguous Ming data, and like Liu Guanglin find a low and stagnant level of per capita GDP in the Ming, equivalent to only half of Maddison’s estimate. Guan and Li admit that their method does not adequately capture industrial output, and their calculation that agriculture generated 88 percent of national income (a percentage that was increasing in the late Ming!) seems scarcely tenable.22 Guan and Li’s estimate that Ming per capita GDP ranged between $220–$239 (1990 US$) is well below what is usually regarded as the minimum level of survival, and indeed the authors conclude that Ming China was ensnared in a Malthusian trap in which population growth outran the available food supply, culminating in the positive checks of famine, war, and epidemic in the 1620–40s.

Table 9.4 Estimates of Chinese GDP


















	Feuerwerker 1984
	Maddison 2007
	Liu Guanglin 2005
	Guan Hanhui and Li Daokui 2010
	Liu Ti 2009
	Broadberry, Guan, and Li 2014


	Year
	GDP (million tls.)
	p.c. GDP (tls.)
	Year
	p.c. GDP (1990 $)
	Year
	GDP (million tls.)
	p.c. GDP (shi)
	Year
	GDP (million tls.)
	p.c. GDP (shi)
	Year
	GDP (million tls.)
	p.c. GDP (1990 $)
	Year
	p.c. GDP (1990 $)



	1080
	381
	4.2
	960
	450
	1120s
	764
	7.5
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1090
	1,204


	
	
	
	1300
	600
	1420s
	62–81
	2.9–3.8
	1402
	150
	6.0–6.3
	
	
	
	1400
	960


	1550
	635–847
	4.2–5.6
	
	
	1580s
	346–576
	3.95
	1578
	325
	5.2–5.4
	
	
	
	1570
	968


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1626
	290–300
	5.5–6.0
	1600
	900
	388
	1600
	977


	1750
	952–1,713
	3.5–6.3
	1700
	600
	1770s
	2,009
	5.28
	
	
	
	1750
	1,664
	340
	1750
	685


	1880s
	3,339
	8.3
	1820
	600
	1880s
	2,781
	5.96
	
	
	
	1840
	4,480
	318
	1850
	594


	1908
	3,032–6,063
	7.1–14.2
	1952
	538
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Sources: Feuerwerker 1984: 300, table 1; Maddison 2007: 44, tables 2.1–2.2c; Liu Guanglin 2005: 338, table D.5; Guan Hanhui and Li Daokui 2010: 807; Liu Ti 2009: passim; Broadberry, Guan, and Li 2014: 34, table 4.





Liu Ti also has utilized the national accounting method, but arrives at strikingly different results. Liu concludes that agriculture generated a mere 54 percent of GDP in 1600, in contrast to 34 percent produced by industry and construction. By Liu’s calculation nominal GDP grew five-fold between 1600 and 1840, but the increase in real terms (constant prices) was far more modest, and per capita real GDP declined by roughly 20 percent (Figures 9.1 and 9.2). Part of this decline is explained by the reduced share of the industrial sector, which declined by nearly half, to 20 percent, by 1840 (agriculture, in contrast, rose to 69 percent). The size of the service sector remained constant (around 11–12 percent of the total), but its composition changed radically: Liu concludes that finance comprised a third of the service sector in 1840 compared to only 4 percent in 1600, while government spending’s share of the service economy fell from 45 to 22 percent. Like Guan and Li, however, Liu Ti arrives at the conclusion that China’s per capita GDP already was far below European levels: 40 percent of Britain’s per capita GDP in 1600, and less than 20 percent of the British level by 1840.23 Liu Ti’s absolute figures for per capita GDP surely are too low as well, but his analysis of the composition of GDP and the long-term trend in per capita GDP seems more plausible.

Figure 9.1 Nominal and real GDP estimates, 1600–1840



1600 = 100Source: Liu Ti 2009: 151, figure 2.



Figure 9.2 Nominal and real per capita GDP estimates, 1600–1840



Source: Liu Ti 2009: 151, figure 3.



Finally, the recent analysis of long-term changes in China’s per capita GDP by Stephen Broadberry and his collaborators shows a continuous decline from a peak in the Northern Song period. Their figures indicate a steady equilibrium throughout the Ming period at roughly 80 percent of the late Northern Song level, followed by a steep plunge in the Qing period. By their calculation, population growth had sharply curtailed per capita GDP already by 1750, with a further decline by 1850 to a level half that of the Song peak. These findings largely reflect the failure of grain yields to keep pace with population growth from the Song period onward (thus echoing Kang Chao’s analysis). The authors conclude that their analysis confirms Huang’s involution thesis.24

Given the severe limitations of the data and the necessity of making very large and tentative assumptions, these efforts to analyze the size and structure of GDP in premodern China can only be regarded as heuristic exercises. This caveat is all the more true as one moves back in time, as the wide discrepancies in estimates indicate. Liu Guanglin’s assertion that per capita GDP peaked in the Northern Song affirms the conclusion of Robert Hartwell, who – also on the basis of a calculation of soldier’s real wages – posited a GDP equivalent to 908 million taels in 1077.25 Peter Golas, working from Feuerwerker’s figures, instead arrived at a far lower figure of 413 million taels for the Song, although he conceded that this figure is implausibly low, since it would suggest that government revenues consumed 24 percent of GDP.26 According to Hartwell’s estimates, government revenues comprised 11–12 percent of GDP during the Song, a figure that seems reasonably aligned with our knowledge of the highly activist Song state. For the late imperial era, Liu Ti’s results strike me as providing the best approximation – at least of the trend, if not the absolute level – in per capita GDP, based on present knowledge.

Of course, as Pomeranz has persuasively argued, comparing the whole Chinese empire, with its vast disparities in economic development, to European countries such as Britain mixes together highly dissimilar and unequal units of analysis. Instead, Pomeranz has insisted on the necessity of comparing the most advanced economic regions of roughly equal size, such as England, the Netherlands, Jiangnan, and the Kantō Plain in Japan. This principle is the cornerstone of the collaborative study by Li Bozhong and Jan Luiten van Zanden, which compares GDP and labor productivity in the Netherlands and two counties (Huating and Lou) in Songjiang in the 1820s.27 The geography of the two regions is similar (low-lying plains with ready access to both inland and overseas water transport), and they both were characterized by high rates of urbanization and commercialization (Li estimated that 80 percent of output and 67 percent of consumption in Hua-Lou passed through the marketplace). But the regional economies differed in significant ways: Hua-Lou, the heart of Songjiang’s cotton industry, had a much higher proportion of the workforce engaged in manufacture, whereas commerce and banking employed a much greater share of the Netherlands’s population. Li and van Zanden find that labor productivity in agriculture was very high in both regions, but wages from artisanal and industrial work in Hua-Lou were far lower than in the Netherlands, reflecting the fact that Hua-Lou’s industrial workforce consisted overwhelmingly of women spinners and weavers. Consequently, there was a large disparity in per capita income between the two regions: the Dutch level was 81 percent higher (86 percent higher when measured in purchasing power parity [PPP] terms) than in Hua-Lou. The authors attribute this gap to greater Dutch capital investment in labor-saving technologies in industrial production, transport, and to some extent agriculture. Low wage rates and high interest rates and capital costs acted as brakes on such investment in Hua-Lou. Based on Maddison’s estimate of Dutch per capita GDP in 1820 of $1,838 (1990 US$), Li and van Zanden calculate that Hua-Lou’s per capita GDP in 1820 was $988, or about 83 percent of the level of Western Europe as a whole. In contrast to Pomeranz and studies that have focused on consumption, Li and van Zanden find a large gap in GDP between Jiangnan and advanced economic regions in Europe. But Li and van Zanden’s estimate for Hua-Lou’s per capita GDP is 70–80 percent higher than the estimates of Broadberry et al. ($598) and Shi Zhihong et al. ($545) for China as a whole in 1850.28

Economic historians commonly utilize real wages as an index of the standard of living, based on the logic that since wage earners occupied a marginal niche within premodern economies their wages can serve as a proxy for marginal labor productivity in general. Robert Allen’s comparison of real wages in China and Europe has found that wage-rates in Ming-Qing China were substantially lower than in England and the Netherlands, although comparable to other parts of Europe such as Germany and Italy.29 Drawing primarily on Li Bozhong’s data (with adjustments) and converting income data to purchasing power parity (PPP) exchange rates, Allen concluded that the labor productivity of Jiangnan farmers was already high in 1600 and remained unchanged in 1800 at a level comparable to the richest agricultural regions in England. Farm work was vastly more intensive in Jiangnan: labor intensity (days worked per unit of land) was eight times greater in Jiangnan than England, but output in Jiangnan was nine times higher. In the early seventeenth century, Jiangnan’s farming families earned substantially higher incomes than English farm workers. But net income (measured in rice) of female textile workers fell by half between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. By Allen’s calculation, family income in Jiangnan declined by 42 percent from 1620 to 1820, largely due to falling prices for textiles and the sharp reduction in farm size. To be sure, the income of Jiangnan farming families c. 1820 was no worse than that of English farm workers. But Allen concludes that population growth and the worsening land/labor ratio had resulted in growing impoverishment even in Jiangnan.30

In another study, Allen and a group of collaborators have sought to compare the real wages of unskilled workers in Beijing, Suzhou, and Guangdong with other European and Asian cities.31 They conclude that real wages in Chinese cities already were far below (barely half) the level of London and Amsterdam already in the first half of the eighteenth century, although on a par with central and southern European cities well into the nineteenth century.32 But the utility of such comparisons is questionable. Compared to Europe, a far smaller percentage of the Jiangnan workforce consisted of full-time wage laborers – perhaps 10–15 percent, in contrast to more than half in England and the Netherlands. Wage laborers in Jiangnan earned only 30–40 percent of the income of tenant farmers with security of tenure, and even less compared to smallholders.33 The earnings of such wage laborers – the vast majority of whom were single men – barely sufficed for their own upkeep and could not support a family (hence the epithet by which they were commonly known: “bare sticks” [guanggun 光棍]). The disparity in proletarian wages adduced by Allen and his collaborators is not incompatible with closer parity in family incomes and living standards in general.

Nonetheless, the economic growth of the eighteenth century could not be sustained indefinitely. There is considerable evidence that the Chinese economy had seriously begun to exhaust its productive capacities by 1800. Despite the impressive economic expansion of the early Qing, no new institutions, public or private, were developed to mitigate these pressures. By 1820 China was sinking into an economic depression that would last for more than three decades.







Economic depression in early nineteenth-century China

The first signs of economic deterioration were revealed abruptly at the close of the eighteenth century by the outbreak of what became known as the White Lotus rebellion. Heavy-handed attempts by the Qing government to suppress religious dissidents suspected of sedition in western Hubei ignited a popular uprising in 1796. The stubborn resistance of the rebels shocked the court and exposed the deterioration of the Qing armies’ preparedness. Quelling the White Lotus insurrection, which spread to the neighboring provinces of Sichuan and Henan, took ten years and erased the treasury surpluses that had accumulated during the previous half-century (Figure 9.3).

Figure 9.3 Ministry of revenue silver treasury reserves, 1686–1842



Source: Shi Zhihong 2008: 104, table 1.31, 253–55, table 2.28.



Scholars commonly point to the White Lotus rebellion as the crucial turning point marking the end of the “High Qing” period of dynastic vigor and economic prosperity in the eighteenth century and the onset of the protracted political and institutional decline that culminated in the fall of the dynasty in 1911.34 The uprising epitomized the deep-seated political and social problems that sapped the vigor of the Qing order. The rebellion erupted in the Han River highlands in western China, an “internal frontier” that had absorbed a great influx of migrants during the second half of the eighteenth century. The wave of settlement soon overwhelmed the productive resources of this peripheral region.35 Economic hardship and the state’s crackdown against sectarian religious groups galvanized dissent among a broad swath of the Han highlands population, which harbored bandits, salt smugglers, and hardscrabble “shack people” (pengmin 棚民) practicing crude swidden farming amid the rugged hills. Corruption, bureaucratic malaise, and the debilitated condition of the Qing armed forces stymied the state’s response to the insurgency – a prelude to a pattern that would recur during the vastly more devastating rebellions of the mid-nineteenth century.

In the wake of the White Lotus rebellion the Jiaqing Emperor (r. 1796–1820) instituted a range of political reforms to uproot corruption and make the state more prepared to resolve political and economic crises. Recent scholarship has accentuated the positive influence of Jiaqing’s reforms in establishing a stable footing for “sustainable political development” that moderated the ambitions of the Qing state and arrested dynastic decline.36 However, these political reforms did little to enhance the state’s infrastructural capacity. The rigid revenue base, tethered to the land tax rates frozen by imperial decree in 1713, hampered its ability to respond to military emergencies and natural disasters. The intrusion of Chinese settlers into frontier regions inhabited by non-Chinese minorities in the southwest and northwest aggravated ethnic and religious tensions that flared into violence with increasing frequency. Recurring famines in the early decades of the nineteenth century, especially after the colossal Tambora volcanic eruption of 1815 caused climatic anomalies that ruined harvests worldwide for several years, depleted the state’s granary reserves. The onset of the Daoguang Depression marked the definitive end to the prosperity of the “long eighteenth century.”

Many scholars have cited population growth and the pressure it imposed on resources as one of the most – if not the most – dire problems confronting the Qing state in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.37 The population boom of the eighteenth century continued uninterrupted down to the eve of the calamitous Taiping rebellion in the 1850s (Figure 8.3). Intensifying pressure on the land exhausted many vital resources – especially the loss of forests that supplied fuel and building materials – and pushed China to the brink of ecological crisis. The internal colonization of upland regions in the Yangzi River watershed by the “shack people,” who planted maize as their principal food crop, resulted in massive deforestation. Although maize required less labor than sweet potatoes, it rapidly depleted soil fertility, forcing the shack people to move to virgin forests every few years. Deforestation triggered erosion, which worsened the problem of flooding and water control in lowland areas.38 Planting tea on hillsides mitigated but did not halt environmental degradation. In 1824, the silting of the Yellow River overwhelmed the elaborate system of dikes, locks, revetments, dredging equipment, and overspill reservoirs maintained by the Qing government, flooding vast areas of the Central Plain and the Huai River valley. Despite the enormous funds and labor expended by the central government to bring the flood under control, the Yellow River had altered its course, and devastating floods recurred over the next several decades until a new course, to the north of the Shandong Peninsula, was reestablished in 1855.39

Although the strain imposed on the environment and productive resources by population growth became increasingly severe, the evidence does not suggest that China had reached the point of a Malthusian demographic crisis. To be sure, sharp spikes in mortality occurred on a regular basis. In 1813–14, a severe drought caused grain prices in Hebei to double and culminated in a genuine mortality crisis, with the state powerless to relieve starvation and suffering. Hebei again suffered severe harvest failures in the early 1820s.40 Demographic research on rural Liaoning (Manchuria) has demonstrated definite correlations between vitality and short-term price movements: marriages and births declined during years of high food prices and increased when prices were low, while conversely deaths rose and fell in tandem with the rise and fall of grain prices.41 Population growth certainly exacerbated the economic pressure on the poor. Long-term trends in Liaoning show no increase in male mortality during 1800–50, but household formation, marriages, and births declined, suggesting a society under demographic stress. Female infanticide was a prevalent means of controlling family size and husbanding its economic resources. Ruthless as sex-specific infanticide was as a technique of population control, it showed that families altered their reproductive strategies in the face of changing economic circumstances.42

But long-term correlations between prices and population change are less evident. Following the steady increase in grain prices across the eighteenth century, prices plunged in the 1790s, and then rose after 1800. Grain prices spiked sharply in both north and south in the 1810s, but abated in most areas in the 1820s (the main exception was in Suzhou, where rice prices remained high down to the 1840s).43 According to the ledgers of the Tongtaisheng, a general goods merchandising firm based in Ningjin, Hebei, the nominal prices of both agricultural and manufactured goods rose in the 1810s and then trended downward in the 1820s (with a sharp drop in the early 1830s) before returning to their previous level (Figure 9.4).44 But in silver prices (converted from prices originally recorded in coin), the prices of both agricultural and manufactured products as well as wages deteriorated steadily from 1815 to 1850, apart from a brief recovery in the mid-1830s (Figure 9.5). Other data corroborate these trends. For example, real wages (measured in grain) of unskilled laborers were relatively stable in Beijing during 1807–1838. Nominal daily wages paid in coin (the typical practice in Beijing) rose slightly during this period, but purchasing power measured in silver fell significantly (Figure 9.6).

Figure 9.4 Prices of agricultural and manufactured goods in Ningjin (Hebei), 1800–50



Source: Ningjin Tongtaisheng ledgers; Peng Kaixiang 2006: 90, figure 5.4.



Figure 9.5 Prices and wages (silver equivalents) in Ningjin (Hebei), 1800–50



Source: Ningjin Tongtaisheng ledgers; Peng Kaixiang 2006: 37, figure 3.5.



Figure 9.6 Daily wages of unskilled laborers in Beijing, 1807–38



Source: Li Longsheng 2010: 174, table 3.17.



The Daoguang Depression years of 1820–50 thus witnessed static or declining real prices and wages – and in silver terms, steep deflation – even as China’s population continued to grow at a steady rate. It has been argued that the chief cause of this deflation of silver prices was the massive outflow of silver during these years, a reversal of the centuries-long pattern of silver flowing into China, as a result of surging opium imports.45 This argument traces back to contemporary Chinese officials and statesmen: as early as 1820 the influential policy advisor Bao Shichen warned that opium smuggling by foreign merchants was causing 100 million silver taels to drain out of China every year.46 In fact, it was only after 1827 that China experienced a net outflow of silver, which reached its peak level during 1840s (Table 9.5).

Table 9.5 Net flow of silver from China, 1818–54(all figures in millions of pesos)








	
	A
Silver imports
	B
Silver exports
	
Net flow of silver
(A−B)



	1818–20
	19.31
	9.42
	+9.89


	1821–25
	26.13
	5.12
	+21.01


	1826–30
	12.72
	25.68
	−12.96


	1831–35
	5.17
	24.98
	−19.81


	1836–40
	2.77
	32.26
	−29.49


	1841–45
	2.34
	53.67
	−51.33


	1846–50
	0.24
	30.82
	−30.57


	1851–54
	0.82
	21.51
	−20.69


	Total
	69.51
	203.46
	−133.95





Source: von Glahn 2013: 50, table 2.10.





Some scholars, myself included, have cast a more skeptical eye on these assessments of the role of opium as the principal cause in the reversal of the flow of silver. Louis Dermigny long ago pointed out that opium imports alone accounted for no more than half of the total amount of silver that China exported during the 1830s–40s. Dermigny instead attributed the net outflow of silver from China to the rising value of silver in international markets.47 In a recent study, Lin Man-houng likewise disputes the opium import thesis, emphasizing that silver began to flow back into China in substantial quantities after 1857 even though opium imports reached unprecedentedly high levels and accounted for even a greater proportion of China’s imports. Instead, Lin contends that falling global production of silver and stagnant or shrinking European markets for tea and silk, China’s principal exports, caused a reversal of China’s trade balance and the net outflow of silver during the first half of the nineteenth century. With the revival of gold and silver production and rapid growth of tea and silk exports in the 1850s silver once again began to flow into China.48

Although Lin Man-houng’s analysis shifts the focus away from opium, she still views the outflow of silver as the proximate cause of economic depression in China. But I believe this thesis is untenable. Indeed, each component of her analysis is unpersuasive.49 Contrary to Lin’s claims, there was no crisis of silver production following the demise of Spanish colonial rule in Latin America in the 1810s. Coin output in Mexico did decline from the historical high of 18 million pesos minted in 1810, but by 1827, when the outflow of silver from China began, output had returned to a minimum of 10 million pesos per year.50 Nor is it true that China’s exports of tea and silk declined during this period. On the contrary, exports of tea and silk reached an unprecedented high level in the early 1830s (Figure 9.7). Chinese exports then leveled off until the dramatic surge to far higher levels that occurred in the 1850s.

Figure 9.7 Tea and silk exports, 1756–1833 (annual averages; tea exports in thousands of piculs; silk exports in hundreds of piculs)



Source: Dermigny 1964: 2, 549–53.

NB: Silk data is incomplete, and no silk data is available for 1756–62 and 1814–20.



The principal evidence for a shortage of silver in China during the first half of the nineteenth century is the sharp appreciation of silver (relative to bronze coin) beginning in the mid-1830s (Figure 9.8). Contemporary Chinese statesmen attributed the falling value of bronze coin to the widespread use of foreign silver pesos as a means of exchange and exhorted the court to halt the circulation of foreign coin. Undoubtedly the greater utility of a silver coin of standard weight and purity such as the Spanish peso contributed to the diminished value of bronze coin, but bronze coin also depreciated relative to uncoined sycee silver. Debasement of the bronze coin issued by the state – confirmed by numismatic evidence – encouraged widespread private minting of heavily adulterated coin.51 Thus the increasingly inferior quality of bronze coin contributed to its fall in value. Another new development that contributed to the depreciation of bronze coin was the growing issue of bronze coin-denominated paper notes (qianpiao 錢票) by the private banks (qianzhuang and yinhao) that began to proliferate from the end of the eighteenth century, especially in North China.52

Figure 9.8 Silver:bronze coin exchange ratios, 1790–1860



Source: von Glahn 2013: 55, figure 2.20.



Surprisingly, Figure 9.8 reveals that the depreciation of bronze coin appears to have been significantly more severe in North China, traditionally a region more dependent on bronze coin, rather than in Jiangnan, where silver was in more common use and Spanish peso coins had become widely employed as means of exchange. Oscillations in the silver:bronze coin exchange ratios reflected the differential demand for each type of currency, and not simply a shortage of silver. As Kuroda Akinobu persuasively argues, the fragmentary structure of currency circulation in late imperial China and the high seasonality of monetary demand resulted in a disproportionate demand for means of payment, especially bronze coin, within local markets. In the Qing period this demand was increasingly satisfied by money substitutes such as qianpiao. In Kuroda’s view, China suffered from shortages of bronze coin, not silver. Given the lack of integration between local-level and upper-level markets, the influx of foreign silver did not fundamentally alter the autonomy of local currency circuits.53

The price deflation of the early nineteenth century thus cannot be correlated either with population trends or fluctuations in silver imports (or in foreign trade generally). A closer correlation can be found with the money supply (compare Figures 8.2 and 8.5).54 After the long secular increase of the eighteenth century, prices abruptly fell in the 1790s, when new infusions of money, both coin and silver, contracted sharply due to the White Lotus uprising and the curtailment of European overseas trade following the French Revolution and the outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars. But the correlation is inexact, especially during 1818–27, when silver prices fell even as silver imports peaked. The deflationary trend that commenced c. 1815 cannot be explained by variations in the money supply. Moreover, the standard estimates of money supply fail to account for the spreading use of paper substitutes such as qianpiao and the “silver notes” (yinpiao 銀票) that were widely used in South China. Li Longsheng has gone so far as to propose that the volume of silver notes in circulation (which he estimates at 61 million taels) fully replaced the net outflow of silver (62 million taels, by his estimate) during 1820–51.55 In the absence of more explicit evidence for the volume of notes in circulation, however, this hypothesis remains speculative.

As the pronounced dip in grain prices in the 1790s – often dismissed as a statistical anomaly – indicates (and the outbreak of the White Lotus rebellion confirmed), China’s domestic economy was displaying signs of serious strain.56 We lack data to measure changes in output and trade with any precision, but reports from inland and maritime customs depots are revealing. Table 9.6 shows the revenues reported by the four largest customs depots. The data indicates that trade volume peaked in domestic commercial centers such as Huai’an (linchpin of the Grand Canal, and the salt trade in particular), Suzhou (hub of the national rice market), and Jiujiang (a major Yangzi River port and gateway to the Middle Yangzi tea-producing regions) in the 1770s–90s and declined thereafter. In contrast, maritime trade at Guangzhou soared in the late eighteenth century; beginning in 1802, the maritime customs revenue of Guangzhou surpassed the total revenues of the three largest inland customs stations, testifying both to the vitality of overseas trade and the torpor into which domestic trade had descended. More complete domestic customs data for the first half of the nineteenth century confirms these trends (Figure 9.9). Customs revenues at Guangzhou and Jiujiang held relatively steady from the turn of the century down to the Opium War (although the Jiujiang receipts remained below their eighteenth-century peak). Customs revenue figures at Suzhou and Huai’an reveal a downward trend across the first half of the nineteenth century well below late eighteenth-century levels.57

Table 9.6 Customs revenues, 1725–1831(thousands of silver taels)












	Huai’an inland
	Xupu (Suzhou) inland
	Jiujiang inland
	Guangzhou maritime



	1725
	84
	1727
	353
	1727
	91
	
	


	1736
	484
	1738
	382
	1739
	352
	1742
	310


	1753
	325
	1753
	495
	1753
	354
	1753
	515


	1773
	557
	1764
	542
	1776
	662
	1765
	600


	1818
	441
	1791
	583
	1801
	539
	1804
	1,642


	1828
	302
	1818
	427
	1820
	585
	1812
	1,375


	1831
	324
	1831
	391
	1829
	600
	1831
	1,462





Source: Wu Chengming 2001b: 271, table 18.





Figure 9.9 Customs revenues, 1796–1850



Source: Ni Yuping 2010: 153–56, table 5.1.



Although the economic expansion of the eighteenth century initially fostered a more integrated national market centered on Jiangnan, by the end of the century a strong centrifugal trend toward regionalization had emerged. Migration to the marginal agricultural regions of the interior arrested growth in labor productivity. Crop yields continued to improve in Jiangnan, but overall agricultural productivity probably declined. In North China, production of cotton and other non-food crops fell after 1750, reflecting a shift toward subsistence farming to meet the needs of the region’s still rapidly growing population.58 The population of the great commercial emporia of Suzhou and Guangzhou soared past 500,000, and industrial cities such as Jingdezhen (porcelain) and Foshan (iron and textiles) developed into major metropolises of 200,000 or more inhabitants. But the prodigious size of these cities obscured the reality that the share of the national population of the eight core prefectures of Jiangnan had shrunk from 14 percent in 1391 to 7.6 percent in 1776.59 The proportion of the total population living in cities declined to about 5 percent in the mid-nineteenth century, less than half the urbanization rate of the Southern Song.60

Jiangnan’s preeminent role in the national economy diminished as well. For example, rural households in Hubei began to manufacture coarse cotton cloth which they exchanged for rice from the more productive agricultural regions of Hunan and Sichuan. Subsequently Sichuan developed its own “native cloth” (tubu 土布) industry that marketed its products within Sichuan and in the outlying frontier provinces of Yunnan and Guizhou. The growth of rural industry in the interior came at the expense of core areas such as Jiangnan, which produced better-quality but more expensive cloth. As the market for Jiangnan textiles in the interior dried up, the flow of rice, timber, and other raw materials down the Yangzi River ebbed.61 This pattern of domestic “import substitution” curtailed interregional trade (as we see in Table 9.5), resulting in greater regional autarky and the displacement of national markets by the macroregional structure delineated by G. William Skinner.

Jiangnan, China’s most commercially developed region, was thus particularly vulnerable to the structural changes in the Chinese economy. By the early nineteenth century the economy of Jiangnan bore little resemblance to the agrarian order that prevailed throughout most of China. According to Li Bozhong’s reconstruction of the Hua-Lou local economy in the 1820s, manufacturing employed 56 percent of adult workers and generated 33 percent of total added value, in contrast to 27 percent and 31 percent respectively for agriculture. The Hua-Lou area had an urbanization rate as high as 40 percent, and nearly 30 percent of its gross product (consisting almost entirely of cotton goods) was exported to external markets.62 But the cotton industry was by no means flourishing. According to Li’s figures, cotton manufacture absorbed 43 percent of total employment in Hua-Lou, but generated only 9 percent of its aggregate product. Price data for the cotton industry is extremely fragmentary, but the few figures that do exist suggest a substantial decline compared to the eighteenth century. Data on Chinese cotton exports show that in the early 1830s the price of cotton cloth (predominantly Songjiang “nankeens”) at Guangzhou had fallen 28 percent compared to the average price of the 1810s.63 A treatise on Songjiang agriculture published in 1834 observed that the market for Songjiang cloth had been distressed for more than a decade, and poor cotton harvests since 1829 had made raw cotton prohibitively expensive.64

In his synoptic overview of the Daoguang Depression, Wu Chengming has emphasized the multiple causes of the protracted slump in the Chinese economy, including population pressure on the land and the inherent limitations of the Chinese mode of peasant family production. Wu primarily stressed endogenous causes, such as the weak purchasing power of Chinese consumers, for the persistent deflation.65 Li Bozhong likewise has underscored the diverse causes of the Daoguang Depression, drawing attention especially to climatic disruptions that resulted in catastrophic harvest failures. As Li observes, complaints of economic distress and widespread impoverishment of rich and poor alike already were being aired by 1820, well before bronze coin depreciation had become severe.66 There is little doubt that the steep depreciation of bronze coin in the 1830s–50s was highly disadvantageous to peasants and artisans whose earnings and savings mostly consisted of bronze coin. But the reversal of the flow of silver that commenced c. 1827 and the subsequent depreciation of bronze coin appear to have been consequences, not causes, of an economic decline that traces back to the final decade of the eighteenth century.







Fiscal and economic strategies of the late Qing state

By the early decades of the nineteenth century, then, population growth (concentrated in the poorest regions), resource constraints, and waning domestic trade had fomented economic malaise and social unrest. After 1815 natural disasters increasingly escalated into social crises: food riots and grain blockages multiplied, and resistance to payment of tax and rent arrears intensified. The messianic rebels of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom tapped into this swelling tide of dissent. Incubated in the highlands of remote Guangxi in the late 1840s, the Taiping movement burst into violent revolt in 1851, and its early military triumphs attracted the allegiance of the poor and disaffected. Subsequently the Taiping armies marched unchecked through Central China to the Yangzi Delta. From 1853 to its final defeat in 1864, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, with its capital at Nanjing, controlled much of the economic heartland of the Middle and Lower Yangzi River Basins. Total loss of life during the fifteen-year duration of this massive civil war has been estimated at a minimum of 20–30 million, and perhaps as many as 73 million, people.67 The economic toll of the Taiping rebellion was concentrated in what had been the most prosperous provinces of the empire. The Taiping conquests left the great cities of Nanjing, Suzhou, and Hangzhou in ruins and inflicted enormous damage to the region’s manufactures, especially silk textiles. Moreover, the weakened dynasty also had to cope with insurrections in other regions, including the Nian rebels in east-central China (1851–68), the uprising of the indigenous Miao peoples in the southwest (1854–73), and Muslim separatist rebels in Xinjiang (1875–84) (Map 9.1).

Map 9.1 Mid-nineteenth-century rebellions





Devastating as the Taiping rebellion was, it was the confrontation with the Western imperialist powers that ultimately led to the downfall of the Qing dynasty. Qing efforts to interdict the illegal import of opium – a trade that had become vitally important to financing British rule in India – provoked armed retaliation by the British. The Opium War (1839–42) ended in humiliating military defeat for the Qing. Under the terms of the Treaty of Nanjing (1842), the Qing were forced to open five ports to trade and settlement by Western merchants, end the Cohong monopoly on foreign trade, tolerate the import of opium, and pay a sizable indemnity to the British Crown. Britain obtained Hong Kong as a colonial territory and imposed what would become known as the “treaty port” system, whereby the Chinese allowed European powers to carve out territories (known as “concessions”) at major ports subject to foreign rather than Chinese rule. But the prediction of Henry Pottinger, the author of the Treaty of Nanjing, that “all the mills in Lancashire could not make stocking stuff sufficient for one of its provinces” proved wholly erroneous.68 Although opium imports soared during the next two decades, Chinese exports of tea rose even more precipitously, while British manufactured goods failed to make any headway in the Chinese market. Disgruntled British merchants prodded their government into a second Opium War (1856–60) that wrested more concessions from the Qing, including the opening of nine additional “treaty ports,” notably the Yangzi River valley entrepôts of Hankou and Jiujiang as well as Tianjin, the gateway to Beijing (Map 9.2).69 Subsequent defeats at the hands of imperialist powers – war with France in 1884–85 and, most momentously, the debacle of the Sino-Japanese War in 1894–95 – further eroded Chinese sovereignty.

Map 9.2 The treaty port network





The forcible opening of Chinese markets had mixed economic consequences, stimulating some sectors of domestic economy (notably the traditional exports, tea and silk) and undermining others (homespun cotton yarn was soon replaced by machine-made products), and its effects changed over time. Despite the end of the Cohong monopoly, Western merchants were obliged to use Chinese intermediaries (compradors) to gain access to domestic commercial and financial networks. Only after 1895 did foreign firms gain the right to establish manufacturing facilities in China. Foreign trade largely flowed through existing channels of commercial exchange, but strategically important modern technologies – shipbuilding, armaments, mining, and railroads – were monopolized by government-run or licensed companies. Mechanized consumer-goods industries such as cotton textiles had negligible importance before the twentieth century. Although new external market opportunities arose in coastal areas, especially around the treaty ports, the peripheral regions of northern and western China became even more marginal to commercial exchange and, consequently, increasingly poor. The opening of the treaty ports also accelerated the rapid development of overseas Chinese merchant networks, especially in Southeast Asia. The streams of migration, commerce, and remittances throughout these networks and the development of port facilities, steamships, and banking and insurance services to facilitate intra-Asian trade arguably had a greater impact on the Chinese economy than East–West trade.

Most profound, surely, were the political consequences of the Opium Wars. British military might posed a blunt challenge not only to the self-confidence of the Qing leadership, but also to their most deeply cherished notions of Confucian governance. In stark contrast to Confucian principles, the Western imperialist regimes aggressively promoted the wealth and power of their nation through military conquest and economic domination. Relinquishing its time-honored values and commitments did not come easily to the Qing court. But the crippling blow inflicted by the Taiping insurrection and the occupation of Beijing by a foreign army in 1860 roused the Qing leaders to embark on their own program of national “self-strengthening.” The immediate objective was to modernize the Qing military by building arsenals and shipyards utilizing Western industrial technologies. The results were dismal. Despite employing Western technical advisers, the rifles, artillery, and warships produced by the government-run enterprises were poorly made and exorbitantly expensive. Coordinating the new military forces also proved a vexing problem. The court had ceded broad military and fiscal authority to regional military viceroys charged with suppressing the Taiping rebels and other insurrections. The viceroys mustered new provincial armies and built industrial facilities to supply them with modern armaments by relying on patronage networks and the personal loyalty of the military officers and civilian staff under their command. But this reliance on patronage inhibited long-term planning and development, and the new armaments projects foundered for lack of dedicated support and funding.70 The rout of the Qing navy by a smaller Japanese force in 1894 exposed the inadequacy of the Qing’s efforts at military modernization, driving home the lesson that rather than catching up with the imperialist powers, China had fallen much farther behind.

By the 1870s, Chinese statesmen had begun to speak not merely of guarding China’s territorial integrity but also of waging “commercial warfare” (shangzhan 商戰) to recover its economic sovereignty (liquan 利權) as well.71 This fusion of political strategy with economic development was best displayed in the creation in 1872 of the China Merchant Steamship and Navigation Company (CMC) at the instigation of Li Hongzhang, the governor of Zhili and the most powerful official of his day. The CMC was conceived as a joint-stock company under government patronage. To a certain degree the CMC had its origins in the venerable precedents of the salt monopoly: the state granted the company monopoly privileges (e.g., delivering tribute rice to Beijing) to attract private capital and give it a competitive advantage against foreign rivals, in return for which the company was expected to generate revenues for the state.72 Since their introduction in the late 1850s – and especially after the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, which halved the travel time between China and Europe – steamships had revolutionized China’s foreign trade. The leading Western firms in the China trade began to form joint-stock steamship companies – with much of their capital raised from Chinese investors – in the early 1860s, and the CMC was intended to ensure that the profits of the lucrative shipping business in Chinese coastal and inland waterways accrued to Chinese, not foreigners.73 The CMC also sought to capture new sources of private capital, especially from compradors who acted as agents of foreign trading companies and had acquired substantial fortunes. Li arranged for government loans (which later became outright subsidies) as start-up funds for the new company, which offered private investors a guaranteed annual dividend of 10 percent. After the company was placed under the management of two merchants in 1873 it achieved impressive success in attracting private capital, amounting to nearly 500,000 taels by the end of 1874. In 1877 CMC was operating thirty-one steamships on seven routes (its two main foreign competitors together had fourteen ships on five routes), and by 1883 its capital stock had increased to 2 million taels.

Although the prodigious early success of CMC induced a number of Qing officials to propose a state takeover of the company by converting its outstanding government debt into stock shares, Li Hongzhang staunchly protected its independence. But the financial panic of 1883 drastically altered the company’s fortunes. The success of CMC spurred provincial governors to launch joint-stock mining companies, unleashing a fever of stock-buying speculation fueled by reckless borrowing from native banks (qianzhuang). The overheated bubble burst (in part because of the impending war with France) in August of 1883, causing the bankruptcy of eighty-nine of Shanghai’s ninety-nine native banks. Share prices plummeted, and many shareholders were wiped out.74

In the wake of the 1883 crisis, CMC was reorganized into what became known as a “state supervised and merchant managed” (guandu shangban 官督商辦) enterprise, in which government bureaucrats replaced merchants as chief executives. During the Sino-French War Li Hongzhang diverted resources from CMC to the navy, and after 1885 the government routinely raided CMC capital, causing private investors to flee. Bereft of knowledgeable leadership and private capital, the company stagnated, steadily losing its share of the steamship business. Inevitably, CMC and other guandu shangban enterprises, tasked with irreconcilable political and economic goals, were doomed to failure.75 Fearing government interference and expropriation, private investors shunned the guandu shangban companies in favor of foreign-controlled joint-stock enterprises. Chinese shareholders provided nearly half of the total capital of the foreign-run banks, warehouses, silk filatures, and steamship, insurance, and light and power companies that operated in the treaty ports.76 But apart from rampant speculation in railway stocks in the first decade of the twentieth century, Chinese investors had little appetite for shareholding in publicly traded domestic companies.

Expansion of the state’s fiscal powers was indispensable to overcoming the mid-century rebellions and bolstering imperial rule. But to a significant degree, control over fiscal resources devolved to the military viceroys and provincial governors. Although the central government retained formal supervisory powers (and, even more importantly, the loyalty of its provincial officials), the initiative for restructuring the state’s fiscal apparatus passed to regional leaders in strategically important provinces. During the anti-Taiping campaigns, out of fiscal expediency, the military viceroys developed two new sources of commercial revenues: (1) the lijin tariffs on domestic trade (inaugurated in 1853), and (2) the Imperial Maritime Customs, established in 1861, which collected duties on foreign trade.77 After the defeat of the Taipings the lijin and maritime customs revenues became crucial sources of revenue, generating more than a third of the state’s income in the 1880s–90s. Total state revenues more than doubled between 1849 and 1893, almost entirely as a result of new (and old) taxes on commerce and consumption (Table 9.7). The land tax – which had generated 74 percent of government revenues in the mid-eighteenth century (Table 8.3) – dwindled in importance. Although this shift toward indirect taxation departed from the model of the Confucian provisioning state that had been the foundation of Ming-Qing fiscal policy, the Qing state did not waver from the principle of light direct taxation on agricultural production enshrined in Kangxi’s decision in 1713 to freeze the land tax. The dramatic leap in nominal revenues in 1908 to a large degree reflected a doubling of the price level since 1893; measured in real terms (in rice), the increase was about 65 percent (and probably less, since Yeh-chien Wang’s estimate of miscellaneous revenues is surely too high).

Table 9.7 Government revenues in the late Qing(figures in millions of silver taels)











	
	1849
	1893
	1908



	Land tax
	32.8
	77%
	35.6
	40%
	102.4
	35%


	Miscellaneous taxes
	6.5
	7%
	65.0*
	22%


	Salt tax
	5.0
	12%
	15.3
	17%
	45.0
	15%


	Domestic customs
	4.7
	11%
	1.1
	1%
	6.7
	2%


	Maritime customs
	14.7
	17%
	32.9
	11%


	Lijin
	–
	
	17.1**
	19%
	40.0**
	14%


	Total
	42.5
	
	89.0
	
	292.0
	





NB: The 1893 figures are averages for the three years 1892–94.

* Wang’s miscellaneous tax figure for 1908 was derived by extrapolating from a detailed record for Guangdong province, where two-thirds of the miscellaneous revenues came from a tax on gambling (the rest from a variety of commercial taxes and fees). I am skeptical that such large gambling revenues were realized on an empire-wide basis.



** Includes the lijin excise on the domestic opium trade instituted in 1891, which generated 2.2 million taels in 1893.





Sources: 1849 and 1893: Chen Feng 2008: 397–98, tables 6-12, 6-14. 1908: Yeh-chien Wang 1973: 74, table 4.3.





The massive increase in state revenues in the last half-century of Qing rule did not necessarily enhance the central government’s fiscal power, however. Neither the new sources of revenue nor the self-strengthening industrial and communications enterprises were truly integrated into the management structure of the Ministry of Revenue. Instead, revenue collection and fiscal decision-making became more dispersed to the regional/provincial or even local level. In the post-Taiping era, local elites were brought in more formally into tax collection as well as reconstruction and economic development efforts.78 But the profusion of new fiscal institutions at the regional and local levels rendered central coordination more difficult. The lijin excise and the maritime customs were managed by commissioners who were not directly subject to central oversight. There was no unified treasury, and only in the 1880s did the Ministry of Revenue succeed in establishing centralized accounting of provincial finances. Although expenditure of revenues collected at the local and regional levels such as the lijin excises in principle required the ministry’s approval, provincial governors often rebuffed central directives by claiming other urgent priorities.79 In the final decades of the nineteenth century the Beijing government gradually asserted control of maritime customs revenue (which was deposited in foreign banks for transfer to Beijing), salt revenues, and much of the lijin revenue as well. But even then Beijing retained direct administrative control of no more than half of total state income. Feuerwerker estimated that the Qing state’s total revenue of 292 million taels in 1908 represented 7.5 percent of GDP, although the central government’s share was only 3 percent.80 Yeh-chien Wang proposed that state revenues comprised a much smaller proportion of the total economy, a mere 2.4 percent of GDP in 1908.81 Per capita government expenditures doubled between 1849 and the first decade of the twentieth century, but even this level of government spending was far below that of the Russian and Ottoman Empires, let alone the Western powers.82

Moreover, despite innovations in private finance (see below, pp. 385–90), the Qing state was unable to place the monetary system on stable footing. During the depression years of the 1820s–40s, when bronze coin depreciated sharply against silver, statesmen and scholars debated the feasibility of reintroducing paper money, but the majority opinion remained firmly opposed to a fiat currency.83 But the fiscal crisis precipitated by the Taiping rebellion forced the court to resort to desperate measures. Given the urgent need to pay its armies at a time when it was cut off from its main sources of revenue in the south, in 1853 the Beijing government issued inconvertible paper notes (denominated both in coin and silver) and overvalued large copper coins as well as adopting other fiscal expediencies such as a greatly expanded program of selling titles and offices.84 The new paper monies and large coins were shunned in the marketplace, resulting in a vicious spiral of price inflation. In the early 1860s, acknowledging that the new currencies were an abject failure, the government withdrew them from circulation and reverted to minting standard copper coins, but only in modest quantities.

The most important expansion of the money supply in the second half of the nineteenth century came with the renewed surge in imports of silver coin from Mexico. The international flow of silver reversed again in China’s favor in the 1850s, and the influx of foreign silver reached new highs in the 1870s after most of China’s trading partners adopted the gold standard. The Mexican silver dollar became sufficiently prevalent in commercial exchange that it constituted a new de facto monetary standard, known as yuan (圓, 元).85 In 1889 the provincial administration in Guangdong began to issue yuan silver coins (and also subsidiary copper coins) that the Qing court recognized as legal tender. However, the Beijing government, stung by the dismal miscarriage of its fiat currency experiment in the 1850s, resisted appeals to reintroduce paper money.86 Both foreign and domestic banks issued their own banknotes, but these bills had only limited range of circulation. By the end of the Qing dynasty China still depended heavily on silver coin as its principal currency, while the various types of paper money in circulation altogether comprised only 12 percent of the total money supply (Table 9.8).87

Table 9.8 Estimates of China’s money supply c. 1910(figures in millions of silver dollars)









	
	Value in silver dollars
	Percentage of total
	Totals
	Percentage of total



	New forms of money
	
	
	1,629
	65


	  Silver coins
	1,320
	
	
	


	    Domestic coins
	240
	10
	
	


	    Imported coins
	1,080
	43
	
	


	  Copper coins
	149
	6
	
	


	  Paper money
	160
	
	
	


	    Silver dollar notes
	50
	2
	
	


	    Foreign banknotes
	110
	4
	
	


	Old forms of money
	
	
	862
	35


	  Silver taels
	347
	14
	
	


	  Copper cash
	373
	15
	
	


	  Silver tael notes
	42
	2
	
	


	  Copper cash notes
	100
	4
	
	


	
	
	
	2,491
	





Sources: Peng Xinwei 1965: 888–89; Yen-p’ing Hao 1986: 68, table 5.





The most dramatic change in public finance came in the 1890s, when the Qing state broke with long-standing tenets of governance and resorted to deficit financing to meet its fiscal obligations. Since the Taiping emergency, provincial and later central authorities had begun in a modest way to borrow from foreign lenders, chiefly for military exigencies. Over a forty-year period these loans totaled only 46 million taels (Table 9.9). In the mid-1890s, however, the Qing court was forced to seek loans from foreign banks to fund the war effort against Japan and subsequently to pay the massive indemnity (230 million taels) imposed by the Japanese after their victory, resulting in the de facto creation of national debt as a mainstay of public finance. The Qing state relied chiefly on maritime customs and lijin revenues to repay these loans, but it also assigned portions of the debt to individual provinces. It did not, however, create a central bank to issue bonds in order to meet its debt obligations. In 1898 the central government unveiled a plan to issue 100 million taels of twenty-year bonds paying 5 percent interest. Rather than market these bonds directly, the Beijing government distributed them to individual provinces, which became responsible for interest payments and finding buyers. Only 10 million taels of bonds were sold before the experiment was aborted.

Table 9.9 China’s Foreign Debt, 1853–94





	
	Debt (millions of silver taels)
	Percentage



	Military expenses
	34.3
	75


	Industrial development
	4.7
	10


	Imperial household expenditures
	4.5
	10


	Water conservancy projects
	2.3
	5


	Other
	0.2
	< 1


	Total
	46.0
	





Source: Chen Feng 2008: 434, table 7–12.





Because the Qing state did meet its debt obligations in timely fashion, Wenkai He has concluded that there was a genuine possibility for the Qing to create a modern fiscal state funded through long-term public borrowing.88 But this assessment fails to consider the purposes of state expenditures. Burdened with crushing debt obligations, the Qing dedicated little of its spending to economic development, education, or public welfare. This was even more true after the Boxer rebellion fiasco in 1900 saddled the Qing court with onerous indemnities totaling 450 million taels. During 1894–1911 the Qing state amassed a staggering debt of 746 million taels in foreign loans, mostly to service indemnity payments; of the remainder, 331 million taels were intended for railway construction and a mere 26 million taels for other industrial purposes. The Qing paid an annual average of 30 million taels in principal and interest on its indemnity obligations, an amount twice as great as the total initial capitalization of all foreign and Chinese manufacturing enterprises established during these years.89 Although the structure of state finance had been irrevocably transformed, the Qing regime lacked the fiscal resources to undertake a meaningful program of economic development.







The new institutional matrix in finance and commerce

Despite China’s growing integration into global trade networks, movement toward an industrial revolution was almost wholly absent before the twentieth century. Nonetheless, significant institutional developments were underway that would lay the foundations for a relatively rapid transition toward a modern economy after 1900. New banking and credit institutions lowered the cost of credit, regulated commercial exchange, and facilitated the linkages between domestic markets and foreign trade. The merchant networks that had become a conspicuous feature of long-distance trade in China since the Ming dynasty evolved into more formal institutions, shedding some of their parochial character. Although native-place ties remained important (especially in the high-risk world of banking), trade guilds increasingly displaced native-place associations as the principal institutional mechanism for regulating commercial practices and resolving business disputes. In addition, more sophisticated forms of business partnership emerged that enabled entrepreneurs to raise capital for long-term industrial investment on a much larger scale than in the past. These institutional innovations certainly were stimulated by growing integration into the international economy, and to a limited degree they borrowed from Western precedents. But for the most part they consisted of adaptations of existing institutions to meet diverse new demands for commercial services.

Beginning in the eighteenth century, a range of new financial institutions emerged to facilitate commercial exchange. The earliest of these new kinds of banks were the “account agencies” (zhangju 賬局) created to finance trade – especially in tea – with Russia, which boomed following the Treaty of Kyakhta in 1727. The first account agency was established by a Shanxi firm at the border market town of Zhangjiakou in 1736. Shanxi merchants traditionally dominated long-distance commerce in North China, and Shanxi firms quickly asserted control of Sino-Russian trade as well. The account agencies, which were chiefly located in Beijing and Zhangjiakou, issued loans to commercial clients, generally for five to six months up to one year. Reportedly there were over 110 account agencies in Beijing alone in 1852, with total capital assets of more than 10 million taels. But their operations remained fairly small; most had assets of no more than 40,000–50,000 taels, roughly the size of the capital’s typical pawnbrokerage.90

The so-called native banks (qianzhuang 錢莊) were institutionally similar to the account agencies, although the qianzhuang became active in foreign trade only in the treaty port era. The origins of qianzhuang are obscure, but they were already active in Shanghai in the 1770s, and by 1796 nearly a hundred qianzhuang had formed a guild in Shanghai. The qianzhuang accepted deposits, made short-term loans to merchants, exchanged currency, and issued various types of commercial paper, including bills of exchange and promissory notes known as zhuangpiao 莊票. The growth of foreign trade after the opening of the treaty ports spurred a surge in demand for the financial services qianzhuang provided. Lacking access to provincial producers of tea and silk, foreign firms depended on the brokerage services of their Chinese agents, known as compradors. Many compradors established their own qianzhuang to funnel financing from foreign firms to domestic clients. Qianzhuang also became outlets for surplus funds held by foreign firms and banks. From the 1860s qianzhuang commonly borrowed money from foreign firms using only their own zhuangpiao notes as security – a form of call loans known as “chop loans” (chaipiao 拆票) – to make short-term loans to Chinese merchants. Given the modest capital assets of qianzhuang (generally in the range of 20,000–60,000 taels), the chop loans greatly extended their credit resources. But since chop loans could be called on only one to two days’ notice and qianzhuang kept small cash reserves, this practice rendered them highly vulnerable to sudden economic fluctuations. Financial crises in 1873 and again in 1883 bankrupted more than half of Shanghai’s qianzhuang, although new firms quickly sprang up in their place. In 1890 Shanghai’s qianzhuang bankers’ guild established its own clearinghouse where members met daily to clear accounts and set interest rates. Foreign firms came to rely on this clearinghouse to settle accounts with the various native banks with whom they did business. The clearinghouse proved to be a great boon to the larger qianzhuang who dominated the finance guild, especially those operated by entrepreneurs from Ningbo and Shaoxing.91

Since qianzhuang mostly issued unsecured loans and faced unlimited liability, success in business relied heavily on personal trust and connections. Familiarity bred through native-place ties affirmed the creditworthiness of partners, correspondents, and clients – what one scholar has dubbed “fiduciary communities.”92 Proprietors of Shanghai’s qianzhuang overwhelmingly were sojourner immigrants from the cities of Ningbo and Shaoxing in Zhejiang, 100 miles south of Shanghai. The close personal ties among the Ning-Shao banking network undergirded the practice of account transfers (guozhang 過帳) that enabled merchants to settle debts without resort to exchanging hard currency. Thanks to the dominance of the Ning-Shao bankers’ “fellowship” (bang 幫) in Shanghai, their fellow countrymen achieved success in garnering the lion’s share of financial business in inland export entrepôts such as Hankou. The linked-firm (lianhao) form of business organization, which dispersed risk and enabled managers to cultivate intimate personal relationships with clients, was especially common in the finance industry. The Fang family of Ningbo alone owned forty-two qianzhuang, including twenty-five in Shanghai. Ning-Shao bankers also dominated the top executive positions of the late Qing state banks, and of the modern private banks that proliferated after 1908.93

Despite their crucial role in financing the export trade, the qianzhuang remained essentially local institutions. In this respect they differed significantly from the so-called Shanxi banks (piaohao 票號), which initially focused on facilitating long-distance trade and ultimately devoted the bulk of their business to government finance.94 In 1823, Li Daquan, the owner of a dyestuffs business in Beijing and other cities, began to offer remittance services to other merchants. Li invested 300,000 taels to establish a separate firm, Rishengchang, with branches in Tianjin, Hankou, and his native Pingyao (Shanxi), to handle the remittance business. The Rishengchang also accepted interest-bearing deposits and made commercial loans. Other Shanxi merchants quickly imitated Li’s initiative. By 1850, there were 15 piaohao banks in existence with approximately 150 branches in nearly 30 cities; at that time the piaohao banks held an estimated 6–7 million taels in deposits and handled a total volume of 47 million taels of remittances.

After the outbreak of the Taiping rebellion, the central government turned to piaohao to remit provincial tax revenues to Beijing. The enormous infusion of funds from tax receipts (during the 1870s–90s the Shanxi banks handled 30 percent of total government revenues) provided the piaohao with the resources to broaden their portfolio. By the 1880s there were 28 piaohao with a total of 446 branches that held aggregate deposits of 114 million taels (Table 9.10). By the first decade of the twentieth century, the piaohao issued currency (148 million taels of silver-denominated notes issued by piaohao were in circulation c. 1910), offered personal loans (notably to officials awaiting lucrative appointments), provided advances to government agencies, and brokered loans from foreign banks for enterprises such as railway construction.95 The piaohao banks thus mobilized capital on a vastly greater scale than the qianzhuang native banks. But as the dependence of the piaohao on their lucrative business with the imperial government grew, their welfare became inseparable from the fiscal health of the Qing state.

Table 9.10 Estimated financial resources of Shanxi Banks, 1850s–1910s











	
	Number of banks
	Total number of branches
	Total value of remittances (millions of taels)
	Deposits (millions of taels)
	Loans (millions of taels)
	Share capital (millions of taels)
	Net profit (millions of taels)
	Total assets (millions of taels)



	1850s
	15 (5)*
	150
	46.6
	6.4
	7.8
	0.7
	0.5
	53.7


	1870s–80s
	28 (17)
	446
	118.8
	114.0
	48.6
	38.6
	1.3
	236.6


	1900–11
	26 (22)
	500
	588.7
	173.5
	128.4
	52.5
	2.1
	767.4


	1913
	20 (8)
	320
	–
	36.2
	45.4
	?
	(net loss)
	?


	c. 1917
	12 (6)
	120
	–
	27.6
	4.4
	30.7
	(net loss)
	?





* The estimates are extrapolated from the average figures for individual banks (number in parentheses) for which data is available during the designated period.





Source: Yan Hongzhong 2007: 131, table 3.





Despite the instability of certain sectors of the financial system – particularly in the case of qianzhuang – the development of new financial institutions in the nineteenth century significantly lowered the cost of commercial credit. Account agencies in Beijing offered monthly interest rates of 0.38–0.5 percent in 1844, which corresponded to annual rates of 5–6 percent.96 Piaohao reportedly paid 5 percent annualized interest on deposits, while charging 10 percent on loans.97 These rates were roughly twice as much as the cheapest interest rates – 4–4.5 percent for letters of exchange and discount rates on government bonds – available in England and France at that time.98 Foreign mercantile houses generally offered private loans to their Chinese customers in the range of 10–15 percent per year.99 Although the costs of capital certainly were higher in China than in Europe, the magnitude of the difference was much smaller than is often supposed. Nonetheless, outside the foreign trade sector most commercial firms relied on their own capital resources to finance expansion of their business.

The footprint of foreign banks, whose activities remained restricted to treaty ports, was relatively modest. The dozen foreign banks that established branches in Shanghai between 1848 and 1872 dominated international remittances and foreign trade, but they had tangential influence on China’s domestic finance apart from issuing banknotes that circulated widely among the treaty port cities from the late 1870s.100 Chinese valued the safety and security of foreign banks, which received most of their deposits from Chinese customers. Even so, foreign banks accounted for only 29 percent of all bank deposits in 1912.101

In the aftermath of the Sino-Japanese War, advocates of political reform prevailed upon a reluctant Qing court to establish quasi-public banks funded by the state. China’s first modern bank, the Imperial Bank of China (IBC), was founded in Shanghai in 1897. Organized as a limited liability joint-stock company, the IBC was modeled after the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, the largest foreign-owned bank operating in China. In addition to financing commercial ventures and guandu shangban self-strengthening enterprises, the IBC received licenses to mint coin and issue paper currency on behalf of the imperial state, but it made only minor inroads into the currency and commercial finance markets. In 1905 the Qing government replaced the IBC with the Da Qing (“Great Qing”) Bank, which was based in Beijing and intended to function as a central bank. In addition to its public financing, the Da Qing Bank sold shares by public subscription and accepted deposits. The Da Qing Bank received exclusive privilege to issue currency (although this was largely an empty gesture) and to manage the state treasury, and it also took over most of the remittances from the piaohao.102

The fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911 had a devastating effect on China’s financial system. A violent run on the Da Qing Bank’s reserves forced it to close its doors. Even more notable casualties of 1911 were the piaohao banks, already reeling from the deep erosion of their core tax remittance business to the Da Qing Bank. Within a few years nearly half of the piaohao (including most of the largest ones, with a total of 222 branches) had gone out of business (see Table 9.10). Although the piaohao institution largely disappeared, many of its managerial personnel went on to found modern private banks in the early Republican era.

Because qianzhuang and piaohao mostly supplied unsecured credit, they carefully scrutinized both their customers and employees and relied heavily on personal trust, long-standing business relations, and guarantors. Personal credit loans remained a substantial portion of the loan portfolios among modern banks as well down to the 1930s.103 Qianzhuang did business locally and knew their customers; the piaohao shirked the inherent risks of financing private enterprise by focusing on the guaranteed profits of handling government remittances. Neither type of institution paid much attention to attracting deposits to build up capital. The Chinese financial industry remained focused on short-term commercial lending and government finance. Even during the Republican era China’s modern banks made little contribution to industrial capital formation; most of their funds were invested in government bonds and personal lending, and as late as 1936 banks supplied only 12 percent of industrial financing.104

Another crucial – but often overlooked – development in the nineteenth-century Chinese economy was the dramatic growth of intra-Asian trade, especially after 1780. After the Qing rescinded its ban on maritime trade and travel in 1683, merchants from Guangdong and Fujian rushed to exploit new commercial opportunities throughout Southeast Asia, especially in the Philippines, the Mekong Delta, the Gulf of Siam, and Java. Emigration took off after 1754, when the Qing court lifted its restrictions on sojourning abroad. The influx of Chinese into Southeast Asia conformed to the classic pattern of a “trade diaspora.”105 Chinese merchants cultivated close relations with local rulers and the Dutch colonial regime in Batavia by providing services as purveyors of goods, revenue farmers, and administrators. Chinese ships and traders dominated maritime commerce within Southeast Asia as well as trade with China, displacing long-established merchant communities from South and West Asia.106 Chinese merchants even founded their own independent city-states, such as Hatien on the coast of Cambodia. (To be sure, the commercial efflorescence of this era also stimulated entrepreneurship among some indigenous communities, such as the Bugis of Sulawesi and the Sulu Sea islanders.)

In contrast to other seafaring communities, Chinese merchants also pushed beyond the port cities to develop commercial links with hinterland areas in the interior. In lightly populated areas such as the Malay Peninsula, the Mekong Delta, and Kalimantan (Borneo), local rulers welcomed Chinese settlers, miners, and planters. The pervasive insinuation of Chinese capital and labor into the region’s political economy has prompted historians to refer to the period between 1740 and 1840 as the “Chinese Century” in Southeast Asian history.107

The success of the Chinese in Southeast Asia has been attributed to their ability to construct cohesive social and economic communities across this “water frontier.”108 Chinese immigrants mostly came from a few homeland territories in Guangdong and Fujian, but they were sharply divided by ethnic and linguistic boundaries. Social solidarity was built among these immigrants through the ritual and religious bonds fostered by the institutions of temple associations and surname clans. Temple associations combined the culture of sworn brotherhoods with common worship of familiar tutelary deities from the homeland regions. Surname clans provided a form of fictive kinship for unrelated people sharing a common surname, utilizing the forms of lineage organization (such as worship of common ancestors) to establish quasi-familial ties.109 The Hakkas – an embattled ethnic minority in South China, long inured to frontier life in inhospitable environments – were a conspicuous presence among the overseas Chinese pioneers, especially in the mining camps. Gold and tin miners in Kalimantan and Malaysia formed syndicates known in Hakka as kongsi (in Mandarin, gongsi 公司) through which they pooled funds to cover their expenses until they received payment for the minerals they extracted. These syndicates – strongly tinged with the ethos of sworn brotherhoods – later evolved into more formal and hierarchically organized joint-stock companies dominated by merchant capitalists that reduced the miners’ remuneration to simple wages.110 Chinese planters in Malaysia also formed share partnerships on the kongsi model.111 In the nineteenth century the word kongsi /gongsi entered the common Chinese vernacular as the standard designation for a joint-stock corporation after initially being applied to foreign companies doing business in the Chinese treaty ports.112

From the 1780s, intra-Asian commerce flourished, driven primarily by exponential growth in trade in bulk commodities such as rice, opium, pepper, and gambier (a tree gum that was consumed with the betel nut, a ubiquitous stimulant throughout Southeast Asia). Kaoru Sugihara estimates that on the eve of the Opium War intra-Asian maritime trade was roughly a third greater in value than East–West trade.113 Grain-deficient areas of South China began to import large quantities of rice from Luzon, Siam, and the Mekong Delta. Chinese entrepreneurs established pepper and gambier plantations in Malaysia and Brunei, with the result that Southeast Asia’s share of the global pepper market surpassed that of India. Chinese merchants also played the leading role in the formation of a multilateral intra-Asian trade network centered on Southeast Asia’s new commercial capitals of Bangkok – capital of the Chakri dynasty of Siamese kings, founded in 1782 – and Singapore, which became the hub of Britain’s commercial empire in Asia after 1819.114 After 1850, Chinese trading houses and shopkeepers displaced indigenous merchants from wholesale and retail trade alike across much of maritime Southeast Asia. Chinese entrepreneurs also established processing firms such as rice mills, sugar refineries, sawmills, tin smelting works, and pineapple canneries, often utilizing gongsi syndicates to raise capital.115 Chinese-owned remittance houses in Hong Kong not only financed much of overseas Chinese trade, but also became a crucial source of investment capital in Southeast Asia (e.g., for rubber plantations and tin mines in Malaysia) during the second half of the nineteenth century.116

The opening of the treaty ports and growing integration in global markets created new opportunities for Chinese entrepreneurs. Silk and tea exports surged. Although subject to sharp cyclical fluctuations, silk exports rose thirty-fold from 2,000 piculs in 1844 to over 60,000 piculs annually by the late 1850s, and surpassed 100,000 piculs per year in the 1890s (Figure 9.10).117 Tea exports also boomed from the 1850s, reaching a peak level of 280 million pounds in 1880, when tea accounted for more than half of China’s total exports. However, in the final decades of the nineteenth century China’s tea exports fell precipitously as Indian tea seized most of the international market.118 Chinese entrepreneurs also expanded into East Asian markets, just as they had in Southeast Asia. Following the opening of Japan and Korea to foreign traders (as in China, on terms imposed by the Western powers), Chinese merchants quickly established themselves in the new treaty ports of Kobe (from 1868) and Inchon (from 1883). Down to the 1890s Chinese merchants handled nearly all British cotton textiles imported to Kobe (via Shanghai) in addition to raw cotton imports from China.119 Chinese dominance over the Korean import trade at Inchon has been attributed to their better access to capital and credit through piaohao banks that established overseas branches in both Korea and Japan.120

Figure 9.10 Chinese silk exports, 1844–1937



Source: Zhang Li 2010: 98, table 1.



The treaty port system also solidified Shanghai’s position as the hub of an international trading network that dominated not only China’s domestic and foreign trade but also the flow of Western manufactured goods as well as Chinese products to Korea and Japan.121 In 1874, more than 70 percent of total imports and nearly 50 percent of exports passed through Shanghai.122 Shanghai’s share of foreign trade diminished as the number of treaty ports proliferated, but the city still accounted for roughly half of both imports and exports in 1900. In contrast to other treaty ports, where both domestic and international imports tended to be consumed locally, Shanghai reexported the vast majority of its imports.123 Moreover, although China’s foreign trade balance turned negative after 1880, Shanghai itself maintained a strong trade balance except during the Sino-Japanese War (Figure 9.11).

Figure 9.11 Shanghai’s trade balance, 1882–1901



Source: Furuta 2000: 170, figure 6.4.



The rapid rise of Shanghai as the linchpin of the East Asian international trade network owed far more to the entrepreneurial energies of Chinese merchants than to the intrusion of Western capitalism. Although foreign firms continued to dominate exports, the import trade (and reexports abroad) largely gravitated to Chinese firms. After 1880, in the face of stiff competition and diminishing profits, many venerable foreign trading firms failed or withdrew from the Chinese market; others redirected their business interests toward finance, shipping, and insurance.124 The success of Chinese merchants in capturing the lion’s share of the growth in foreign trade has been attributed to their business networks, which created backward linkages into production and credit and forward linkages into marketing and distribution into trades such as rice imports from Southeast Asia and handicraft cotton textile manufacture (using imported yarn) for both domestic and foreign markets.125

The growth of domestic trade in the nineteenth century was accompanied by the expansion of merchant networks based on native place ties. But in the post-Taiping era of reconstruction, merchants tended to form new guilds based on trade or business (known as gongsuo 公所, or “public halls”) instead of exclusive native place ties. The older huiguan native place associations also became internally differentiated, with separate bang fellowships for individual trades.126 Trade guilds also began to perform quasi-governmental functions such as collecting lijin taxes, leading to more formal recognition by the state that gave them an unprecedented voice in commercial affairs.127 Through their guilds Chinese merchants exerted more direct influence not only in regulation of trade and finance, but also in municipal governance. In Hankou, a treaty port populated by recently arrived immigrants, merchant leaders collaborated across parochial native-place boundaries to form citywide institutions such as militias, fire-fighting brigades, and philanthropic societies. Under the leadership of the so-called “Eight Great Guilds,” Hankou’s merchant elite exercised broad authority in municipal governance, public security, and public works. The Eight Great Guilds became the institutional foundation for the chamber of commerce founded in 1898.128 Merchant elites in other commercial centers formed similar citywide leadership circles – for example, the Eight Provincial Associations in Chongqing and the Big Eight Families in Tianjin – to mediate commercial disputes and increasingly, after 1850, to assume leadership roles within the urban community.129

Still, family ties, personal relationships, and native-place affiliations continued to carry great weight in defining one’s place within the “fiduciary community,” as the continuing dominance of Shanxi and Ningbo firms in finance demonstrates.130 The salient place of social networks and kinship institutions such as lineage trusts in Chinese business often has been regarded as favoring a “patronage economy” that hindered the development of impersonal, professional management, the adoption of modern corporations, or indeed the emergence of capitalism itself.131 Of course, Chinese entrepreneurs were well aware of the constraints imposed by kinship obligations. For example, native-place ties were essential to gaining employment in the Shanxi piaohao banks, but as a rule these firms did not hire kinsmen, to avoid nepotism and entanglements that could compromise effective decision-making and the firm’s best interests. Moreover, the agency partnership (see Chapter 8, pp. 336–41), in which shareholders entrusted decision-making to professional managers, was widely practiced even among family firms.132 Lineage trusts, like individual entrepreneurs, often invested their funds in a diverse portfolio of commercial enterprises as well as real estate assets to balance profit-seeking with security. Before the development of mechanized industry, few enterprises required the large-scale, long-term capital accumulation and investment for which the modern corporation is well-suited. Mining was one industry that did have significant and growing capital and technical requirements. In the Zigong salt yards in Sichuan, it became common for diverse investors – including local landowners, lineages trusts, and Shanxi merchants, often brought together by what we might call venture capitalists – to form partnerships run by professional managers that integrated exploration, production, refining, and marketing.133 We also see that the leading industrial enterprises in early twentieth-century China typically combined features of both social networks and hierarchical corporate management, and foreign corporations such as British American Tobacco and Standard Oil flourished by developing partnerships with local agents, suppliers, and merchandising networks rather than strictly relying on vertically controlled corporate organizations.134 Although it is true that at the end of the Chinese empire – just as in today’s capitalist world – many firms and business leaders staunchly opposed innovations that threatened their self-interest, others displayed adaptability and an openness to new modes of doing business.







Conclusion

China’s defeats in the Opium Wars compromised the imperial court’s sovereign powers, and the devastation wrought by the mid-century rebellions undermined its sway over the economy. The Qing fiscal system – rooted in the Confucian ideals of supporting agriculture as the economic base of society, minimal taxation, and an unwavering commitment on the part of the state to protect and preserve the people’s livelihood – was shattered. Under the rubric of “self-strengthening,” the Qing government adopted a new model of political economy, enlarging its revenues by shifting from direct to indirect taxation and investing in enterprises such as arsenals, steamships, mines, and telegraph services requiring imported technologies. But these initiatives failed to harness private entrepreneurship or to develop the managerial skills necessary to put them on a sound financial footing. Provincial and local authorities frequently imposed arbitrary and often exploitative exactions, further weakening the fiscal foundations of the empire. New tensions emerged between the imperial government and local elites who saw their interests as increasingly detached from those of the Qing dynasty. The failure of the Qing modernization efforts was painfully revealed in China’s humiliating defeat in its war against Japan in 1894–95.

The debacle of the Sino-Japanese War finally prompted fundamental change in economic policy. The Treaty of Shimonoseki of 1895 granted foreign firms rights to operate manufacturing ventures in the thirty-plus treaty ports and to form joint ventures to invest in railroad construction. For the first time foreign capital and mechanized industry began to exert a significant impact on the Chinese economy. The treaty also saddled the Qing court with an enormous indemnity, which forced the state to seek private financing and foreign loans to service its debt. Serious contemplation of substantive political change inspired a movement for political reform that temporarily won imperial endorsement in 1898, but proved abortive. The Boxer rebellion fiasco of 1900, in contrast, made reform imperative. During the first decade of the twentieth century tentative steps were taken toward reinventing the Qing empire as a constitutional monarchy and grafting new institutions of public finance, commercial law, banks, and schools borrowed from the West onto a revamped bureaucracy. But the new economy that began to emerge at the close of the nineteenth century only hastened the final collapse of the empire in 1911.

China’s gradual incorporation into an increasingly globalized economy created both challenges and opportunities. Foreign trade, which rose dramatically after 1860, was a crucial catalyst for change. China’s share of world merchandise exports was twice as great as that of Japan in 1913, and still 50 percent greater in 1929 (although in per capita terms China’s share was far lower).135 By the 1880s, more than half of total silk output was exported.136 The terms of trade (measured in import and export prices) also improved by 25 percent in China’s favor between 1870 and 1913.137 But the economic changes set in motion by new commercial and industrial forces exacerbated existing regional inequalities. Coastal regions fared better than the interior. Hinterland areas increasingly fell behind the coastal areas in real incomes and social welfare.138 The state’s capacity to transfer resources from richer to poorer areas – long a staple feature of the imperial political economy and a crucial fulcrum of social stability – waned. Ecological fragility, already evident in 1800, precipitated natural disasters that escalated into profound human tragedies, such as the devastating North China famine of 1876–79, which claimed ten million or more lives.139

By many measures, China achieved impressive economic growth in the early decades of the twentieth century. Yet the pace of economic change appeared to be more dramatic than actually was the case. The phenomenal transformation of Shanghai, where 40 percent of China’s modern industry was located in 1933, masked the more gradual and uneven degree of economic development elsewhere. Modern industry grew rapidly, at a rate of more than 8 percent per year between 1912 and 1936, but still accounted for only 2.5 percent of GDP in 1933, while handicraft industries held steady at 7.5 percent of GDP throughout this period. Although exports increased nearly five-fold between 1870 and 1929, China’s share of global merchandise exports remained constant at 2 percent.140 The extractive power of the state – now fractured into regional warlord regimes, a debilitated national government, and increasingly autonomous local powerholders – increased, thanks in large part to modern transport and weaponry. Yet China’s new political leaders provided little in the way of services, public investment, or social welfare. Local governments and economic elites exercised greater influence on economic development than the national state. The permeability of a region to new product, currency, and credit markets also was often determined by local interest groups.141 But the inability to fulfill traditional commitments to welfare or to ameliorate the economic reversals and distress that afflicted China during these turbulent years of unremitting warfare, social turmoil, and ultimately global depression vitiated the legitimacy of China’s rulers. In the wake of this failure to refashion political economy to meet the demands of the modern era, political authority was ceded to the upstart Communist leaders who would launch China onto a path of radical economic experimentation.
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