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& Concept of

The Format1on and._ Slgnlﬁ ance of: tk
; ‘ Official Supervision”

(A Summary)

Wang Erh-min

Industry and commerce during the Warrmg States
developed. But after the umﬁcatlon of thg,;\ i
repressed and recei i cogn

{-were already well
ierchants were sternly
_from sotiety.” During the last two thousand
e, merchants were looked down upon and subject to various
he y.had to strive for survival with little help from the govern-
ment. The stu&‘y of commerce, as can be expected, was totally nonexistent; hardly
any document or work of importance was left to posterity.

years of autocrati
kinds of pressure.

By contrast, the rise of the Western powers in modern times and their colonial
expansion to all parts of the world was largely a result of their rapid development
in industry and commerce. Viewed with historical hindsight, China could have
succeeded in her search for wealth and power had she responded to the Western
challenge by maintaining her commercial relationship with the foreign countries, con-
forming to the trends of the times, adapting herself to the changes that were taking
place, developing her industry and commerce, and thu& pr
invasion. But unfortunately, most of the officia ¢hary
scholars who alred th i

r}ling the foreign

industry and commerce, th
merchants had to face.

This challenge from without, which was commercial in nature, need have had
no political implications. However, the reckless way that China responded to it
brought about serious complications in the diplomatic sphere, resulting in the many
privileges enjoyed by foreigners in treaty agreements. While the foreign merchants
were free to do anything they wanted, their Chinese counterparts werc exploited to
the fullest extent and were confined by all kinds of restrictions, often resulting in
bankrupcy, closure of their business, and loss of their means of livelihood.

Merchants, who suffered the most in the commercial invasion from the West,

were quick to realize the gravity of China’s situation and voiced their warnings to
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of the shipping industry.
, \ . the government since sea transportation of
nount 1mp'0ftrtahcei\t0 the national economy. Of the many who
were able to und tand the situation and offered their solutions were Li Hung-chang,
Ting Jih-cha"ﬁg, Ying Pao-shih, Hsu Tao-shen, Chu Ch’i-ang, Chu Ch’i-chao, Sheng
Hsuan-huai, Tang Ting-su, Hsu Jun, Cheng Kuan--ying, and others. In their con-

grain was of

certed effort to deal with the plight, the concept of “merchant management under
official supervision” began to emerge.

The formation of this concept resulted from the conditions which prevailed at
that time. Firstly, in order to meet the Western challenge, Chinese industry and

commerce had to ask the government for loans and assistance to increase their

‘were protected by treaty
lp: the Chinese merchants

competitiveness. Secondly, since the foreign merchan

agreements, the only way that the government
ith:. the t their"
merchants ran their businesses individually. To

nterests were protected. Thirdly, unlike

was to co-opera

their Western

prevent themsqliesﬁ from being forced out of business by the foreign firms, the Chinese
merchants had to rely heavily on support and protection from the government.
Fourthly, Chinese merchants would not venturc to invest in Western machines and
technology without some guarantee from the government. All these factors meant
that the “merchant management under official supervision” system was the only
practical solution,

This system was something new in the commercial history of modern China: it
represented the drastic measures that China had to take in the face of fierce com-
petition from the foreign firms. The system had no precedent in the past, nor was

it something accidental. It was totally different from mono :liz;:d“?ﬁienterprises such

as voucher rights of the wned enterprise; nor was

- to,_those official T \nts in‘Canton during the K’ang-hsi and

it in any way r ) :
en in the light of history, the “merchant management under

Ch’ien-lung period
official supervisio; ystem was something which was designed, through the collective
effort of the gdi)ernment and the people, to save Chinese industry and commerce
from succumbing to the strong challenge of the foreign firms who were themselves

protected by treaty agreements.




