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The Contraction of the Commercial Tax
Administration in Ming China

(Abstract)

HAN Yidan

This paper investigates the sharp contraction of the commercial tax administration
during the Ming dynasty and argues that the development can be traced to the highly
centralized nature of the Ming commercial tax system. At the outset of the Ming
dynasty, the state established more than one thousand tax stations for administering
taxes on commercial activities. Compared with the system established in the Northern
Song, which had some two thousand tax stations operating under nearly three
hundred prefectures, the Ming state oversaw its tax stations directly from the centre—
a daunting task given the size of the empire and the enormous heterogeneity across
China. Consequently, the Ming central court struggled to monitor the tax collectors
effectively, which often resulted in the shirking of duties among these collectors. At
many tax stations, the costs of maintaining the underperforming collectors outweighed
the revenues collected. Furthermore, because local prefects and magistrates had no
stake in managing the centralized tax stations, it became common for these officials
to appropriate the commercial taxes for their own use, which further undermined the
viability of the tax station system. Unable to overcome these challenges, the Ming
court eventually dissolved most of its tax stations, replacing them with two dozen
domestic custom stations that were mostly clustered along the Grand Canal. In
retrospect, the contraction of the Ming commercial tax administration was inevitable
because of its extensive top-down management, which created insurmountable

problems of control in a premodern agrarian state like the Ming China.
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