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The Secular Trend of Prices during the
Ch’ing Period (1644-1911)

YEH-CHIEN WANG

The movement of prices is one of the most important economic barometers for a society
where money is used. It is a yardstick for the measurement of changes in the purchasing power of
money and in real income and wealth of an economic unit: a household, a firm, a district, or a
country. Moreover, it reflects the general state of economy, buoyant or sluggish, stable or chaotic.
Without this barometer, therefore, one can hardly go very far towards understanding the economic
conditions of a society. The present essay is an attempt to trace the secular trend of prices and to
render at most a partial explanation of the trend throughout the Ch’ing period.

Needless to say, at the present stage our knowledge of Ch’ing price movement is far from
adequate. Though there is a price series covering the entire period under consideration, its validity
is very much open to doubt.! Nevertheless, thanks to the painstaking efforts made in the past few
decades by a number of scholars several invaluable senes of sh 1 \duratlon o exist. On the basis
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* The author wishes to thank the East Asian Research Center of Harvard University and the Social Science
Research Council for their financial assistance which enabled him to complete the present article.
1 In his book Chung-kuo huo-pi-shih (The monetary history of China) P’eng Hsin-wei constructed two series
of rice prices—one in terms of silver and the other in copper cash—for the period 1651-1910. However, 1
have very serious doubt about the validity of his series because of his unwarranted methodology. Being
unable to find price data over a long period for a single city, a province, or even a broader area, he simply
lumped together all price data of the same year and struck an average without regard to their geographical
differences. This method can be justified only when differences in the level of prices between various
provinces are minimal. Nevertheless, as shown in our study on rice prices of the Yung-cheng period, the
price of this staple varied substantially from one province to another. Even more serious is the fact that
his data lack consistency in coverage. For a certain year, for instance, the computed price might be the
average price of Szechwan and Peking, for another year that of Soochow, Hangchow, and Canton, and for
still another year simply the price of Kweichow. Hence I see little value in P’eng’s series. See P’eng
Hsin-wei, Chung-kuo huo-pi-shi, Shanghax, Chun lien ch’u-pan—she, 1954 1, 542, 549 560, 573
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Before we attempt to construct the index number of prices, it is desirable to advance two
propositions. First, it is assumed that among the country’s three most populous areas of Canton,
Shanghai-Soochow and Tientsin-Peking, where price data of reasonably good quality and of
relatively long period are available, prices were moving in the long run in a closely parallel fashion.
Since these areas were connected by sea along the coast and by the Grand Canal, we have reason to
believe that the secular trends of prices would not be far different from one area to another.
Moreover, two specific studies—one on the movement of the rice price in the early 18th century
and the other on the movement of general prices in the early 20th centu onfirm clearly the
validity of tlus proposmon Second it 1s assumed that the rice price can s a standard-bearer

: y: rice, was the staple food
ort: i t; it is therefore natural that
the eadmg. ole in the movement of general prices. Also, as indicated
roposmon is in general accord with reality.

the price of rice would
in Table 5 and Chart 4, t

Based on the two propositions above we can henceforth justifiably construct a rough index
number of prices for the Ch’ing period by connecting a number of shorter price series of different
areas and of different commodity composition. In the following tables all prices are expressed in
terms of silver; prices originally expressed in terms of copper cash have been converted into their
silver equivalents according to the prevailing exchange rate between the two.3 The decision in favor
of silver as a standard of value is made because not only are most price data, that we possess,
quoted in terms of silver but also the value of silver was in general relatively stable vis-a-vis that of
copper cash.*

II

e second half of the

For a good part of the first half century of the Chj

Table 1 and Chart 1, thl a penod of drastic ﬂuctuatlon in prices with a tendency to decline
until the early 1680’s; henceforth, the price of rice stabilized and moved up gradually throughout
the rest of the century. Given 1682 as the base year, the price index was as high as 688 in 1646
and 500 in 1647; it declined with sharp turns to 100 in 1682 and then rose to 131 in 1698,

2 Cf. Ch'iian Han-sheng and Wang Yeh-chien, “Ch’ing Yung-cheng nien-chien ti mi-chia™ cited in note 1,
Nankai University Committee on Social and Economic Research, Wholesale Prices and Price Index
Numbers in North China, 1913-1929, Tientsin, Nankai University, 1929, pp.11-12.

3 In Ch’ing times China’s monetary system was rather close to “parallel bimetallism™ in which both silver
and copper cash served as the media of exchange and means of payment. In general silver was used in the
wholesale market or for business of relatively large transaction, whereas cash was used in the retail
market and for the payment of daily wages. Nevertheless, there was also an mdeﬁnable common field in
which both could perform the same function. Although the governm ‘4 prity of one tael of silver
to 1,000 cash, the rule was hardly followed i in the market. Rather, the ‘excha rate between the two was
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TABLE 1
The Index Number of Rice Prices in Shanghai, 1646-1698
Pricé® Index Number
Year taels per shih 1682 =100
1646 5.00 - 6.00 688
1647 4.00 ; 500
1649 125
1650 219
1651 500
1652 500
1653 500
1657 il 0.60 - 0.80 88
1659 g 2.00 250
1661 1.50 - 2.00. 219
1662 1.40-2.10 219
1663 0.90 113
1669 0.70- 0.80° 94
1670 0.90-1.30 138
1671 1.30 163
1672 0.83 104
1678 0.93 116
1679 1.40- 2.00 213
1680 2.00 250
1682 0.76 - 0.85 100
1683 0.80 - 0.90 106
1684 113
1685 113
1693 125
1698 131

a The prices are those of the polished rice (pai-mi). In several cases only the price of the unpolished rice
(ts’ao-mi) or the newly harvested rice (Asin-mij is given. There are also cases, however, in which the prices
of both grades of rice are known. The difference between them is almost always 0.2 tael per shih.
Accordingly, those prices originally stated in terms of the unpolished or newly harvested rice are adjusted
to those of the polished rice by an increase of 0.2 tael per shih.

b The date of this price as originally stated is apparently a mistake. It should be 1669 instead of 1670.

¢ The price is arrived at by a slight upward adjustment of 0.05 tael from the price of the high-grade rice
(same as the polished rice) in Soochow, for, according to the evidence (1682) in the source cited below,
the price in Shanghai was then 0.05 tael higher than that in Soochow.

Source: Yeh Meng-chu, “Yueh-shih pien” (Notes on practical experience), 7 .1-3 and 6 in Shang-hai chang-
Ju tsung-shu (Collected works on the historical materials of Shanghai), First Collection, Shanghai,
1935; Ch'iian Han-sheng, “Mei-chou pai-yin. . ... .” cited under Table 2.
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CHART 1
The Index Number of Rice Prices in Shanghai, 1646-1698
(1682 = 100)
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On the 18th century price movement Professor Ch’lian Han-sheng has done a pioneer work
although a great deal of source materials remain to be exploited.’ His series of raw silk prices in
Canton portrays a generally upward trend. Roughly speaking, the price of this commodity some-
what more than doubled in the course of the whole century (see Table 2 and Chart 2). A crucial
question must, however, be asked: i.e., whether the price behavior of raw silk was then typical of
that of general prices; for the series would be of little value for our present purpose if it is atypical.
Nonetheless, impressionistic and scattered evidence of rice prices for the period does indicate a
trend generally consistent with that of the Canton silk prices.

We may first look at the prices of rice in the Soochow- ! drea as told by contem-
porary local scholars. As noted in Table 1, a shih' of rice was 1'at one tael in Soochow (1.05
taels in Shanghai) at the end of the 17th century In'1753 Huang Ang observed that the normal
price of this staple had ately become 1.5 taels per shih in his native city, Wu-hsi (an important rice
market close to Soochow), in contrast to one tael prior to the Yung-cheng period (1723-35).° Still
half a century later, according to Feng Kuei-fen (1809-1874), a prominent scholar-gentry in
Soochow, it stayed genérally above the level of two taels.” The trend of rising prices in the century
caught the attention of at least two more scholars in the area. One recalled an increase of the
normal price in the retail rice market of Soochow from something more than 1,000 cash to
2,700-3,500 cash per shih during the Ch’ien-lung period (1736-95); the other noted a similar rise
from 900-1,000 cash to 2,800-3,000 cash per shih in Hsiao-shan, a district close to Hangchow, for
about the same period.® In other words, the retail price of this important commodity in terms of
cash tripled over the six decades of 1736-95. Since the value of cash as measured by silver
decreased by a half — from 700 to about 1,400 cash to a tael of silver — during the same time,® we
may conclude that the rice price moved up by approximately 50 per cent in the later half of the
18th century as it did in the preceeding five decades. It follows that the pnce mcreased by about
125 per cent for the century as a whole.

~ | ast. In the middle of the
) iangsi witnessed the same. In this city rice was sold
1706 1709 (two years of normal harvest).’® Afterwards the price

around 0.7 tael per s

5 On the 18th century price studies, see Ch’ian Han-sheng, “Mei-chou pai-yin . . . ” cited under Table 2;
Ch’iian Han-sheng and Wang Yeh-chien, “Ch’ing Yung-cheng nien-chien ti mi-chia” cited in note 1; Chiian
Han-sheng and Wang Yeh-chien, “Ch’ing chung-yeh i-ch'ien Chiang Che mi-chia ti pien-tung ch'i-shih”
(Fluctuation trends of the rice price in Kiangsu and Chekiang before the middle of the Ch’ing dynasty),
CYYY,Extra Vol. 4 (1960), pp.351-357; Han-sheng Ch’ilan and Richard A. Kraus, “Mid-Ch’ing Rice
Markets and Trade — An Essay in Price History”, an unpublished manuscript. On grain prices in 18th
century China a rich source of materials is yet to be exploited. The National Palace Museum at Taipei
possesses tens of thousands of memorials submitted to the Manchu emperors by the provincial officials;
among those memorials many are regular price reports of which only a small portion has been published
in Ku-kung wen-hsien (Ch’ing documents at National Palace Museum), a quarterly journal first published
in December 1969.

Huang Ang, Hsi Chin shih-hsizo lu (Miscellaneous notes on Wu-hsi and Chin-kuei), 1896, 1.7b-8.

7 Feng Kuei-fen, Hsien-chih-t ‘ang kao (Essays by Feng Kuei-fen), 1876, 12.22.
Ch’ien Yung, Li-yuan ts'ung-hua (Collected essays of Ch’ien Yung), 1870, 1.
meng-hen Iu (lit., “Traces of dreams in my mckness”), 1872 B.56b-5

[}

; Wang Hui-tsu, Ping-ta

ia pien-tung(Changes in the
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TABLE 2
The Index Number of Raw Silk Prices in Canton, 1699-1799
Price Index Number
Year Taels per picul 1699-1702 = 100
1699 127-137
1702
1703
1704
1722
1723
1724
1731
1750
1755 190-195
1757 225-250
1759 198
- 1763. . 240 - 250
1765 269
1767 265
1768 265 - 294
1770 300
1771 265-275
1773 273
1774 i 273-278
1776 275
17717 201
1780 201
1783 208
1784 235
1785 220
1787 212
1792 236
1793 193
1798 218
1799 205

Source: Ch’uan Han-sheng, “Meichou pai-yin yu shih-pa shih-chi Chung-kuo wu-chia ke-ming ti kuan-shi”
(American silver and the price revolution in China during the 18th century), CYYY, Vol. 28
(1957), pp.517-550.
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CHART 2
The Index Number of Raw Silk Prices in Canton, 1699-1799
(1699-1702 = 100)
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averaged 0.9 tael in the Yung-cheng period (1723-35) and rose above the level of one tael in the
40’s.11 When the century drew to an end it was probably within the range of 1.5-1.7 taels per shih
in normal years.’? Accordingly, the rice price in Nanchang also registered an increase of 120-130%
throughout the century. '

m

More price series of better quality are available for the 19th than for the 18th century. Based
on the daily records of a store in Ning-chin hsien of Chihli Province, an index number of retail
prices (in terms of cash) for twelve food and handicraft products overin 1rst half of the 19th
century has been constructed by Yen Chungpmg,;; ‘note
converted into an index in silver, it depicts a generally.
movement. As shown in Table 3 and Chart 3, the index number was moving around the 100 level
(the average price for 1. ing 100) in the first one and a half decades of the century, down
to 85 in 1820, and henceforth after a brief and strong rally in the early 30’s, further down to 55 in
1850. In other words, the level of prices had gone down by almost a half during the first five
decades of the century.

In addition, the index number of retail prices of food products outside Peking, which was
constructed .y Sidney D. Gamble and dated at 1829, portrays an almost parallel movement to
that of the M...;-chin series (see Chart 3 and Table 4). The metropolitan province was not the only
area Ulat - nesqed fulling prices in the first half of the 19th century. Rather, the deflation was felt
in the north as wzil as in the south. In the Soochow area, for example, the aforementioned scholar,
Feny Kuei-fen, noted that the normal price of unpolished rice had declined by the late 40°s to
hardly over one tael per shih in constrast to the level of over two taels per shih about a half
century before.'? Meanwhxle the nce price fell to less than a tael per sh1h in 1839.in Kiangsi and

] ¢ last five or six
lucational commissioner
been in the Chia-ch’ing

period (1796-1820).”' 5

11 See Ch’uan Han-sheng and\Wang ‘Yeh-chlen,“Ch'mg Yung-cheng nien-chien ti mi-chia”, pp. 165- 166. Also
cf. Ho Chang-ling, comp., Huang-ch'ao ching-shih wen-pien (Collected works on statecraft during the
Ch’ing period), 1886, 39.22.

12 In 1803 the provincial authorities of Kiangsi reported to the throne that the bad harvest last year in the
prefectures of Nan-chang and Shui-chou caused the rice price to rise to the level of 2.4-3.4 taels per <hih
which was twice the price in normal years. We may therefore infer that the normal price then would be
somewhere between 1.2 and 1.7 taels per shih. As the price level in Nanchang was generally higher than
that in other districts, it is reasonable to believe that the price in that city fell in the upper range, say
1.5-1.7 taels, rather than in the lower range. For source, see Jen-tsung shih-lu (The veritable records of
Emperor Jen-tsung), Tokyo, 1937-38, 109.5. For the relative levels of rice prices in different districts of -
Kiangsi, cf. Ku-kung wen-hsien, 1.1 (December 1969), pp.134, 182, 185, 187-188, 190, 193, 195, 198,

13 Feng Kuei-fen, 10.21.

14 Pao Shih-ch’en, An-wu ssu-chung (Four works of Pao Shih-ch’en), 1872 preface, 26.15; Tao Hsien T'ung
Kuang ssu-ch’ao tsou-i (Memorials for the Tao-kuang, Hsien-feng, T ung-chih, and Kuang-hsu periods),
Taipei, the Commercial Press, 1970, Vol. 2, p.701. 0

15 P'eng Yun—chang, Kuei P'u-an ts’ung-kao (Collected wotks of P’eng Yu
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TABLE 3
The Index Number of Retail Prices in Ning-chin hsien, Chihli, 1800-1850

(1801=100)

Index No. of Index No. of Retail Prices Index No. of Retail Prices
Year Silver-cash Ratio in terms of cash in terms of silver

) (2 3) (4)=(3) = (2)

1800 103 85
1801 100 100
1802
1803
1804
1805
1806
1807
1808
1809
1810 109
1811 104
1812 105
1813
1814
1815
1816
1817
1818
1819
1820
1821
1822
1823
1824
1825
1826
1827
1828
1829
1830
1831
1832
1833 131 105

1834 130 . 113

1835 136 110

1836 143 107

1843 159 100

1844 166 100. .
1845 195 102
1850 214 : 117

ol 83
100
105
106
108
101
105
112
104
101

95
101
100

ing-chi-shiki 4i tzuligo hsiian-chi
m China), Peking, K’o-hstieh ch’u-pan-
she, 1955, pp.37-38...
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CHART 3
Index Numbers of Retail Prices in Chihli, 1800-1860
* (Ning-chin Series: 1801 = 100; Peking Series: 1845 = 100)
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TABLE 4
Index Number of Retail Prices outside Peking, 1829-1858
' (1845 = 100)

Year Index Number
1829 105
1832 138
1836 142
1841 M3
1842 L1090
1845 51100
1850 89
1853 75
1856 63
1858 103

Source: Sidney D. Gamble, “Daily Wages of Unskilled Chinese Laborers, 1807-1902”, The Far Eastern
Quarterly, 3.1 (November 1943), pp.41-73.

1880

TABLE §
Index Numbers of Prices in China, 1860-1915
(1875 =100)
Nankai Wholesale Prices Retail Prices Rice Price in Retail Prices

Year of Imports and Exports outside Peking Shanghai Ho-chiang, Szechwan

1) 2 (3) 4 - )
1860 -
1861 -
1862 -
1863 —
1864 -
1865 - 122 166 -
1866 - - 160 -
1867 121 - 152 -
1868 130 - 154 -
1869 126 - 121 -
1870 122 113 154 -
1871 125 - 120 -
1872 124 - 108 -
1873 126 -
1874 111 -
1875 100 100
1876 107 -
1877 100 135
1878 100 121

1879
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TABLE 5 (cont'd)

. Index Numbers of Prices in China, 1860-1915
(1875 = 100)

Year

(1)

Nankai Wholesale Prices Retail Prices . Rice Price in Retail Prices
of Imports and Exports outside Peking Shanghai Ho-chiang, Szechwan

(2) (3) (4 (5

1881
1882
1883
1884
1885
1886
1887
1888
1889
1890
1891
1892
1893
1894
1895
1896
1897
1898
1899
1900
1901
1902
1903
1904
1905
1906
1907
1908
1909
1910
1911
1912
1913
1914
1915

105 102
97

237 - 233 -
250 - 240 -
245 - 200 -
256 - 240 -
255 - 320 -
249 - - -
264 - - -
283 - - -
256 - - 294

Sources: (1)

2
3)
4
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The quarter of a century following the outbreak of the Taiping Rebellion (1850-64)
witnessed a wide fluctuation in prices. In the first several years of the civil war prices were as low
as, or even lower than, what they had been in the late 1840’. In the suburbs of Peking, for
instance, prices dropped by more than a third between 1850 and 1856 (see Table 4 and Chart 3).
In Anhwei the rice price declined to less than a tael per shih after the fall of Nanking in 1853 while
in Soochow it remained as low as it had been previously.'® Unusually low prices were also reported
in other provinces.'” Near the end of the war, however, prices soared to a record high. In Shanghai
the rice which was sold at about 1.35 taels per shih in the spring of 1854 could not be bought for
less than four taels in 1862-64.'® In Anhwei and Kiangsi, moreover, the rice price which used to
be less than one tael per shih in the early 50’ roieoto aroun taels in 1863.'° In Tientsin, the

early Tung-chih penod ]
By the mid-70’s the pn;
18th century.2?

For the post-Taiping period of the dynasty a few series of price index numbers and certain
amount of price data are available. The most comprehensive and reliable series is the index number
of wholesale prices of all imports and exports (from 1867 on) consfructed on the basis of the
Maritime Customs data by the Nankai Institute of Economics. There is also Gamble’s series of
retail prices outside Peking (1860-1900). In addition, I have compiled two new series: one of rice
prices in Shanghai based also on the Maritime Customs data—“Forty years values of the principal
articles of Chinese produce, 1862-1911”—, and one of retail prices in Ho-chiang, Szechwan
(1875-1915). As indicated in Table 5 and Chart 4 the former three series all illustrate an obvious

16 Hsi Yii-fu, et. al, comp., Huang-ch'ao cheng-tien lei-tsuan (A classified compendium of the administrative
statutes of the Ch'ing dynasty), 1903 preface, 50.12; Feng Kuei-fen, 10.21.

17 Hu Lin-i, Hu Wen-chung-kung i-chi (The works of Hu Lin-i), Hupei, 1875, p: 16b* Chung-kuo jen-min
ym-hang comp ., Chung-kuo chm tai huo-px-shih tzu-lmo (Mgte 4 the onetary history of modern

18 The Inspectorate Ge . -
North China Herald, ! 4 1854 The prices were onﬁnally stated in silver dolla.rs per plcul. I have
converted them into th taels per shih according to the ratios as follows:

1 tael = 1.4 dollars 1 shih = 1.4 piculs

19 Tseng kuo-fan, Tseng Wen-cheng kung ch’iian-chi (Complete works of Tseng kuo-fan), Shanghai,
Shih-chieh shu-chi, 1936, Vol II, p.607.

20 British Parliamentary Paper, 1864, Vol 63, 3302.36.

21 In the mid-18th century the rice price in Wu-hsi, as noted before (note 6), was normally around 1.5 taels
per shih. Since Wu-hsi was an important rice market upon which the food supply of Soochow and
Shanghai depended in part, the rice price in these two cities should therefore be somewhat higher (say
1.6-1.7 taels per shih) than in Wu-hsi. In the years 1873-77 the price of the non-glutinous rice averaged at
2.98 dollars or 2.15 taels per shih in Shanghai which was about 25% higher than the 1750°s level
(assumed to be 1.7 taels). In the years 1882-83 the high-grade rice averaged at 1.89 taels and 1.77 taels in
Soochow and Wu-hsi respectively, or about 18% higher than the 1750’s level. Since the decade between
1875 and 1885, as we shall see in the text, prices remained largely stable, we may consider the prices of
1882-83 essentially the same as those of 1875. Therefore, it would not be far from the mark to conclude
that the level of the rice price was around 20% higher in 1875 than in 1750. For sources, see “‘Shang-hai
tsui-chin wu-shih1iu nien mi-chia t’ung-chi” (Statistics on the price of rice in:Shanghai since 1872),
She-hui yueh-k'an (Monthly Journal of the Bureau of Socinl Affairs) bruary 1929), pp. 1 25; Lm
I-cheng, “Chiang-su ko-ti ch’ien-liu-pai nien-chien chi mi-chia™
the past 1600 years) luhohsueh tm chih' (J oumal
appendix. :
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trend of falling prices before the mid-70’s. The next decade was on the whole a period of stability
as shown by the Nankai series; the fluctuations demonstrated in other series probably reflected
local conditions. From the mid-80’s onward prices were unmistakably on the rise; all four series
portray an upward trend. Given 1875 as the base year, prices had increased by one half by 1895

and by one and a half at the end of dynasty.

CHART 4
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On the basis of the data set forth above, we can now construct a rough index number of
prices for the whole period. The results are presented in Table 6 and illustrated in Chaxt 5. To sum
up, the long-term movement of prices in the Ch’ing period may be roughly divided into five phases:
(1) The period from the beginning of the Manchu dynasty to 1682 was one of violent fluctuation
in prices with a tendency to fall, especially in the first two decades. Taking 1682 as the base year,
the index number of prices in the first few years of the period stood as high as 500 or even 688.(2)
The approximately 120 years from 1682 to the end of the 18th century can be termed as one of
mild inflation, for the index number went up to 300 by the latter date. (3) The first half (especially
the second quarter) of the 19th century was generally a period of severe deflation. The movement
of prices lost its vigor at the beginning of the century and remained virtually standstill for more than
a decade; then it took a sharp turn dowuward until 1850 when Qex number dropped to 150.

scene of turbulent b

to 500, a level as hig at of 1647. Henceforth it fell precipitously and reached the trough at
240 by the mid-70’s. (5) The remaining years of the dynasty (1875-1911) witnessed the most
inflationary phase, with the exception of the period of the Taiping Rebellion. The index number

remained stable around 240 for about a decade from 1875 to 1885, but shot up thereafter to 600
on the eve of the 1911 revolution.

TABLE 6
The Index Number of Prices in the Ch’ing Period (1682 = 100)

Year Index Number

1646
1682
1700
1750
1800
1815
1850
1864
1875
1885
1895
1910

v

Why did the secular trend of prices follow such an uneven course as is shown in Chart 57 A
satisfactory answer cannot be given at the present stage because we have as yet known very little
about the significant variables that determine the price behavior such as the supply of money, the
velocity of money, the size of national output, and the degree of commercialization. Therefore,
the answer given here is inevitably an mcomplete one. My explanato marks below rely heavily
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CHART 35

The Index Number of Prices in the Ch’ing Period
(1682 = 100)
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The extremely high level of prices at the beginning of the Ch’ing period was certainly the
result of civil strife and the Manchu onslaught during the dynastic transition. Both in the south
and the north of the country much land was devastated and irrigation works destroyed by war and
natural catastrophe. According to official statistics, for example, the total area of cultivated land
decreased from over 700 million mou in 1578 to around 405 million mou in 1645.22 Although
the latter figure is probably understated, the massive destruction of human life and productive
land in the period is beyond any doubt. The severe damage of the country’s productive capacity
caused a serious shortage of supplies, especially food, which naturally led to exorbitant prices in
the market.23 :

With the establishment of the Manc reglme at Pekmg ctmn revived as peace and
order was restored in on |
and more goods became :
the shortage of silver as: :ult of the embargo policy of the new regime. After the Manchu gained
control of the China mainland a faction of Ming loyalists led by Cheng Ch’eng-kung took Taiwan.
Not only did they trade with the people on the coast, but also they frequently launched
amphibious attacks on the Manchu forces. In order to cut off the supply to Cheng and his
followers the government put into effect in 1661 a very rigid policy of embargo: the population
on the coast was forced to move inland and no ships were allowed to enter Chinese ports. For
more ‘than two decades foreign trade came to a total halt. Since China did not possess rich silver
mines, the supply of the precious metal depended primarily on trade abroad. With the prohibition
of trade, silver could not find its way into China. While domestic production of goods was
increasing, the amount of silver in circulation became less and less owing to exhaustion and
hoarding. Consequently, prices stumbled from time to time 24

It should be pointed out, however, that not until the suppression of the Rebellion of the
Three Feudatories in 1682 and the pamﬁcatlon of Tuwan the next’ year was the Manchu

of flood and drought."’ 2 these reasons’ pnces reacted wolently at times.

With the complete paciﬁcation of the land and the ending of trade embargo in the early
1680’s the country entered into an unusually long period of political and economic stability.
During this period (1682-1800), as noted before, the index number of prices climbed up from 100
to 300. The fact that there was an upward trend in the movement of prices for the period has been
admirably analyzed from the viewpoint of silver influx by Professor Ch’iian Han-sheng.2®
According to his observation, the restoration of peace and order in China and the ending of the
embargo in the late 17th century opened a new era in the Sino-Western trade (especially the
Sino-British trade). As the demand of Western countries for Chinese tea and silk increased rapidly

22 Ping-ti Ho, Studies on the Population of China, 1368-1953, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1959,
pp-102, 236.

23 Cf. our essay “Ch’ing chung-yeh i-ch’ien...... ” cited in note 5.

24 Ch’iian Han-sheng, “Mei-chou paiyin...... »

25 Cf.Ch’ian Han-sheng and Wang Yeh-chien, “Ch mg-tm ti jenrk
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while the Chinese showed little interest in their products except precious metals, China always
maintained a sizable favorable balance of trade. Accordingly, enormous amounts of silver kept
flowing into the country. Although the exact quantity of specie imported is unknown, the
estimated total ranges from nearly 150 million to 500 million silver dollars for about one and a
quarter centuries from 1700-1826. 27 Since silver was the principal medium of exchange and
means of payment in China, the tremendous inflow of specie resulted directly in the increase of
the quantity of money in circulation and indirectly in the rise of prices in the market.

In addition to the growth in the amount of silver in cuculatmn thenj: was an increase m the

commercial developm the domestic market was even more remarkable, as can be seen in the
interregional trade of grain, salt, and cotton textiles. 28The influx of silver dollars further helped
the process of commercial transaction. As noted above, silver was the principal medium of
exchange. But the government did not issue silver coins of any kind until almost the close of the
19th century, hence the metal in circulation had no standardized form. In business transactions
people had to weigh it and examine its fineness. In contrast, silver dollars imported from the West
were standardized in form, weight, and fineness, hence they proved to be far more convenient as a
medium of exchange than the traditional silver ingots or pieces. It goes without saying that the
more flourishing is the trade and the less unwieldy is the medium of exchange, the greater is the
velocity of money.

On the other hand, we must also consider a few factors on the side of demand. Other things
being equal, an increase in the supply of money and/or its velocity will push up the level of prices;
an increase in the demand for money for busmess transacti lower it. In this period

statistics indicate an in¢ illion 312 from 608 million mou in 1685. 3% There
was, moreover, at least:; erate rise in land yields through more labor-intensive cultivation, the
improvement of irrigation and water control works, the use of better seeds, the extension of
double-croping, and the introduction of new crops from abroad such as the sweet potato, maize,

27 Ch’uan Han-sheng, “Mei-chou pai-yin . .. ... ” p.546; Yu Chieh-chi’ung,1700-1937 nien Chung-kuo
yin-huo shu-ch’u-ju ti i-ko ku-chi (An estimate of the export and import of silver in China, 1700-1937),
Changsha, the Commercial Press, 1940, p.36.

28 Cf. Fujii Hiroshi, “Shinan shdin no kenkyii” (A study of the merchants of Hsin-an), T6y6 Gakuhéo, 36.1
(June 1953), pp.1-44, 36.2 (September 1953), pp.32-60; Ping-ti Ho, “The Salt Merchants of Yang-chou:
A Study of Commercial Capitalism in 18th-Century China”, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, Vol. 17,
Nos. 1-2 (June 1954), pp.130-168; Ch’lian Han-sheng, “Ya-p’ien chan-cheng ch'ien Chiang-su ti
mien-fang-chih-yeh” (The cotton textile industry of Kiangsu befor Opium War),. Tsing-hua hsiteh-pao
(The Tsing Hua Journal), New Series, 1.3 (September .1958)," t; Ch’iian Han-sheng and Wang
Yeh-chieh, “Ch’ing Yung-cheng men-chxen ti mi-chia.” " :

29 Ping-ti Ho, Studies on thi

30 Ibid ., p.102.
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and peanuts. 3! What all these added up to was a substantial increase of agricultural output during
the period. And it was this increase that made the phenomenal expansion of commercial activities
and handicraft production possible. In short, the total volume of marketed goods also grew, so did
the demand for money. Therefore in spite of enormous amounts of silver flowing into the country,
the level of prices rose rather moderately for the period as a whole.

While the rise of prices in the 18th century was mainly caused by the influx of silver, the fall
of prices in the next half century resulted from the heavy drain of specie. The primary factor that
turned the tide against China was the illicit opium trade. Opium had long been used in China as a
medicine for pain relief. But in the early part of the 19th century o mm-émokmg for pleasure
rapldly became a fashion not only among the wea]thy clafses Euti S0 among people of all walks of

of 1827-2 ahd to nearly twenty million dollars in the season of
production of the opium poppy was then, if present, negligible,
smuggling the drug came to be a lucrative business for Western traders and Chinese merchants as
well. In the 20’s and 30’s the opium import grew by leaps and bounds. 33 As a result, China began
to experience in the latter half of the 20s a trade deficit that produced in turn a net flow of specie
out of the country. 34 The strong measures later taken by Commissioner Lin at Canton to halt
drug import and hence the silver outflow was an immediate cause of the Opium War (1840-42), as
is well known.

million dollars in the se

A less conspicuous factor accounting for the drain of specie was the rapidly growing demand
for the foreign-made silver dollar in China because of its convenience as a medium of exchange in
comparison with the unwieldiness of Chinese silver pieces. For this reason foreign coins were
circulated at a premium in China. Many Western merchants made a handsome profit simply by
shipping into the country large amounts of silver dollars in exchange for even larger amounts of
silver pieces or bullion for export.3® = '

It is even harder to certainty how much specie was shipped out of the country in
the period because most contraband traffic simply went unrecorded. According to a study made
by Yi Chieh-chi’ung, there was a net inflow of 74.7 million doilars from 1801 to 1826, but a net
outflow of 133.7 million dollars from 1827 to 1849. 38 The mass exodus of silver created in the

31 Cf. Dwight H. Perkins, Agricultural Development in China, 1368-1968, Chicago, Aldine Publishing
Company, 1969, Chaps. 3 and 4.

32 Hosea B. Morse, The International Relations of the Chinese Empire, London, Longmans, Green, and Co.,
1910, Vol 1 (1834-1860), pp.209-210.

33 The average amount of import increased from less than 4,000 chests a year in the 1800’s to somewhat
more than 4,500 chests in the 1810’s. Henceforth, the import rose sharply to over 12,000 chests in 1825,
about 22,000 chests in 1833, and 40,000 chests in 1839. A chest of opium weighed either 133.3 Ibs. or
160 Ibs. depending on the type of the product. See Hsin-pao Chang, Commissioner Lin and the Opium
War, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1964, pp.16-32, and esp. Michael Greenberg, British Trade and
the Opening of China, 1800-42, Oxford, the University Press, 1951, p.221.

34 Yen Chung-p’ing, p-33; P’eng Hsin-wei, pp.564-567.

35 P’eng Hsin-wei, p.502; Lin Tse-hsu, Lin Wen-chung- kung chcug shu (Publ

f Liu Tse-hsii), 1897

36 Yu Chieh-chi’ung, p
Yen Chung-p’ing p. 33,
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mid-century a severe monetary crisis that not only brought down prices sharply but also had the
devastating effects of increasing the tax burden of the people and cutting down business activities
of all kinds. This crisis was undoubtedlv one of the most significant factors contributing to the
outbreak and intensity of the Taiping Rebellion.3’

The unusually low level of prices in the first several years of the Taiping Rebellion cannot be
explained by the net movement of silver, however. After the Opium War and the opening of five
treaty ports to foreign trade, China’s trade deficit disappeared in the late 40’s and the balance
turned again in her favor for the next decade because of the rapid growth in the eéxport of tea and
silk. Once again she gained a net inflow of specxe in spxte of the ontinu g enormous importation

of sxlver, but by the t ife;
withdraw their valuabl cuculatmnand to hoard them for safekeeping. At such a time the
injection of specie woulé!\_ﬁ_ave 1o appreciable effect on the quantity and velocity of money in
circulation. On the other hand, the extremely high level of prices at the end of the rebellion and
the declining trend in the decade afterwards were, just as in the case of the first few decades of the
Ch’ing period, the result of excessive destruction by war and of economic rehabilitation
accompanying the restoration of peace and order.

The secular trend of rising prices in the last quarter of the Ch’ing was largely the result of a
steady decline in the price of silver in the world market. Before 1870 the monetary system of most
countries was based on either the silver standard or bimetallism of gold and silver. Starting from
1873, however, one country after another adopted the gold standard and demonetized silver while
the world’s silver production kept increasing.2® The price of silver inevitably fell. For instance, in
London, then the financial center of the world, an ounce of silver which was worth 60.50 pence in
1871 could be exchanged for merely 24.63 pence in 1910. 40 Since China had been increasingly
drawn into the world community in the second half of the' 19th juge amounts of specie
found their way into the .c@untry OU; in estmént and ive loans to the Ch’ing
government despite her evi .47 According to the estimate of Charles F.
Remer, between 1871 and , the net 1mports of sxlver totalled 241 million Haikwan taels, or
about 360 million silvqx{doﬁats '“ The diminishing value of silver in the world market and the
enormous inflow of specie thus led to ever rising prices in her domestic market.

37 I intend to write on this subject later. For some evidence on the effects of the mid-century depression, see
Feng Kuei-fen, 11.30-35; Miu Tze, Miu Wu-lieh-kung i-chi (Works of Miu Tze), 1881, 1.12.

38 Yu Chich-chi’ung, pp. 24-26.

39 The Committee for the Study of Silver Value and Commodity Prices, Ministry of Industries, comp., Silver

and Prices, Shanghai, the Commercial Press, 1935, pp.100-105.

40 Ibid, pp.2-4.

41 For foreign investment in and foreign loans to China, cf. Chi-ming Hou, Foreign Investment and
Economic Development in China, 1840-1937, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1965, pp.13-17, 29.
For trade statistics, see Yang Tuan-liu, et. al., comp., Statistics of China’s Forexgn Trade Durmg the Last
Sixty-five Years, Institute of Social Sciences, Academia Sinica, 1931, p.1 -

42 Charles F. Remer, The Foreign Trade of China, Shanghai, the Comme, cial Pre; 26 p. 215 Beginning
from 1889 the Inspectorate General of Customs: kept a recexd of the:import-and export of treasure.
However, as pointed out by Remer,’ the; € ! data in this respect are too incomplete to
reflect the movement of s to and out:of: the country.
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