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INTRODUCTION

On an early June afternoon of 1911, over a hundred leading citizens,
representatives of various trades, managers of local charities, and vil-
lage heads from the suburbs, all clad in their official-buttoned caps
and gowns, marched on Tianjin’s many yamen. With the city’s econ-
omy in turmoil, they insisted on voicing their concerns. As a reluctant
governor-general and other officials listened, the citizens pleaded
for the immediate release of Wang Xianbin (1856-1939).! Wang—the
city’s “single indispensable person”—a head merchant of the Changlu
Salt Division, chairman of the Chamber of Commerce, owner of in-
dustrial enterprises, benefactor of local charities and schools, and a
calligrapher, had been declared bankrupt by the state and imprisoned
for failing to repay his bank loans. Ten other salt merchants had also
had their properties, including salt monopolies, real estate, and shares
of industrial enterprises, expropriated.

The fall of Wang and his colleagues might seem unremarkable. As
operators of the state salt monopolies, the merchants had long been
a despised lot:

They purchased official titles, became head merchants,
Celebrated for their opulence.

But riches and status never lasted three generations in our city.
Be patient and see the ephemeral fate awaiting them.?

Squandering their wealth in conspicuous consumption, they abused
the state’s trust with their shady business practices. Never strong
enough to convert their wealth to political power, their bankruptcy
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and expropriation were common, if not routine, under the regulation
of an efficient and flexible bureaucracy.® In short, the salt merchants
appeared to deserve their “inconstant” fortune.

Yet the significance of what according to the Dagongbao (L' Impartial)
was an unusual display of unity for the city’s often feuding citizenry
can only be appreciated in the context of Tianjin’s longue durée of
social, political, and economic change. Beginning as an isolated garri-
son post in the tenth century, Tianjin had evolved into an administra-
tive center for the district, prefecture, province, and the Changlu Salt
Division by late imperial times. But state power did not permeate
every aspect of Tianjin, nor did the city exist only to serve the capital.
This book explores the many ways that Tianjin’s economy, households,
customs, and culture negotiated with the state in late imperial China.

The book is also about the challenges of state-making. The volu-
minous theoretical literature on the subject has largely used Europe
as a benchmark against which other societies are measured. Modern
state building meant direct control of societal resources by a strong,
centralized, and professional bureaucracy.* Beginning in the fifteenth
century, European rulers appropriated to themselves the forces of
coercion and violence. By the nineteenth century, European states
had internalized coercive/extractive functions and reduced their de-
pendence on tax farmers and other middlemen. Revenue farming
became a symbol of nonrationality and an obstacle to the expansion
of state power.® The role of cities and urbanites was similarly trans-
formed in this process of “modern” political and social development.
What had once been relatively autonomous cities began to lose their
hard-won independence as states “claimed functions that had tradi-
tionally been the local and territorial prerogatives of the major cities.”®

What the urban bourgeoisie lost, however, was regained through
representative institutions. Commercial expansion in England—an
allegedly peaceful pursuit that produced “a certain sense of exact jus-
tice . . . which forbid our always adhering rigidly to the rules of private
interest”—contributed to the rise of an urban bourgeoisie character-
ized by “agreeable manners.”” Philosophers from Thomas Hobbes to
John Locke, followed by Bernard Mandeville and Adam Smith, advo-
cated the unfettered pursuit of individual private self-interest so that
free competition could promote economic efficiency, growth, and a
harmonious public order.® As social equals, intellectuals, professionals,
and merchants participated in friendly debate and conversation that
fostered tolerance, detachment, and a respect for consensus while
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helping to shape public opinion. Rational discourse thus furnished
the foundation of a civil society that would in turn challenge, redefine,
and limit the power of the state.

It was a controversial ideal contested not merely by kings but also
philosophers.? Unimpressed by this enthusiastic liberal-democratic
vision, Hegel viewed civil society, or biirgerliche Offentlichkeit, not as a
natural condition for freedom but as an aspect of ethical life that he
divided into family, society, and state. In the family, an individual’s
responsibilities toward other members transcend his or her personal
needs. Once outside the family, however, this ethic disintegrates as
people strive to satisfy their needs by producing and exchanging the
product of their labor in the marketplace. Profoundly skeptical of
this restless battlefield where private interest meets private interest,
Hegel considered civil society an arena of dissoluteness, misery, and
ethical corruption that must be regulated and dominated by the supe-
rior capacity of the state.!?

Despite their many disagreements, Marx shared with Hegel a dis-
trust of private interest and the bourgeois state: civil society is a
fraud, an ex post facto justification of the seizure of power from
weak monarchs by a rising bourgeoisie, a masking of institutionalized
greed. Promising an illusory political equality while perpetuating
economic inequality—such was the modern state, which was little
more than “a committee for managing the common affairs of the
whole bourgeoisie.”!!

Recent attempts to revitalize the concept of civil society preserve
these theoretical tensions. Emphasizing the role of intellectuals and
rational discourse rather than the economy, Jiirgen Habermas traces
the creation of a politically active and informed public with the
potential of social integration in eighteenth-century England, France,
and Germany—only to be usurped by the “staging agencies” of com-
mercialized mass media. American liberals and conservatives alike,
by contrast, in addition to activists in Eastern Europe, Latin America,
and lately China, are attracted to a concept of civil society that
promises opposition to an all-powerful state and reconciliation of
the public and private “good.”!?

As appealing as these promises may be, in practice the concept
raises as many questions as it answers. The critical role played by the
state and the bureaucracy remains ambiguous: simultaneously the
nemesis and protector of civil society. In the Lockean version, civil
society expresses the market-oriented interaction of private economic
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subjects struggling to free themselves from estate hierarchy and state
paternalism. Paradoxically, the bourgeoisie also requires the state to
legislate, enforce, and defend a system of private law, property, con-
tract, employment, inheritance, and, last but not least, a hands-off
economic policy. Other formulations have sidestepped this contra-
diction by emphasizing the nonantagonistic relationship between civil
society and the state.!®

If civil society thus loses some of its appeal as a concept capable of
mobilizing society against an autocratic state today, its historical
praxis too needs reassessing. The modern European division between
society and state did not arise ex nihilo.!* In England, where the
liberal-democratic tradition of civil society supposedly first evolved,
Mervyn James has found that Durham, despite the establishment of
a new industrial elite and the integration of the city’s economy into
the national market, was unable to influence national policy or resist
the increasing breach of its autonomy by policies and tensions hav-
ing their roots in London and beyond. As the British Empire ex-
panded, the merchant princes and bankers of London intermarried
and supported each other, forming networks that influenced Parlia-
ment, national policy, the country, and the colonies. This was a far
cry from the free-entry-and-exit civil society envisioned by their
Scottish countrymen.' Similarly, the element of “rationality” in public
opinion, even when conducted in public, might be exaggerated.'® For
all its democratic pretensions, this hierarchical civil society, whether
constituted as members-only club, drawing-room bourgeoisie, or
salon-bound intellectuals, did not operate on the basis of free and
equal association any more than the birth-based society it partially
replaced. Rather, exclusivity, education, property, connections, and
patronage constituted the historical and economic reality.!?

If theory diverged from practice even in the prototypical civil
society of England, attempts to impose this ideal type on China not
surprisingly fell short. Scholars have found that “never did the Chi-
nese merchants attain autonomy.”'® Prone to compromise and Janus-
faced politically, Chinese urban leaders reinforce Max Weber’s influ-
ential view of Chinese cities as administrative centers lacking auton-
omy from the state.!” The allegiance of itinerant merchants to their
native place and the tight control that the state exercised over cities
as administrative centers meant that merchants were never able to
develop an urban identity or use the cities as a haven in which to
pursue their economic and political interests.?’ Fettered property
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rights compromised by an immature (if not irrational) legal system
and dependence on the state through networks of patronage rules
out the possibility of a true civil society.?!

Recent scholarship has revisited many of these issues. If Weber
and other scholars pointed to urban failures, William Rowe found in
China developments that might be analogous to the emergence of a
bourgeois public sphere in early modern Europe. His seminal work
on Hankou and his other essays depict a bustling commercial metrop-
olis with an extensive hinterland even before the arrival of foreign
traders. Its sophisticated merchants, active in a wide variety of non-
state-related civic causes, laid the foundation for the development of
a civil society as a counterbalance, if not a challenge, to the Qing
state.?

Likewise Mary Rankin observes that state dominance of Zhejiang
province was neither complete nor inevitable. By distinguishing vari-
ous categories of activity—guan (official or state), gong (public, shared,
or just), and si (private or selfish)—she traces the growing involve-
ment since the late Ming dynasty of nonofficial scholar-gentry elites
(although merchants might participate) in public affairs at the local
and rural level. By the end of the nineteenth century, a civil society
influencing official policy had finally emerged in China.?

Rowe and Rankin’s conclusions have provoked much interest and
debate. That a civil society or public spheres once existed in China
might have removed some of the stigma of backwardness (if not stag-
nation) implicit in this comparative exercise, but the utility of an
ideal type as yet unrealized anywhere in the world remains open to
question.?* Just as Habermas has warned against applying his for-
mulation to “any number of historical situations that represent for-
mally similar constellations,” imposing concepts such as civil society
or public sphere on Chinese history risks charges of orientalism.?

Applying the myriad definitions for civil society to China, more-
over, produced contradictory results. Following Marx’s law of inverse
relationship between the development of commercial and industrial
capital, a “true” bourgeoisie can only be based on industrial develop-
ment; a “bourgeoisie”—and their resulting civil society—founded on
commercial capital is thus an anomaly.?® Yu Yingshi divorces civil
society from its bourgeois economic foundation, however, empha-
sizing instead the critical role of intellectuals. Inspired by Confu-
cianism and the moral imperative of serving the public good, they
led a loyal opposition whether as officials or as critics.?” Other histo-
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rians detect little state presence in local administration—given the
state’s logistical and organizational problems. Local control was thus
frequently exercised through “informal governance” by the gentry—
variously defined as ex-officials, degree holders, or scholarliterati
and the lineage organizations they controlled—resulting in a variety
of regional patterns.? Tracing the rise of public charities since the
Song dynasty, other historians argue that the nineteenth-century tran-
sition from informal governance by local elites to their formal partic-
ipation in local government merely institutionalized a fait accompli,
reflecting minute changes within an otherwise stagnant tradition.?
In short, the existence of a Chinese “civil society,” whether defined
as “urban” (shimin shehui) or “citizenry” (gongmin shehui), is fraught
with theoretical and empirical problems.*

These theoretical variations on the civil society theme cannot
be reconciled easily, for they involve different historical and state-
building traditions, great geographical distances, and the complex
interplay of urbanization and economic, social, and political changes.
Without imposing an idealized European model on China, this book
continues the dialogue between theory and history in full recogni-
tion of the possibility of “multiple modernities.” Employing such
terms as “public sphere” or “civil society” as points of reference
rather than a universal model, late imperial China is seen as a field
of action where state and society negotiate, cooperate, and contest
in various interlocked public spheres.®? An analysis of Tianjin’s
urbanization process, salt business, household strategy, customs (both
civil and business), development of an urban identity and culture,
social services, and late Qing political and economic reforms yields
equivocal, contradictory, and shifting results. Instead of casting state
and society as mutually exclusive entities, this version of a Chinese
“civil society” accommodates the expansive role of local mercantile
elites in nonstate urban public services—reinforcing the state’s au-
thority while destabilizing it as they learned to cooperate and oper-
ate local networks of wealth and influence. Patronage and working
with the state, in this view, could be a useful compromise compatible
with emerging or mature civil societies.?® This local approach also
facilitates a critical reconstruction of the state/society relationship
that explores its local meanings, not in order to serve certain teleo-
logical hierarchies (and perpetuate ethnocentric judgments), but to
compare the alternatives and possibilities in late imperial urban
China. A study of Tianjin reveals the internal dynamics and changes
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in their own terms: novel institutions built on “old” Janus-faced elite/
state relationships.3

Tianjin began as a humble frontier military settlement in the
tenth century and remained an isolated coastal fort for much of its
history. After the establishment of Beijing as the national capital by
the Mongols in 1272, the city’s location at the confluence of the
Grand Canal and the Haihe made it useful for the capital but proved
a mixed blessing for Tianjin. While the city benefited from the com-
mercial traffic on the canal, the strategic need to supply and protect
Beijing came with a price. Maintenance of the Grand Canal took
precedence over attempts at reclamation and development of the
city’s agricultural potential and economic base while exposing the
city to the perennial threat of flooding.

What sustained Tianjin was trade—especially the salt of Changlu.
The salt merchants, who also served as tax farmers, were a small yet
important group of citizens who have received little attention from
historians.? Although revenue farming integrated this wealthy seg-
ment of the population into public finance, it has often been casti-
gated as a temporary expedience, if not an “oriental” detour, from
the true path to modern statehood.* Yet for much of Chinese his-
tory, the salt tax was an integral part of public finance with a history
that reversed the European sequence: from direct state control dur-
ing the Han dynasty to indirect revenue farming. For various reasons,
including revenue stability and cost effectiveness, the Ming and the
Qing dynasties both granted private merchants the exclusive privi-
lege of transporting and selling salt in exchange for guaranteed ful-
fillment of the salt tax, or gabelle.

If revenue farming is a reasonable (if not quite “rational”) response
to the problem of raising revenue without a bloated bureaucracy
consuming much of what it collects, the relegation of what had once
been an official function to quasi-official (guan) if not totally private
(si) enterprise was disturbing to many critics.?” The blurring of these
categories led to abuses—as Pu Songling has captured so succinctly
in his story lamenting the plight of salt smugglers: “What the state
defines as illegal is that which does not follow its rule, while officials
and merchants label as smuggling that which they did not smuggle
themselves.”® Heuristic categories of “state,” “public,” and “private”
were subject to constant negotiation and compromise.

Revenue farming had other costs as well. While some of their
Yangzhou counterparts even styled themselves as official-merchants
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(guanshang), salt merchants in Tianjin referred to themselves simply
as merchants, or occasionally as merchants with a responsibility (zhi-
shang). Aside from their individual and collective responsibility for
the salt taxes, the salt merchants paid interest (bili) on deposits made
by the Imperial Household Department and other state agencies, a
practice condemned by some historians as usury.> With every phase
of the salt trade subject to strict official supervision and, at times, un-
realistic policies, the power of silver was often used to circumvent
state regulations. For all the moral indignation and censure it bred,
corruption—“organized slander” by the state and the officials and
literati who benefited from it—was also an “emollient, a solvent, or a
lubricant,” a reaction to complex structural conflicts and the need
for political compromise.* Indeed, while the salt merchants’ assumed
loyalty to the state might be based on the millions of taels of silver in
capital involved, their interests, economic or otherwise, did not always
coincide with those of the state.

The salt merchants’ family, business, and family business too were
all part of the negotiation between the state, the public, and the pri-
vate. To understand this merchants’ milieu, we need to examine the
process of its formation, its economic foundation, and the lives of its
members. Individuals were by no means free from the constraints of
the market or the state even in the privacy of their “castles.” Bound
by emotional ties of intimacy, they remained subject to the laws of
patriarchy (or matriarchy) and property necessary to sustain the
household as the essential institution for social and economic repro-
duction. The household head (jiazhang) was recognized and his or
her authority was reinforced by the state and stood as the interface
between the state, public, and domestic spheres. The household
head controlled the deployment of the household’s capital, human
as well as financial, for its common good, although this authority
might be delegated to household managers (dangjia).

This is not to argue that the criticisms of the family system—Iack
of equality and freedom, gerontocracy, patriarchy—raised by the
May Fourth generation are groundless. But the voluminous archives
on domestic disputes over rights, specifically individual and corpo-
rate property rights, suggest that household members customarily
sought redress in the courts when they thought their rights had been
violated.*! Cases involving combinations of kin as litigants—grand-
mother against grandson, father against son, brother against brother,
branch against branch—illuminate the complex interaction between
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state order, local customs, and legal culture.*> Unlike women from
scholar-literati elite households who might be confined to the inner
(nei, as opposed to the outer, wai) domain in a gender-based division
of labor, women in these salt merchant households had important
roles to play in the household’s business.** As the household experi-
enced the family cycle, local magistrates and salt commissioners
struggled to maintain harmony among their litigious charges, rou-
tinely relying on the expert mediation and arbitration of the head
merchants. In cases where formal legal principles were at odds with
local custom, resolution was often negotiated between the merchants
and the state.*

If the family history of these merchant princes is often messy, the
same is true for that of the state. Far from constituting a monolithic
entity, the court in Beijing, ministers of the central government, and
local officials might have separate, though often converging, interests
as each tried to appropriate to itself greater authority and dominate.
The interstitial niches provided the arena in which a variety of local
elites—from the respected scholar-gentry to the ill-reputed salt mer-
chants and even more unconventional “elites” such as Tianjin’s
famed ruffians, the hunhunr—could participate, compete, and coop-
erate in public affairs.#> It was their activities that gave Tianjin a dis-
tinctive urban culture and identity, pulling the city through times
good and bad.

The salt merchants’ carefully nurtured system of networks and
cultural entrepreneurship contributed to that distinctive urban cul-
ture and identity. While not defenseless against the state and the
bureaucracy, the merchants nevertheless needed access to the world
of officials—and, through it, the imperial court—to help preserve
their privileges and wealth. A reconstruction of the family history of
two leading eighteenth-century Changlu merchant households
reveals a networking culture that gave them access to high places
and influenced state decisions. The salt merchants’ expensive gar-
den parties, poetry clubs, and opera performances, in addition to
their art, antiques, book collections, and other scholarly affectations,
easily condemned as pretentious and wasteful, could also be sound
investments.

As the salt merchants settled in Tianjin, buried their dead, and
intermarried, they wove closely linked local networks allowing them
to take root and become leading citizens. Whether as an expression
of their Confucian public-mindedness or as a public relations exer-
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cise, or simply at the instigation of local officials, salt merchants
became active in a broad range of social services beginning in the
seventeenth century. In a city with few “natives,” their wealth more
than made up for the disadvantage, if any, of being recent arrivals.
Receiving sobriquets befitting their status and fortune, they became
the pride of the city and made up a majority of its “Big Eight” fami-
lies (badajia).*” Drawing upon locality, occupation, fellowship, and
common cause, as well as kinship networks, they wove a web of social
activities ranging from road construction, disaster relief, and chari-
ties to firefighting.®

Tianjin’s urban milieu also paved the way for the salt merchants’
participation and expansion into other local activities. As the Qing
state and local government strained to meet the challenges of the
Taiping Movement and successive foreign invasions, the city’s mer-
chant community became increasingly active in initiating, funding,
and institutionalizing such services as orphanages and soup kitchens,
often without official instigation and recognition. With their expan-
sion into hitherto inaccessible territories such as local militia and
education, providing not only financial support but also active man-
agement and curriculum design, the merchants eclipsed the literati-
official gentry as leading citizens of the city. Thus was born the term
“merchant-gentry” (shenshang).*

While unsettling to some scholar-gentry, this shift of social status
and boundaries was reinforced by a rising tide of nationalism and
reforms of late Qing. Tianjin’s merchant community, led by activist
salt merchants, invested in new industries and modern joint-stock
enterprises in an effort to strengthen the country through industrial
development. As a strategy to incorporate and mobilize these new-
comers, the provincial and subsequently the central government in-
stitutionalized local self-government councils and organizations to
support the implementation of legal, economic, and political reforms.
The salt merchants and other commercial interests were well repre-
sented in these new local bodies—unlike the provincial and national
assemblies where scholar-officials and gentry with advanced civil ser-
vice examination degrees still dominated.>* While dismissed by some
historians as “reformist and tame,” conservative, and essentially part
of the Qing bureaucracy, these new local institutions, including the
Chamber of Commerce, quickly outgrew their officially designated
role. They provided legitimate venues for merchants to articulate
their concern over such issues as currency reform, taxation, and gov-
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ernment expenditure.’! Transcending both guild and local limits,
the chamber represented citywide commercial interests and coordi-
nated the obstruction of, if not opposition to, state policies at the
national level. A few salt merchants even played a leading role in the
constitutional and the revolutionary movements. In the process, the
relationship between the Qing state and Tianjin’s merchant commu-
nity became seriously strained.

The expropriation of Wang Xianbin and his colleagues brought
this strain to a breaking point. Their indebtedness was not unprece-
dented in size. Nor did the foreign banks demand immediate repay-
ment of all their loans, much less the assumption of direct operation
of the monopolies. But as the merchants scrambled and haggled,
what had been a business dispute between foreign banks and private
Chinese citizens assumed crisis proportions for Tianjin and the state.
Pursuing a state-building strategy of centralized control, the court in
Beijing imposed a settlement contrary to the spirit, if not the letter,
of the reforms and laws it had promulgated for the avowed purpose
of protecting merchants. Abrogating centuries of “useful compro-
mises” that had once integrated state and local society seemed a
small price to pay for China to become “modern” and withstand the
threat of foreign imperialism.



1.
THE CITY

Tianjin is a young city by Chinese standards. When Neolithic cities
first appeared on the North China plain, the land on which Tianjin
now stands was just being formed. By the Northern Song dynasty
(960-1126), sedimentary action of the Yellow River, the Yongdinghe,
and other rivers had created a marshy lowland ideal for defense
against invading horsemen. The Haihe, then known as the Jiehe, or
Boundary River, formed part of the border with the Khitans, and
outposts dotted its west bank. One of these, Zhiguzhai (see Maps 1
and 2), has been identified as Tianjin’s earliest settlement, although
Neolithic artifacts in the area make that claim somewhat moot.! How
did Tianjin grow from the seven surname groups who called Haijin-
zhen (the administrative name for Zhigu) their home in 1316 to be-
come North China’s main entrep6t and economic center with a pop-
ulation of over 100,000 by 1840? What roles did the state play in this
process? Did the city exist only to serve Beijing??

The military function of these tenth-century stockades (zhai)—and
the presence of many yamen ranging from the lowly magistrate to the
commissioner of the northern ports by late Qing—suggest the over-
whelming role of the state in the making of Tianjin, allowing little, if
any, autonomy for its residents. As a city of recent settlers and sojourn-
ing merchants who owe their loyalties to their native places elsewhere,
an indigenous community spirit would presumably have been lacking.

But by mid-Qing, if not earlier, the city’s population, a majority of
whom engaged in commerce, was larger than its functions as a mili-
tary outpost, a transshipment terminal on the Grand Canal system,

12
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and an administrative center would explain. Indeed, the state’s shift-
ing priorities and the need to supply Beijing through the Grand
Canal enjoyed a higher priority than the growth of Tianjin. Combined
with technological and environmental constraints, the state’s equi-
vocal position toward reclamation frustrated attempts to exploit the
region’s agricultural potential. To the extent that the state and Bei-
jing’s presence stimulated the city’s urbanization, its effect was lim-
ited and limiting. It was commerce that gave the city’s enterprising
population great mobility and an economic hinterland far beyond its
administrative boundary. In overcoming all these adversities, human
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or natural, the fast talkers of Tianjin (weizuizi) took their place of pride
among the urbanites of Zhili province, joining the oily-mouths of Bei-
jing (jingyouzi) and the government runners of Baoding (goutuizi).?

From Military Settlement to Administrative Center

In 1400, the Ming Prince of Yan, Zhu Di, forded the rivers here on his
way to dethrone his nephew. To commemorate this auspicious event,
the new emperor created the Guard Station at the Ford of Heaven
(Tianjinwei) in 1404 and the Left Guard Station in 1405.* Another
contingent, the Tianjin Guard, was added in 1406 because “Zhigu was
important for the busy oceangoing traffic and the abundance of fer-
tile land for military colonization,” giving the city a military popula-
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tion of 16,800.> More men were stationed here when pirates, both
Chinese and Japanese, threatened the coast.

Just as pirates came and went, so too did strategic needs. With the
empire at peace, the Yongle Emperor (r. 1403-1424) decreed in 1415
that soldiers stationed at Tianjin should serve part of their tour in
public construction projects in Beijing. To earn their keep, the remain-
ing men were scattered to agricultural colonies in Cangzhou and
Nanpi, leaving a garrison of only 763 men.% Peace bred complacency.
The modest stamped-earth city walls built in 1404 were allowed to
fall into disrepair. Passing by one night, Li Dongyang (1447-1516)
was startled to see soldiers strolling the merlons and crenelles “as if
they were flat.” By 1622, Bi Zhiyan (1569-1638), recently appointed
commissioner of Tianjin, complained of a city with breached walls
and a silted moat.”

Even more limiting to Tianjin’s growth, its jurisdiction as a guard
station was confined to the walled area. The commissioner of Tianjin
should oversee military affairs, the appointment read, not tax collec-
tion or administration of justice. Barracks could not be built across
the river from the city because that land fell under the control of
the provincial governor. Li Banghua (1574-1644), Bi’s successor, lik-
ened himself to a “new daughter-in-law” struggling against an unsym-
pathetic mother-in-law. To his superiors in Beijing, apparently, Tianjin
did not exist. Order was difficult to maintain, especially with the rowdy
soldiers recruited from Henan. In short, Tianjin’s military function
contributed little to further the city’s urbanization.?

If Beijing’s strategic considerations proved to be shifting, the
necessity to support the empire and feed the emperor, his house-
hold, relatives, bureaucracy, and guards was perennial. The Jurchen,
Mongol, Chinese, and Manchu rulers who made Beijing their capital
solved the problem by shipping grain from provinces in the south
and taxing salt. For better or for worse, Tianjin’s growth as a city was
inextricably entwined with these two pillars of public finance.

The transport of tribute grain, whether by the coastal route or the
Grand Canal, was a costly system: a picul (1 picul = 133.33 pounds)
of tribute grain was transported at the cost of several piculs, and Zhang
Han (1512-1595), who once served as a commissioner of tribute grain
transport, described the system as a “drain as deep as the heavenly
chasm.”™ Yet with so many mouths to feed in the capital, there was
little alternative.

The journey, moreover, was perilous. Even after the completion
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of the Grand Canal, the Mongols continued to use the faster, though
dangerous, coastal route:

Those seafarers who ventured east,

How many returned?

The people of Jiangsu who sailed north last year,
Braving the northern wind and

Waves pounding like rocks.

Once the grain was delivered,

They celebrated their successful return,
Giving feasts for the neighborhood.

He who sought promotion this year
Offered prayers to the Heavenly Consort—
But to no avail. He was blown overboard,
Into the water of Dark Ocean.

Now we know the seas are tombs.

Mark my words,

By land forget not the trail of Laizhou,

By sea remember Shamen Island.!?

Dazhigu, the area lining both sides of the Haihe south of San-
chakou where the Haihe and the northern Grand Canal met, became
a key transshipment terminal (see Map 4 on p. 27). From a modest
46,050 piculs shipped in 1283, shipments of tribute grain grew to
more than 3 million piculs annually. The Commander of Ten Thou-
sand stationed at Linqing (Linqing Wanhufu) was transferred to
Dazhigu in 1290 to perform escort duties, and a shipping bureau
was created. Between 1435 and 1656, an official from the Board of
Revenue oversaw the unloading and storage of shipments.!!

Officials also made Tianjin their home to administer the salt tax.
Salt production in the vicinity of Tianjin had a long history, predating
even the founding of the city. As early as the Spring and Autumn
period (770-476 B.c.), Guanzi mentioned Bohai Gulf as an area of
salt production.'? The inundation of Western Han, however, disrupted
the development of the industry until the Song dynasty, although for
security reasons both public and private trade of salt and other com-
modities across the borders with the Khitans and then the Jurchens
were forbidden.!® Under the Mongols, salt production in the vicinity
of Tianjin flourished; salt superintendents began to supervise pro-
duction fields at Sanchagu and Dazhigu in 1236.1

The tribute-grain system and the administration of the gabelle
thus differentiated Zhigu from other settlements in North China.
With the declaration of Beijing again as the national capital in 1403,
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the region’s development took a new turn. In 1411 repairs to a critical
stretch of the Grand Canal between Jining and Linqing were com-
pleted, and Song Li recommended diverting at least part of the
tribute-grain transport to the canal. With four times the capacity,
twenty canal boats could be built for the cost of one oceangoing
junk.!® Despite his staunch support of Zheng He’s seafaring expedi-
tions, the Yongle Emperor stopped sea shipments altogether in 1415,
and the route itself was soon forgotten. Junks from the south sailed
only as far north as Jiaozhou, while junks from Tianjin traveled as far
as Yongping to the north and Haicang in Shandong to the south.
Traffic round the horn of the Shandong peninsula, however, was only
sporadic.' Dazhigu was hard hit as tribute grain and goods no longer
came up the Haihe.

With this policy change, the locus of Tianjin’s development shifted
north from Dazhigu to Xiaozhigu—a wedge of land between the city
and the confluence of the northern and southern Grand Canal. Over
ten thousand tribute-grain boats may well have brought Tianjin a
transient population of at least 120,000 each year.!” The city could
boast of some 208 granaries, supplemented later with another 1,400
storage silos north of Tianjin.!¥ Xiaozhigu soon became Tianjin’s
downtown district with a concentration of businesses, temples, and
wealth.

During the Ming dynasty, Tianjin continued to play a key role in
the administration of public finance. With commerce flourishing,
the state began to tap into this revenue source with tax stations and
offices. Tianjin’s commercial tax helped finance the Wanli Emperor’s
(r. 1573-1620) reconstruction of the imperial palace.' Ma Tong, his
trusted eunuch, supervised the collection of the city’s brokerage fees.
Reflecting the rising importance of the city in the administration of
the salt tax, the branch office of the Changlu commissioner stationed
at Qingzhou, Shandong (Qingzhou Fensi), the Zhigu Salt Monitor
Station (Zhigu Piyansuo), and the vice-commander for salt transport
(yanyun dusi) were all reassigned to Tianjin in 1612.20

Into the Qing dynasty, the administrative centrality of Tianjin con-
tinued to wax. In 1665, the customs station (chaoguan) at Hexiwu,
responsible for the collection of transit duties on all shipping under
the Board of Revenue, was transferred to Tianjin, followed three
years later by the Changlu supervisor.2! In 1677, they were joined
by the Changlu commissioner from Cangzhou together with most of
his supporting bureaucracy: registrar (jinglisi), administrative clerk



18 The City

(zhishi), and treasurer (kudashi).?> Recognizing Tianjin’s importance,
the Yongzheng Emperor completed the city’s evolution from a mili-
tary outpost to an administrative center in 1725 by promoting it to a
department (zhouw), an autonomous department (zhilizhou), and a pre-
fectural seat with seven districts under its jurisdiction six years later.??

Shifting State Policies and Their Impact

The concentration of these state offices, complete with their bureau-
cracies, undoubtedly contributed to the growth of the city’s popula-
tion, although it is difficult to gauge their impact without census
data. The commercial growth of the city, however, was frustrated by
the Qing state’s policies toward trade along the coast and the Grand
Canal.

While Tianjin was spared much of the bloodshed of Ming-Qing
transition, the fallout from the Manchu campaign against remnants
of Ming resistance did affect the city when the court imposed a series
of prohibitions on coastal traffic to contain Zheng Chenggong’s
forays from Taiwan. Residents on the coast were relocated 30 4
inland. At a time when a fishing net was considered evidence of
treason, the harsh treatment of two Tianjin seafarers (chuanhu)is not
surprising. Sailing before the ban with the proper permits for Shan-
dong, they were caught in a storm and beached near Yangzhou. By
the time their junks were repaired it was too late in the season for
the trip home. When they finally returned to Tianjin the next year,
their long absence and the incriminating cargo of goods and mer-
chants from Huizhou, Zhejiang, Shanxi, Henan, and Shaanxi aroused
suspicion and they were prosecuted as spies.?*

After the conquest of Taiwan in 1684, coastal trade developed
quickly, although restrictions on the size of seafaring junks remained.?
Tianjin’s own junks, the so-called boats of the guard station (wei-
chuan), smaller and less sturdy, could be found venturing beyond
Shandong to call at Shanghai.?® Junk ownership (yangchuan or haihu)
became highly profitable as the Gao and the Han families took their
place as two of Tianjin’s “Big Eight” households.?” By the early nine-
teenth century, at least nine thousand junks plied the coast.? In the
north three ports—Tianjin, Niuzhuang in the northeast, and Deng-
zhou in Shandong—formed a triangular trade. Shanghai, the major
interchange between north and south, had at least three thousand
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craft and its own guild, insurance, and broker services.? Junks as far
away as Fujian, Taiwan, Guangdong, and even Siam, using a direct
route away from the coast, were also active in the coastal trade, arriv-
ing in Tianjin in June and leaving in October.*

The lifting of the coastal trade ban, however, was partial: Tianjin’s
trade with the Northeast remained vulnerable to the state’s shifting
policies. To preserve the wealth of the Manchu homeland, grain from
Fengtian was prohibited from entering China proper. Shortages in
Hebei, Shandong, and Henan eventually forced a temporary suspen-
sion of the ban, but it was reimposed whenever Fengtian reported
poor harvests.?! Traffic inside the Bohai Gulf between Tianjin, Shan-
dong, and Fengtian was thus frequently disrupted, putting “thou-
sands” of sailors out of work.3?

What was good for Beijing and the empire therefore might be
detrimental to Tianjin. North China’s hydrology, combined with the
state’s water conservation policies, also constrained the city’s commer-
cial and agricultural development.3® Traffic on the Grand Canal was
restricted, and the water that could be used for irrigation and land
reclamation was diverted to ensure timely delivery of tribute grain.

Part of Tianjin’s hydrological problem flowed from the Yong-
dinghe, or Ever Stable River. Wishfully renamed by the Kangxi Em-
peror from its previous name, Wudinghe (Unstable River), it was
anything but stable, breaking or shifting its channel 794 times be-
tween 1736 and 1911. During the Yuan dynasty, attempts were made
to harness this silt-laden miniature Yellow River.?* After several failed
attempts, dikes were built to prevent it from flooding Beijing. This
turned the low-lying areas as far south as Tianjin into a holding
reservoir before the Haihe discharged the water. The silt had to be
dredged periodically, and the frequent failure to do so meant persis-
tent waterlogging and uprooting of nearby residents.?> (See Map 2
for some of the flooded areas.)

The Grand Canal presented another set of problems. Water could
not be diverted for irrigation when it started to thaw in February,
since the flow must be conserved to ensure passage of Henan and
Shandong’s tribute-grain boats due at Tongzhou in the third month
each year. When summer rain did arrive, the excess water discharged
from the canal inundated the fields nearby. The officials’ predicament
and the peasants’ woe were captured in a doleful regional litany:
“Reports of flooding would be entertained for districts west of the
canal, but permission to improve the drainage would not be granted.”
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A long list of statesmen—beginning with Yu Ji (1272-1348) and
reiterated by Xu Jingming (d. 1590), Xu Guangqi (1562-1633), Zuo
Guangdou (1575-1625), and Lin Zexu (1785-1850), among others
—all thought they had an elegant solution to the people’s woe.?¢ By
draining off the excess water for irrigation and reclaiming flooded
land through paddy rice cultivation, dependence upon the costly
tribute-grain system would be reduced and the region’s agrarian
economy improved.

Balancing the conflicting goals of tribute-grain transport, flood
prevention, and land reclamation as well as political interests, how-
ever, proved almost impossible. Promising schemes would ignite
political firestorms pitting northerners against southerners and fac-
tional struggles.’” To safeguard Beijing’s security and supplies, the
Kangxi Emperor forbade the opening of dikes and riverbanks around
the capital for irrigation. Twice the emperor rejected reclamation
proposals, taking special care to explain that while he was fully aware
of the potential benefits, such enterprises would not succeed without
a comprehensive system of water control.®

Subsequent attempts at water control and reclamation suggest
that the emperor might have been too optimistic. Quite apart from
the technological limitations, conditions for paddy rice cultivation in
Tianjin were marginal.®® During the “Little Ice Age” from 1550 to
1850, the region had 150 to 180 frostfree days a year; paddy rice,
depending on the strain, needed 160 to 190 days. Climatic conditions
required for the cultivation of paddy rice were met for only two
months in a year.*’ To overcome these limitations, timely irrigation
and massive manpower were required, a lesson eventually learned by
Li Hongzhang (1823-1901).%! In 1890, when a censor again extolled
the benefits of land reclamation in Zhili, Li the governor-general dis-
missed the proposal as archaic hearsay. His costly attempt, carried out
by Zhou Shengchuan’s 60,000-man Sheng Battalion, took over six
years to complete.* Shen Baozhen (1820-1879) summarized six cen-
turies of futility succinctly: “Agriculture and the Grand Canal were
incompatible with each other.”#

Beijing’s decision in favor of the tribute-grain transport system
meant that some three hundred rivers on the North China plain
flowed into the Haihe, that stretch of river between Tianjin and the
Bohai Gulf. Notwithstanding a legendary water-parting arrow buried
beneath Sanchakou, the Haihe was not the ideal channel for so
much water. The river, with banks of clay and sand, was a labyrinth of
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twists and turns. From Tianjin to Dagu where it reached the sea, a
distance of some 25 miles by land, the river meandered over 65 miles.
The city and the country surrounding it, a dry brown steppe stretch-
ing to the horizon, were often flooded, creating the seventy-two lakes
(gu) so admired by local literati in their poems. Villages with the
characters “terrace” (tai) or “swamp” (wa) or “encirclement” (quan)in
their names dotted the suburbs. As local folklore would have it, Liu
Bowen, Merlin of the Hongwu Emperor, had foretold Tianjin’s fate:
Water and fire, not war, would make the city suffer.*

Environmental conditions, technological limitations, and Beijing’s
dependence on the Grand Canal thus combined to defeat efforts to
promote Tianjin’s agriculture. The city could boast of famous agri-
cultural products bearing its name—cabbage, leeks, onions, and
turnips—but its agricultural development had to wait until the twen-
tieth century.® Apart from vegetable gardening, a result rather than
a cause of Tianjin’s growth, the city’s residents had little to do with
the agriculture of its immediate environs except as a source of night-
soil.*6 The enterprising residents of Tianjin would have to find other
ways to survive and prosper.

Trade with the Interior

Tianjin’s location on the north—south traffic routes—whether by the
Grand Canal or the coast—made it the equivalent of Shanghai for
North China. Long before the town became famous for its fiery brew,
its residents enjoyed fine wine from as far away as Dongyang in
Zhejiang. Although evidence of the variety and quantity of imports
from the south is lacking, a Yuan-dynasty poet described the bustling
scene: “Pots and porcelain from Jiangsu and cloth from Zhejiang
filled the streets.”*” Beginning in 1423, the Ming state permitted
sailors serving on board the tribute-grain junks to carry 10 piculs of
local produce or goods—Ilater increased to 60 but reduced again
in 1522 to 10—for their journey north. This privilege must have
been abused, however, for a later decree made the tribute-grain
boats off-limits to wine, glutinous rice, flowers, bamboo, lumber,
utensils, and goods consigned by merchants and “influential” people.
Effective or not, such a ban suggests the variety of articles being
shipped. While Tianjin was not the only place where cargoes were
unloaded and transshipped, and thus not the sole benefactor of the
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sailors’ private trade, the city served as the northern terminus of the
grain boats.

Despite the image of a commercial backwater, North China con-
tained plenty of opportunities for inter- and intraregional com-
merce.* From the coastal area came supplies of salt and fishing
products as well as imports from the south. Low-lying districts inside
the triangular area of Beijing, Tianjin, and Baoding supplied the
region with mats and baskets woven from fibrous plants and other
freshwater products. On the North China plain, wheat, raw cotton,
and sweet potatoes had become commodities by mid-Qing, supple-
mented by products of the peasant household economy such as
cotton yarn and cloth. From the mountains bordering the North
China plain came fruits, building materials, coal, lumber, and other
“mountain goods” (shanhuo).* Beyond the mountain ranges was the
Mongolian steppe with its bountiful supply of herbs, felts, wool,
skins, and other products of animal husbandry.

A transport network of rivers and overland routes made possible
the distribution of imports and collection of exports from the interior
of North China. Tianjin’s effective distance for overland transport by
horse-drawn cart was approximately 300 %5 Over short distances,
market boats (jichuan) ferried passengers and goods back and forth
between Tianjin and its neighboring districts.’! For intra- and inter-
provincial long-distance trade in the nineteenth century, thanks to
foreign traders intent on gaining access into North China, the routes
into the interior from Tianjin are well documented (see Map 3) .52

The first leg of the journey followed closely the waterborne trans-
port network developed and maintained for the Changlu salt trade.
Each spring and fall, more than three thousand junks of various sizes
plied the waterways.’® To the north, the northern Grand Canal
afforded passage from Tianjin to Beijing via Zhangjiawan, site of a
salt depot, and smaller boats traveled as far as Shunyi. For north-
eastern Hebei, the Beihe and other rivers feeding into the Ji Canal,
connecting Jixian and Beitang, permitted waterborne transport for
Sanhe, Pinggu, Yutian, and Fengrun districts. Northeast of this area
was the Luanhe, navigable as far as Chengde for smaller boats and
utilized by coastal trade junks transporting grain from the Northeast
to Luanxian since the reign of Emperor Daoguang (r. 1821-1850).5¢
Further northeast, Liaohe and its tributaries had been accessible
since 1683 to Tianjin’s lumber merchants.” Traffic on other rivers
such as the Yongding was limited and local.’
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Traffic to central Hebei and beyond, besides the Grand Canal,
was served by the Daqinghe, navigable from Tianjin to Baoding since
1485. To serve this major salt distribution center, the route was
maintained often at the salt merchants’ expense.”” Merchants, salt,
and other goods could also travel south by boat on the Ziyahe to
Wugiang where the river was joined by the Hutou, Fuyang, and Jiang-
shui rivers. Each was navigable as far as Zhengding (Shijiazhuang),
Handan, and Qixian respectively.’® Xiaofan (Wuqgiang district), Lige-
zhuang (Jixian), and Xingjiawan (Renxian) on the Ziyahe served as
distribution centers. Boats headed toward Henan continued on the
Grand Canal until they turned west on the Wei River (Weishui). Dao-
kou, a market town in Junxian in Zhangde prefecture, was the major
depot for salt, although during the high-water season boats could
reach as far as Huaiqing prefecture on the northern bank of the
Yellow River.”

This river-borne transport network emanating from Tianjin, with
more than fifty thousand junk trips each year by the early twentieth
century, also served North China’s long-distance trade.®® Various
termini upstream connected the traffic with caravans that carried
goods to and from the interior.®! Goods destined for the Northwest,
Mongolia, and Siberia traveled north to Tongzhou (near Zhang-
jlawan) where camel caravans took over for the journey to Zhangjia-
kou (Kalgan) and thence to Zhangbei where they could follow any
one of the five routes into Inner Asia.5?

Shanxi and Henan were similarly served by seven routes over the
Taihang Mountains. From Zhangjiakou, a cart road ran southwest to
Datong. A mule track between Daizhou (Weixian) and Zhuozhou
also served northern Shanxi and Hebei. Qingyuan, connected to
Tianjin by the Daqinghe, was the terminal of another cart route, via
Yuanxian and Laiyuan (Guangchang in the Qing dynasty), to Shanxi
by way of Lingqiu. To the south, the traffic was channeled through
Fallen Horse Pass (Daoma Pass) in Tangxian. For southern Shanxi, a
mule and camel track connected Xingtai and Qinzhou. From Handan
in Hebei, too, a road led through the Taihang Mountains into south-
eastern Shanxi via Licheng.

A trunk route served central Shanxi and Hebei.* Goods from
Tianjin traveled southwest on the Ziya River and then on the Hutuo
until they were unloaded at Xiaofan of Wugqiang district onto carts.
Continuing on to Huolu, the goods were repacked onto mules or
camels for the trip over the Taihang Mountains on a path cleared for
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caravan traffic during the reign of the Kangxi Emperor. The destina-
tions could be Taigu, Pingyao, or Jieqiu, home of the Shanxi mer-
chants, or Taiyuan, the provincial capital. From there caravans could
head north into Mongolia via Datong or, via Fenzhou and Yongning,
to northern Shaanxi and thence to Gansu. Another route out of
Taiyuan ran southwest, via Puzhou, to Xi’an and then into Xinjiang
province.

For the market northeast of Tianjin, besides the coastal sea route,
goods were transported on small junks to Beitang on the Jinzhonghe
and thence by land to Shanhaiguan and beyond via Luanxian and
Changli. The northern Grand Canal could also be utilized as far as
Tongzhou where a provincial road led northeast to Miyun through
the Gubeikou Pass to Jehol (Chengde). From Tongzhou, too, a road
ran east to Zunhua via Sanhe and Jixian. At Zunhua, merchants could
head north to Pingquan and Chifeng via Xifengkou or south again
to join the coastal road to Shanhaiguan. As a result of Baodi’s devel-
opment into a native cloth trade center, a road also led from it, via
Yutian, to Xifengkou and thence to Eastern Mongolia.

By the mid-eighteenth century, if not earlier, trade of salt, cotton,
grains, and other imports from South and Central China via Tianjin
had blossomed. Merchants from Shanxi, Guangdong, Jiangsu, and
Jiangxi, among others, maintained their guilds in the city. Enterpris-
ing Tianjin merchants, too, ranged far and wide to seek their fortunes
—including those from Yangliuqing who pioneered the business of
“chasing the main camp” (gandaying) with the northwestern interior
and came to dominate the economy in Xinjiang.%# On market days
from January to April, wagon trains loaded with goods accompanied
by dozens of pole-carriers departed for Xinjiang. It was a dangerous
journey. With bandits, mountains, and deserts to conquer, the anguish
of the poor and the landless males who plied it is captured succinctly
in a local proverb: “A new brood each year, Yangliuqging is a cuckolds’
nest.”6

However costly in human and economic terms, it was this trans-
port network that propelled Tianjin’s growth into the major commer-
cial center of North China. By the late nineteenth century, the city’s
commercial hinterland not only covered the North China plain north
of the Yellow River but extended beyond the Taihang Mountains
into the steppes of Mongolia and the deserts of Gansu and Ningxia
and the southern part of the Liaodong peninsula. In terms of pro-
vincial boundaries, this functional region covered Hebei, Shanxi,
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Mongolia, Gansu, Xinjiang, that part of Shandong north of the Yellow
River, the northeastern half of Shaanxi, one-fifth of Henan, and one-
tenth of Liaodong. Overcoming the mountains and the deserts,
trade linked the household economies of urban merchants, rural
peasants, and pastoral nomads together through a farflung network
of markets, towns, and cities, engulfing them in a process of com-
mercialization and urbanization.% Serving a hinterland much larger
than its administrative boundary, Tianjin did not exist for Beijing
alone.

A City of Newcomers

Trade thus became the lifeline of the city that, according to Charles
Gutzlaff, reminded him of Liverpool:

The scene, as we approached Teen-tsin [Tianjin], became very lively.
Great numbers of boats and junks, almost blocking up the passage,
and crowds of people on shore, bespoke a place of considerable trade
... [and] quite extensive. More than five hundred junks arrive annu-
ally from the southern ports of China, and from Cochin-China and
Siam. . . . In no other part of China is trade so lucrative as in this.5

In 1845, systematic data on the occupational structure of the dis-
trict’s residents became available for the first time. There was a total
of 32,761 households in the city and the surrounding built-up area;
of these, 11,626 were registered as business households (puhu), 5,711
as peddlers, and 372 as salt merchants. Thus over 54 percent of
the city’s households depended on commerce, while only 7.1 per-
cent, 2,338 households, were registered as in the service of the state
(yingyi).®8

Beyond sheer numbers, however, not much is known about Tian-
jin’s citizens. Gao Ningwen, the local gazetteer, observed that Tianjin
simply did not have natives.®” A handful might trace their ancestry to
Shanxi as a result of the resettlement policy in early Ming; others
claimed descent from among the 309 hereditary garrison commanders
and soldiers stationed at the city. Whatever the population growth
during the Ming dynasty, however, the warfare of late Ming negated
much of the gain.” By early Qing, local gazetteers recorded a dwin-
dling native population easily outnumbered by settlers from all parts
of the empire, especially Jiangsu and Anhui, who had been attracted
to Tianjin by its salt trade and other commercial opportunities.
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In this city of settlers, there was no particular disadvantage attached
to being a newcomer: the distinction between “native” (longtime resi-
dents) and “sojourners” (giaoyu), who might have lived in Tianjin for
generations, had become blurred.” Both displayed a feisty pride of
their city—celebrating victories over rowdy sailors from Henan and
Ningbo or giving Anhui soldiers lessons on proper behavior, as we
shall see in Chapter 4.7 While there was no legal requirement for
sojourners to change their domicile, or yizhi, many Changlu salt mer-
chants took that step to qualify their offspring for the civil service
examination slots specifically created for them in Tianjin. As they
settled in the city beginning in early Qing, intermarried, and buried
their dead locally, they became very much part of local society. Their
residential pattern is captured in the local adage: “East is rich, west is
lowly, north for nobles, south occupied by the poor.”” (See Map 4.)
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The urbanization of Tianjin thus took the city away from its origin
as a military base. By virtue of its location on the Grand Canal, the
river systems of the North China plain, and various overland routes,
the city served an economic hinterland far beyond its administrative
boundaries. The many functions it assumed—as a transshipment point
of tribute grain for Beijing, for example, and a terminal for goods
imported from South and Central China—gave it a far more diversi-
fied economy than a collection of barracks and government offices
could have provided. Despite periodic flooding and limited agricul-
tural resources, the city had become the economic center for North
China by the nineteenth century, if not earlier. Led by the salt mer-
chants of Changlu, the “fast talkers” of this humble guard station had
come a long way.



2.
THE GABELLE AND
BUSINESS

The salt tax, or gabelle, had a long history in China as a stable source
of revenue from a broad population base even at a low rate. To en-
sure its collection, a full spectrum of state institutions had evolved
since 114 B.c. for salt production, transportation, and distribution. By
the mid-seventeenth century, the Ming state derived almost half its
annual income from salt. It financed production by hereditary saltern
households and granted the exclusive privilege of transport and sale
of the salt to merchants who had prepaid in kind or with silver.!
Pressed for revenue to finance their conquest, the Manchu con-
querors had two simple objectives: an uninterrupted salt supply and
revenue from it. Realizing these twin goals, however, proved nearly im-
possible. Demand for salt, a daily necessity, was certain; but utiliz-
ing it as a source of revenue was problematic. With much of the land
still beyond Manchu control, designing and implementing a state-
operated system was time-consuming and uncertain in returns.? By
necessity, if not by choice, the Qing state farmed out the salt tax,
making it as much a banking as well as a tax system. Tendering a sub-
stantial security deposit referred to as the nest price (wojia)—an ad-
vance to secure salt monopolies—the successful bidders were enrolled
in the Changlu Syndicate register (gangce) as hereditary dealers with
the right to harvest salt from their own pans (or purchase it from
saltern households) and to transport and sell it in designated dis-
tricts (bao’e renban).> Henceforth these capitalists would advance the
tax—secured on the proceeds they were then authorized to collect
from consumers as part of the price of salt. For the first year of the
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new dynasty’s reign, they subscribed 719,550 yin, meeting Changlu’s
quota exactly.

Despite the young dynasty’s success in attracting investment from
its newly conquered subjects, this aspect of the Manchu’s state build-
ing has received mixed reviews. From an institutional perspective, the
Qing inherited an elaborate monitoring system.> Yet high-minded
statesmen and scholars had long faulted the system for its deviation
from the Confucian principles of proper governance, low taxes, and
a direct relationship between rulers and ruled. Skeptical of private
interests, they pointed to the merchants’ corrupting influence and
the many problems that beset the trade: an unreliable salt supply to
outlying areas with long turnaround times and high transport costs;
smuggling from producing areas where the salt tax far exceeded the
cost and price of salt; and the jumble of tax rates among the divisions
and within each division. (For the boundary of the Changlu Division
see Map 5.)¢ Close supervision of this complex system was required,
yet the requisite bureaucracy should not be allowed to consume too
much of the revenue; thus the bureaucrats, too, must be checked.

Why did the Qing state, given its organizational ability, not replace
dishonest merchants with a bureaucracy? Why did the merchants per-
severe in a business that made so many demands on them? Baffled
contemporaries and historians offer a variety of explanations. To some
historians, the state’s strong presence meant it exploited the salt mer-
chants through squeezes and donations; others see the state and the
merchants colluding to cheat the public they served.” Max Weber, in
his pioneering study on the sociology of taxation, depicted revenue
farming as nonrational and predatory—an institution tolerated only
by a state too weak to collect its revenue directly.? Yet this early Qing
attempt at privatization could also be considered a laudable shrink-
ing of an intrusive state. Wealthy citizens shared their fortunes with
the state, facilitating a critical integration of society, economy, and
political order.?

Each of these competing perspectives captures different phases
and aspects of the Qing gabelle administration. Focusing on the
state’s shifting priorities and capabilities, this chapter analyzes how
the Changlu Division, while generating a steady flow of revenue much
of the time, engendered contradictions often difficult to resolve. The
state and the bureaucracy, as both enforcers and beneficiaries of the
system, created conflicts of interest. Flexible and creative, the Qing
state met its inflexible revenue goals by coercing, compromising, and
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negotiating with the salt merchants as the empire went through a
predatory phase in early Qing to a nurturing phase (mid-Kangxi to
the end of Qianlong) and back to a predatory phase (post-Qianlong
to 1911). With all the elaborate procedures and codes, Qing salt tax
farming was not a system adopted by a weak state incapable of ex-
tracting revenue from the economy. The merchants paid dearly for
their privileges, though this business expense was offset to some extent
by their successful lobbying for deferments and installment payments.
In pursuit of profit, they circumvented state regulations by sharing
their gains with rent-seeking emperors and officials. Thus the salt
merchants’ relationship with the state cannot be accurately charac-
terized as collusion nor can it be called exploitation by a flexible and
efficient bureaucracy.!

Changlu Administration by Design

In learning the art of ruling, the Manchu conquerors initially pre-
served much of the Ming salt administration structure, including the
eleven major salt divisions and boundaries. Encompassing as many
as six provinces in the case of Lianghuai, each division was served by
a producing area and a navigable river system providing cheap and
efficient water transport while the mountain ranges forming the water
divides provided a measure of boundary security.!! The annual dis-
trict quotas of salt consumption—and hence the amount of the salt
tax—set in yin under the Ming were preserved.

Although no single official or office of the central government was
responsible for the planning, regulation, and implementation of the
salt tax and industry, the Board of Revenue, specifically the Shandong
Bureau of Pure Functionaries (Shandong Qinglisi), administered the
gabelle. Headed by three directors (rank 5A) and a supporting staff
of six secretaries, it conducted annual audits (zouxiao) of the salt tax
remitted to the capital and transfer payments due various agencies.!?
Primarily a transmission center of documents and repository for
ledgers, the Board of Revenue rarely initiated policy. Instead a variety
of agencies, including the Grand Secretariat, the Censorate, and
provincial governors, identified problems and proposed solutions.
This diffuse authority continued at the divisional level. The Censorate
appointed salt supervisors (yanzheng) to oversee the divisions, although
many of those in Changlu were deputed from the Imperial House-
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hold Department with routine endorsement by the Censorate. While
appointments could be renewed, most supervisors served for only
one year, leading to a lack of continuity and expertise. In fact, after
1860 the position was absorbed by the office of the Zhili governor-
general.'3

The day-to-day administration of the divisions fell to the salt com-
missioners (yanyunshi) supported by a small specialized staff as well
as provincial and local officials. Each division had its own mix of in-
stitutional arrangements based on historical precedent and local con-
ditions. In the more inaccessible areas of each division where trans-
port costs, taxes, fees, and profits for merchants combined to make
salt too expensive for residents, local magistrates often assumed re-
sponsibility for securing salt supplies by incorporating the salt tax
into the land tax—as in Changlu’s five districts of Xunhua prefecture.
Districts contiguous to or encompassing major salt fields with an abun-
dant and cheap supply, such as the seven districts of Yongping pre-
fecture, alternated between using local salt peddlers and government
supplies.!

Such institutional flexibility, however, did not apply to the divi-
sional cores where the population’s ability to evade the salt tax was
limited. That control began with the Board of Revenue where, for a
brief period in early Qing, Changlu salt merchants applied directly
for yin certificates and paid the tax and fees.!®> After 1665, the certifi-
cates were delivered to Tianjin where the commissioner would issue
them with a notification slip (zhidan) specifying the merchant, the
salt yard he should use, the deadline for the transaction, and the
number of bales, or yin, needed. The merchant or his agent then
registered the slip with the respective inspectorates and applied for a
shipping permit (chuanpiao) to move the salt to either one of the
two salt depots located in Tianjin (Northern Depot) and Cangzhou
(Southern Depot).

The Northern Depot on the eastern bank of the Haihe opposite
Tianjin held a two-year supply for the division. After checking that
the merchants had the specified amount of salt in storage, the
inspector would clip the lower right corner of the certificates and
return them to the commissioner’s office for verification. The com-
missioner’s seal was then affixed and the upper right corner clipped.
With the mutilated certificates, the merchants could then proceed to
the inspectorate for release of the salt from the depot within a set
deadline.!®
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An elaborate procedure governed the release. First, the bales of
“raw” salt, piled six or nine high in stacks over 200 feet long at the
outer (older) mound of the depot, were checked for proper weight.!?
The commissioner himself would check the bales at random with
weights issued by the Board of Revenue. Weighed, sealed, stamped,
and removed to the inner or new mound, the salt was then declared
“ripe” and ready for release. But before that could happen, the mer-
chants had to apply for shipping notices and notify, with the appro-
priate fees, six different offices: the circuit intendant of Tianjin, the
commander of the local garrison, the northern subsupervisorate, the
inspectorate, the commissioner, and the Changlu supervisor whose
presence was required for the occasion.

Supervision beyond the depot became the charge of local officials.
While the salt merchants arranged the transportation, the journey
was closely monitored to ensure prompt arrival and sale within the
designated districts and not en route. Each bale of salt in transit had
to be accompanied at all times by its yin certificate, a shipping pass-
port (yanchuan hupiao), and a waterway schedule (shuicheng) for offi-
cials along the specified route.!® Retail outlets were periodically in-
spected by the state for weight and price. Denominated in copper
cash per jin, any price adjustment required special approval from the
throne.!?

To ensure that the salt merchants and the supervising bureaucracy
performed their duties faithfully, a review system (kaocheng) was insti-
tuted in 1650. Punishment, graded in severity and calibrated to the
size of the arrears, awaited district magistrates who failed to make
the consumption quota: forfeiture of salary, suspension, demotion,
reassignment, and dismissal. Merchants too were disciplined: twenty
bamboo strokes and wearing the cangue for one month was man-
dated for missing one-tenth of the salt tax due; total failure meant a
hundred strokes and banishment for three years.?

The Changlu Division, with its codes and regulations, was thus a
“minimalist” bureaucratic machine. To keep the administrative cost
in check, only a handful of specialists were used and local officials
monitored the salt merchants and their business. Under this system,
the state might not have maximized its revenue but the consumption
quota and the revenue farming system shielded it from market fluc-
tuations and the expenses needed to operate an extensive transport
and distribution network. Merchants as private citizens assumed these
risks and advanced the salt tax in exchange for the exclusive and
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hereditary privilege to deal in salt. At the same time, the people were
protected by retail prices set by the state.

The Changlu Division in Action

The young dynasty’s pressing revenue needs, however, soon generated
dysfunctional pressure for the Changlu Division.?! Rulers rule, and
this task includes using whatever means available to extract the nec-
essary economic resources for their survival. Like their counterparts
elsewhere, the Manchus soon learned that an old tax is a good tax;
nor could it be considered onerous if it was paid, if only in part.??
Resurrection of tributes and levies, followed by tax increases in early
Qing, soon became a nightmare for merchants.

The authority to impose tributes is the sine qua non of state power.
In 1644, Changlu, the closest salt-producing division to the capital,
became the only division required to deliver 900,000 jin of salt annu-
ally as tribute for the emperor, his household, and the officials at the
Board of Revenue and the Censorate. In 1654, imperial princes and
a select group of high officials were granted one jin of salt for every
tael of their salary. When the emperor and high officials found their
entitlements far exceeded their dietary needs, the surplus was com-
muted to silver.??

The mounting need for revenue, however, proved far more exact-
ing than tribute. In 1648, the Board of Revenue demanded that the
merchants take up all the accumulated yin certificates—abrogating
the regent Dorgon’s promise of allowing merchants to subscribe for
only the yin certificates needed for the season.?* Beginning in 1655,
levies that Dorgon had abolished in 1644 (and fees that bureaucrats
had forgotten) were resurrected.?> Meticulous research through the
archives has further uncovered the Ming practice of printing an
extra 15,000 yin certificates as reserve each year—to be sold when
additional revenue was needed for such urgent tasks as the campaign
against the Manchus. With revenue needs mounting, the reserve was
incorporated into the regular yin quota, which meant an increase of
45,000 yin to the Changlu Division, one Ming yin having been split
into three in 1644.%

The regime’s pressing need for revenue did not stop there. In the
following year, another 120,000 yin was added to the Changlu quota,
accompanied by a general rate increase of 0.0478 tael per yin. When
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the merchants complained that they could not possibly sell so much
salt, the quota increase was rescinded but not the additional tax—
resulting in yet another increase of 0.071 tael per yin.27 All these
adjustments meant that by 1658 the rate per yin for the Changlu salt
merchants stood at 0.3855 tael: a 45 percent increase since 1644.

Whether the rising salt tax was an onerous burden on the salt mer-
chants is not clear. But even officials acknowledged that with Zhili’s
population scattered by Manchu noblemen’s expropriation of land
(quandi), sales of salt had suffered.?® Citing as precedent the practice
adopted by the Lianghuai Division, in 1661 the Changlu supervisor
won a reprieve: tax in arrears would be paid in monthly installments
over four years, a practice referred to as fennian daizheng.?® As for the
backlog of more than 200,000 yin, merchants would pay 3 yin of tax
on every two sold—in effect another rate increase—but the merchants
were at least spared paying for salt they could not sell.?

The Qing state’s ability to improve the salt business was limited,
but the rebellion of the Three Feudatories (1673-1681) necessitated
more, not less, revenue. In 1675, every yin in the empire was assessed
an additional levy of 0.05 tael; Changlu’s share came to 38,664 taels.
The search for revenue uncovered another loophole in 1678: salt con-
sumed during the extra month in leap years. The Board of Revenue
calculated that the Changlu consumption quota should be increased
by 64,441 yin and the merchants’ due adjusted accordingly.

The same year also saw the only general adjustment during the
Qing period of the consumption quota inherited from the high
point of Ming population. While officials conceded that the popula-
tion had yet to recover from the ravages of dynastic change, increases
were inferred from the estimated number of excess fiscal adult male
units (yuding) at ratios of one yin to 7, 10, or 13 ding. Changlu’s quota
increased to 924,695 yin carrying a tax of 452,545 taels.3!

A rising salt tax was merely part of the merchants’ woes: their
plight was worsened by large-scale salt smuggling by Manchu nobles,
soldiers, and strongmen in an unpacified North China.?? Some mer-
chants fled their substantial “nest price” to avoid certain expropria-
tion. Others survived by selling their properties and daughters.3 To
provide what relief it could for the merchants, the state belatedly
standardized its collection procedure for Changlu. Between 1664 and
1760, the Changlu merchants came to enjoy the same treatment
afforded their Lianghuai and Zhejiang counterparts. They would
receive their yin certificates upon payment of 30 percent of the
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quota; the balance was to be paid before the fifth month of the fol-
lowing year, a practice known as xianyin houke. In effect, the salt mer-
chants came to enjoy a grace period for their tax payment.3*

The Manchus thus began by adopting Ming institutions and pro-
cedures. But the young dynasty was creative enough to move quickly
beyond them. Inflexible in revenue needs but flexible in its methods,
the Qing state began extracting what it could from the economy.
With the dynasty’s survival at stake, the financial viability of the salt
merchants—or, for that matter, the welfare of its subjects—mattered
little. The salt merchants, their stereotypical image of great wealth
and collusion with officials notwithstanding, fell victim to a preda-
tory state.

Nurturing Phase

Predatory, however, is not the same as exploitative. Raising revenue
to ensure survival was a policy decision; exploitation implies malice.3>
After the suppression of the Three Feudatories in 1681, the Qing state
inaugurated a nurturing relationship with the salt merchants. The
Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong Emperors repealed the tax in-
creases, reduced consumption quotas, adjusted prices in response to
fluctuations in the exchange rate between copper cash and silver,
redrew divisional boundaries, and reformed the accounting proce-
dures. These and other policies such as accommodations (tongrong)
—as well as frequent if not routine extensions of tax payment by
annual installments from three to twelve years (fennian daizheng)—
allowed salt merchants to make a profit. At the same time, various
state agencies, including the Imperial Household Department, found
a safe haven for their deposits and loans with the salt merchants. All
these measures combined to usher in a period of prosperity for the
Changlu Division.

The process began with a more realistic assessment of salt consump-
tion and, consequently, the salt tax. The leap-year addition of 1678,
the surcharge of 1675, and, despite the objection of the Board of Reve-
nue, the consumption quota increase of 1678—all were repealed.?
Other reforms allowed the merchants to respond with greater flexi-
bility to an ever-changing market. As in other divisions, the Changlu
gabelle was calculated and tendered in silver. Changlu was unique,
however, in that the state set the retail price of salt in copper cash,
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making the merchants vulnerable to fluctuations in the exchange
rate between copper cash and silver from the official rate of 1,000
copper cash to one tael of silver.’” In 1688, when the rate reached
1,400 cash to one tael, the price was adjusted to sixteen copper cash
per jin.*® Subsequent attempts to raise prices to reflect the falling
value of copper cash were opposed by local gentry and ruffians, as
well as by emperors concerned with social stability and the welfare of
the people.® In 1732, when the exchange rate climbed to 2,000 cash
for one tael, the Yongzheng Emperor finally added one copper cash
to the price of salt.* In 1764, the price of salt was again adjusted
upward—followed by additional raises in 1770, 1771, 1782, and
1788.41 All the additional copper cash collected went to the salt mer-
chants to compensate for their exchange rate losses.

Redrawing divisional boundaries to deter smuggling enhanced
the merchants’ hold on their monopolies as well, and hence their
profits. With the different rates between divisions and the varying
rates and prices within divisions, maintenance of franchise and divi-
sional boundaries was crucial to both profit and, by extension, the
state’s revenue. But while the divisional boundaries were shaped
by physical barriers, antismuggling measures were based on adminis-
trative boundaries. To the extent that these territorial systems did
not coincide, antismuggling efforts were hampered by difficulties
in coordination across jurisdictional boundaries. The Qing state did
what it could—as in the case of the five districts of Yifeng, Taikang,
Tongxu, Lanyang, and Jixian. In 1666, these were finally rejoined
with the rest of Kaifeng prefecture for Changlu, ending a tug-of-
war since 1589 among the Hedong, Shandong, and Changlu Divi-
sions. The transfer yielded a net increase of 1,640 taels in tax for the
state.*?

Yet the merchants and the people might get more than they bar-
gained for. In 1687, the emperor transferred the five districts of Chen-
zhou, together with Wuyang district, to Changlu after merchants and
residents argued that they might benefit from lower transport costs
and better quality. The districts’ consumption quota of 9,100 yin
(3,312,400 jin of salt at 364 jin and 1.04 taels per yin in tax) was
deducted from the Lianghuai Division, creating an accounting prob-
lem for the Board of Revenue. Lianghuai’s salt tax rate was more
than twice that of Changlu. To maintain revenue neutrality, the con-
sumption quota of these six districts was increased to 20,419 yin
(5,104,790 jin at 250 jin and 0.46 tael per yin in tax). The populace
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of the districts, observed the supervisor, would enjoy the extra 2
million jin of salt.*3

While divisional boundaries were sometimes redrawn, the state
did not make changes that might jeopardize its paramount interest:
revenue stability. The fourteen districts of Shangcai prefecture,
Henan, were assigned to the Lianghuai Division—which had the high-
est salt tax rate in the empire—although the districts could easily have
been served by Changlu with cheaper and better salt. Officials repeat-
edly denied the petitions of local residents to switch on the grounds
that doing so would threaten the core of Lianghuai’s market.*

Without jeopardizing the state’s revenue, the Changlu merchants
succeeded in modifying the regulations that governed them. First
applied in the Lianghuai Division in 1662, the controversial practice
of yin quota accommodation (tongrong) permitted salt merchants to
transfer among themselves yin quota from underperforming “tired”
districts (pi'an) to prosperous ones (chang'an) that had already ex-
ceeded their quota. While critics complained that the practice in-
dulged indolent merchants and made their supervision difficult, it
offered overstocked merchants a respite—and, moreover, the state
benefited from revenue that might otherwise have fallen in arrears.
Beginning in 1690, operators of Changlu monopolies designated as
“tired” were allowed to transfer up to 40 percent of their yin quota.*

The salt merchants further benefited from changes in the Board
of Revenue’s accounting procedures. In 1760, using the rationale
that the salt merchants had just shipped their salt for the spring
season and their cash flow was low, the annual audit was postponed
from the fifth to the tenth month. Six years later, on the occasion of
a visit to Tianjin, the emperor expressed his approval of the salt mer-
chants’ hospitality by extending the deadline another month. Some-
what belatedly, the tenth month was recognized as yet another in-
convenient time for the salt merchants because the proceeds from
the sales of the fall season could not be delivered to Tianjin in time
for their tax payment.* During this nurturing phase, the three em-
perors granted a total of twenty-three deferments—as opposed to only
once earlier and five times thereafter. Overruling the Board of Reve-
nue’s routine denial of deferments and extensions, the emperors
noted that the Changlu salt merchants, hit by floods and rain and
short of capital as always, merited special consideration.

The salt merchants’ prosperity was fed also by deposits and loans
from the emperor’s private purse dispensed through the Imperial
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Household Department. As manager of his vast portfolio of manors,
pawnshops, salt monopolies, and cash—and bursar for his myriad
expenses including the maintenance of temples and imperial tombs
and bonuses and welfare payments for Manchu soldiers—the depart-
ment had to invest carefully to make ends meet.#’ But in a preindus-
trial economy, there were few financial instruments and investment
opportunities capable of absorbing hundreds of thousands of taels
with minimal management. Land might be indestructible, the Impe-
rial Household Department argued, but it was vulnerable to floods
and drought, the rental return was low, and the management of
tenants was laborious.?® Loans to salt merchants—the first made to
Changlu merchants in 1704—promised better returns, although they
blurred the distinction between public finance, the emperor’s private
purse, and “private” enterprise. Loans from the three emperors
totaled at least 3.2 million taels.* Of this amount, at least 1.5 million
taels went to salt merchants serving concurrently as royal importers
of Japanese copper.”® In part to ensure the safety of the emperor’s
“investments,” officials deputed from the Imperial Household De-
partment began to serve as supervisors of the major salt divisions.?!

In addition to direct loans, the Imperial Household Department
also deposited state funds with Changlu merchants at interest rates
from 10 to 20 percent per annum. With no repayment schedule spe-
cified, the deposits generated annual interest payments to meet the
budgetary needs of various state agencies, including the imperial ob-
servatory.”? Deposits of 133,000 taels and 17,000 taels came from
Wancheng and Enfeng, both part of the emperor’s pawnshop chain
in Beijing. The annual interest of 18,360 taels, originally earmarked
for expenses and salary augmentation for officials at the Imperial
Household Department, then as supplemental salary (yanglianyin or
literally “integrity-nourishing silver”) for the minister in charge of
the department (neidachen), eventually was returned to the emperor’s
private coffers.??

For charging interest and making loans to the salt merchants, the
emperors have been characterized by historians as usurers.>* From a
business perspective, however, these loans and the deposits made
sense for both the state and the merchants who took them.? Usually
carrying a nominal interest rate of 12 percent a year, they were a rela-
tively cheap source of capital for the salt merchants; the annual
interest rate for commercial loans then hovered above 20 percent.
Despite his reservations about the propriety of these loans, the Qian-
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long Emperor defended the practice. Where, he asked, could the
merchants find a cheaper source of long-term credit?>” Collected by
the Board of Revenue, the interest went toward expenses the state
would otherwise have had to fund from its current cash flow. To this
extent, the loans from the emperors’ private purse and deposits from
the state might be considered part of the nurturing policy benefiting
both the salt merchants and the state, although when total interest
payments exceeded the principal, the emperors might also be violat-
ing the Qing Code on loans.’

For the time being, however, all the yin reductions, deferments,
accommodations, loans, and deposits, together with a fast-growing
population, helped usher in a period of prosperity for the Changlu
salt merchants. In 1730, Changlu merchants who had exhausted their
annual quotas applied for extra yin certificates (yuyin); by 1843, the
last documented case in the archives, the Changlu supervisor had
applied for extra certificates fifty-five times, with amounts ranging
from 30,000 to 150,000 yin.> Although not all the extra certificates
were sold, the salt merchants’ willingness to pay for them suggests
that they were doing a brisk business.

The Price of Prosperity

Prosperity, however, did not come cheap for either the merchants or
the state. While merchants who took in loans and deposits may have
benefited from increased liquidity—and the state received a steady
flow of revenue—their economic history (and accounting) remains
unwritten. Not only did the state lose interest on deferred salt tax
and waivers, but the revenue farming system was increasingly com-
promised by a courtship among emperors, officials, and the salt mer-
chants through an array of lobbying devices: donations, customary
fees, and bribery.

The controversial practice of reciprocating donations (baoxiao) is
a matter of public record.® For Changlu, they began in 1721 with
Wang Tingyang’s contribution of 200,000 taels toward the campaign
in the Northwest, followed a year later by another 180,000 taels for
famine relief in Shanxi. The Yongzheng Emperor was troubled by
the appearance of impropriety, feeling perhaps that acceptance of the
donation might diminish the state’s dignity. In his rescript on the
donation to renovate the Temple of the Sea God in 1725, however,
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Yongzheng approved not merely the offer but also the merchant:
“He [Wang] is a good merchant and an interesting man.”®! He re-
affirmed his goodwill toward the Changlu salt merchants in 1732 by
a price increase of one copper cash per jin. Later that year, the salt
merchants donated 100,000 taels to help defray military expenses.
The emperor accepted the donation but decreed that it should be
applied toward the year’s due. One year later, the weight for a bale of
salt was increased ten jin, tax free, to compensate the merchants for
tret (luhao).®? The cause and effect of these exchanges is difficult to
establish, but the pattern of give and take is consistent. During the
Qianlong Emperor’s reign, the Changlu merchants received defer-
ments, waivers, price increases, deposits, and loans. They reciprocated
with donations to their well-liked emperor, including an elaborately
carved bed, renovation of his palaces, travel lodges, and roads, as
well as a drydock for his barges and operas for his grand tours.

Even with his disdain for accounting accuracy, the astute Qjanlong
Emperor could not have missed the paradox of over 2.5 million taels
in contributions from merchants whose dire circumstances justified
tax deferments and waivers.®® Both the emperor and the merchants
rationalized their actions in rhetorical proclamations. In granting
deferments and waivers, the emperor justified their decision in such
terms as strengthening the salt merchants (yu shangli) and accom-
modating the demand of the masses (zi minshi). The wisdom of the
Yijing (Book of Changes)—advising that wealth should be distrib-
uted below rather than concentrated in the hands of those above—
had been taken to heart.5*

For their part, the merchants pleaded for the emperor’s conde-
scending acceptance (shangshou) of their donations. “We who have
the good fortune to be born in this glorious age with eternal peace
assured by the august emperor’s virtue hereby willingly contribute
two hundred thousand taels of silver for the expense of settling the
frontiers”—thus read a 1759 petition. For this modest contribution,
the salt merchants declared that they expected no guerdon. The
emperor responded with a lengthy honor list.%

Appearance of impropriety, however, haunted both the emperors
and the merchants. In playing their part as virtuous rulers, the em-
perors risked the appearance of being bought. In an age ever con-
cerned with proper governance (zhengti), the line between donations
and bribery was thin indeed. At times the emperors broke the pat-
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tern of exchange, making both merchants and officials uncertain, a
decision that echoed Han Fei’s advice two millennia earlier: the way
of the ruler requires that his desires not be revealed, or the door
would be open to those below for pandering.5

The State’s Shifting Needs

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the emperors’ nurturing poli-
cies had left a mixed legacy. All the salt tax deferments, loans, and
deposits meant that annual dues became larger and larger. And while
the emperors might be well intentioned, their loans and deposits
could become onerous not merely because of the “discounts” from 5
to 20 percent charged by officials handling the loans. Taking for
granted the merchants’ ability to pay, the emperors and the Imperial
Household Department were loath to suffer any loss on their “invest-
ments.” Successors to bankrupt merchants were held liable for the
principal and the interest accrued. When they, too, eventually failed
under the mounting debt, these loans became the collective respon-
sibility of the Changlu Syndicate to be repaid in annual installments
through a special levy of 0.2 tael per yin beginning in 1782. A special
levy of 0.442 tael per yin was instituted the following year on all salt
merchants in order to repay accumulated gabelle and interest on
loans and deposits in arrears.%’

The salt merchants’ dependence on the emperor’s good grace also
meant that, with a new emperor ascending the throne, they would
have to start anew to cultivate him. In 1800, when the merchants ap-
plied for a price increase, the Jiaqing Emperor rejected the applica-
tion, citing his father on the undesirability of concentrating wealth in
the imperial coffers. His priorities seemed clear: the welfare of the
people came before the liquidity of the merchants and salt tax short-
falls. But the last reason in his edict revealed his anger: the merchants
were not contributing, or at least not adequately, to his military cam-
paigns. No one, of course, dared to contradict the emperor’s short
memory: the Changlu salt merchants did volunteer a donation of 1
million taels two months after the Qianlong Emperor’s death in 1799
for the campaign against the White Lotus, of which the Jiaqing Em-
peror graciously accepted only 396,000 taels.

An empire torn by successive rebellions and foreign invasions in
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the late nineteenth century did not leave the salt business unaffected.
To replenish a depleted treasury, the state unilaterally imposed a
series of price increases beginning with 2 wen added to finance repairs
of the Grand Canal when the Yellow River broke its dikes. Officials
expected no effect on sales from the approximately 600,000 strings
of copper cash raised for the state.® Three years later, the emperor
finally recognized the salt merchants’ difficulties. Instead of a price
reduction to discourage smuggling, he approved another increase of
1 wen per jin: half the additional revenue was to compensate the mer-
chants; the remainder was earmarked for payment of salt tax in
arrears. In 1825, 1838, and 1842 prices were again increased to help
pay for repairs of the Grand Canal and construction of coastal
defenses at Dagu.”

These price increases for the benefit of the state treasury led to a
period of declining sales. As the price of legal salt climbed, smug-
gling did also. The state attempted to help the legal trade by a com-
bination of weight increases, deferments, suspensions, and, as a last
resort, yin quota reductions. Between 1807 and 1846, more than 100
jin of salt was added to a yin of salt, tax free, on various pretexts.”!
Deferments were granted in 1801, 1803, 1804, and periodically there-
after; 10 percent of Changlu’s consumption quota, or 96,650 yin, was
suspended beginning in 1820. The tax due on the suspended yin,
however, was added to the remaining yin taken out by the salt mer-
chants.” As gabelle in arrears and unclaimed yin certificates accumu-
lated, the annual consumption quota of the Changlu Division was
finally reduced by 100,000 yin and the 63,383 taels of salt tax was
waived in 1843.7

What the state gave away, however, it took back in the form
of donations. Between 1799 and 1841, at least 2,422,520 taels was
donated for various causes.” When the salt merchants failed to fulfill
even their gabelle obligations, the donations were added to their
total debt. By 1846, that debt had ballooned to 23,431,402 taels com-
prising principal and interest on loans and deposits, installment pay-
ments on donations, and current salt tax and deferments.”

The reemergence of the copper cash/silver exchange rate problem
further hampered the salt merchants’ struggle to survive this cycle of
the state’s predatory policy. A growing population, hoarding, and
foreign trade deficits meant an appreciation of silver vis-a-vis copper
cash. In 1812, the same year they received a belated price increase of
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1 wen per jin, the salt merchants pleaded, without success, to have the
exchange rate between copper cash and silver adjusted from 1,000
to 1,100 wen to 1 tael. Citing losses of over 700,000 taels a year be-
cause of the sagging price of copper cash, the salt merchants again
applied for a price increase of 2 wen per jin in 1824. The proposal
was rejected, however, on the grounds that the 1 wen increase of
1812 was still in effect.”

Both the salt merchants and officials wanted a more flexible pric-
ing system. In 1827, Changlu Supervisor Ayanga appealed to the
throne for a floating exchange rate (yinzhuang, literally “silver pile”)
based on the market price of silver. Despite an after-tax gross profit
of 3 million taels, the salt merchants were losing more than 1 million
taels a year. Salt production cost them 600,000 taels, transportation
1.9 million taels, marketing expenses 1.2 million taels, and 700,000
taels in fees to local officials. In return for the proposed change, they
volunteered a discount of 3 wen per jin to cushion the shock.””

The Daoguang Emperor, however, had more than the solvency of
the salt merchants in mind; a price increase might aggravate popular
unrest. With any shortfall already the merchants’ collective responsi-
bility, he was skeptical that the salt merchants would be able to fulfill
all their tax obligations with the price increase. Their record, he
noted, had not been persuasive.”

Indeed, dynastic decline and foreign encroachment increased the
need for more revenue and limited the state’s options in reforming
the system. Tried and true measures such as adding more than 200
jin of tax-free salt to each yin, combined with deferments and waivers,
brought little relief. At the same time, the state took more than
700,000 taels in donations and an unprecedented 300,000-tael loan
in 1894 from the salt merchants to finance the first Sino-Japanese
War.™ To ensure that foreign indemnities and other expenses were
paid on time, the state rescinded in 1903 its policy of “salt first, tax
later.” Henceforth there would be no grace period of salt tax. All the
gabelle (0.685 tael per yin), interest payments on loans and deposits
(0.0420 tael per yin), and other surcharges must now be paid in full
before yin certificates were released.®® By 1911 ljin—price increases
to pay for railroad and coastal defense construction, foreign indem-
nities, political reforms, and Yuan Shikai’s new army—had added 6.51
taels to each yin of salt: an amount far exceeding the 1.88 taels of
gabelle, interest payments, and miscellaneous fees.5!



46 The Gabelle and Business

Smuggling, Corruption, and Profits

While the salt merchants’ fortunes waxed and waned with the dy-
nasty’s cycle of prosperity and decline, three features seemed to be
constant for the salt trade: smuggling, corruption, and profits.

Large-scale smuggling began with a flawed weighing procedure.
One jin of salt at the depot was actually 17.3 instead of the nominal
16 liang (ounces)—thanks to a set of adulterated weights issued by
the Board of Revenue—so that merchants could “legally” pack more
salt into their bales. Even officials acknowledged that it was common
practice to pack an extra 100 jin of salt, crushing overworked scales
at the depot.?? Tianjin became the main distribution center of this
tax-free salt, a fact known to emperors since early Qing. Sailors on
tribute-grain boats would purchase the salt and unload it on their
return trip along the Grand Canal, or Changlu merchants would send
their salt to neighboring Hedong and Lianghuai Divisions where
higher tax rates ruled.s?

Such flagrant violation of the law would not have been pos-
sible without the benign neglect, if not tacit cooperation, of officials
from the highest rank to lowly yamen runners. Numerous edicts, the
earliest dated 1651, decried official corruption. Routine bans issued
against “squeezing” the salt merchants betrayed their ineffectiveness
—a fact of life compounded by a grossly underpaid bureaucracy.®
The Changlu salt merchants paid 0.15 tael of silver per yin beginning
in 1651 to cover all the commissioner’s administrative costs, secre-
taries, accountants, and runners.?> Until 1663, when the merchants
donated a mansion for his use, the Changlu supervisor did not even
command his own yamen in Tianjin or in Beijing; the Changlu com-
missioner, for all his responsibilities and hundreds of thousands of
taels in revenue, received an annual salary of only 130 taels.’¢ A for-
giving Kangxi Emperor certainly knew of the kickbacks imposed by
his ministers, warning the salt supervisor not to pursue the matter.8”
According to the Yongzheng Emperor, who enjoyed embarrassing his
brothers and contenders to the throne, it was public knowledge that
they had accepted 110,000 taels of silver from the Changlu salt mer-
chants to facilitate an application for deferment.®® The crimes perpe-
trated by the salt merchants, he declared, were minor compared to
the abuse of authority by officials.® Finally acknowledging the un-
realistically low salaries, he legalized, institutionalized, and nego-
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tiated “subsidies” to officials by using the yin registration fees from
Changlu salt merchants to “nourish their integrity.”

These, however, were the payments known to the Changlu com-
missioner. Unknown to him, much less the Board of Revenue, were
the “contributions” the salt merchants negotiated with local officials.
According to an investigation in 1849, these varied with the profit-
ability of the district, ranging from several hundred to thousands of
taels. There were quarterly contributions to the district magistrate,
the yamen runners, and the garrison commander; mandatory too
were birthday gifts in cash for the magistrate and his wife; gratuities
were expected for each of the major festivals. The goodwill of magis-
trates assuming their posts in midyear would be secured by “welcom-
ing subsidies.”! Sixty-two years later, officials reported no fewer than
eleven categories of customary “contributions” from salt merchants.”
In addition, the so-called up-front fees (menmian laofei) and other gra-
tuities were also due the subdistrict bureaucracy. For the fifth month,
when demand for salt was usually weak, such fees amounted to 15 per-
cent of the local retail operating expenses.”

Whether or not these levies and contributions proved onerous to
the salt merchants, they had to be paid. In the aftermath of the Boxer
Uprising, when a salt merchant petitioned for relief from such levies
amounting to over a thousand strings per quarter, an unsympathetic
commissioner ruled that such fees had been collected for so long
that a sudden stop to the practice would be unacceptable.?*

Indeed, a case might even be made that the more “fees” proffered
to officials, the more profitable the business became.” The candid
memoir of a one-time salt clerk sheds light on this issue. In 1881, after
his father’s death, Wang Xitong joined a saltretailing outlet in the
Xiuwu district of Henan as an apprentice with the nominal salary of
1,000 wen a month. This naive sixteen-year-old observed with disgust
and amazement price manipulation and product adulteration. The
salt price for the district was officially 29 copper cash per jin—or
1.8125 copper cash per liang at 16 liang to a jin—but the outlet could
not turn a tidy profit unless the selling price was 32. Facilitated by the
gifts and fees, the salt merchants reached an understanding with local
officials: customers would receive 14.5 liang for every jin of salt they
bought, or 2 copper cash per liang. On top of this “illegal” price in-
crease, the counter clerk was trained to manipulate the scales, a tech-
nique referred to in salt merchants’ parlance as “a dead price bal-
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anced by a dynamic steelyard” (sijia huocheng). Potential troublemakers
such as local stipend students, yamen runners, and ruffians got 16
liang or more for their jin of salt to buy their silence, but children,
women, peasants, the weak, and the meek might receive only 10.%

Regardless of the weight standard used, the merchants further en-
hanced their profits by adulterating their merchandise. Adding dirt,
deliberately or not, increased the weight of the salt sold. Slightly
better would be the use of water. The less scrupulous added gypsum
and alum. Participating employees received as a monthly bonus a
portion of the extra income—an amount reportedly exceeding their
nominal salaries.?’

The merchants’ complaints of loss, therefore, must be taken with
a grain of salt. With profits determined in part by the ability to cir-
cumvent state regulations—extra or manipulated weight, adultera-
tion, exploitation of exchange rates, smuggling—it is difficult to deter-
mine their profitability. Even amidst the turmoil of late Qing, some
Changlu salt merchants could still turn a profit. Yan Xiu’s diary pro-
vides a rare account: a gross profit of 3.2 taels per yin in 1904 for the
household’s monopoly of Sanhe.”® For the division—assuming an
average wojia of 8 taels per yin, or 7 million taels, and 2 million taels
in operating capital—the gross rate of return to capital would be at
least 20 percent on profits of 2 to 3 million taels.” Wooden chests of
silver delivered from the monopolies to the merchants’ mansions re-
mained a regular scene in the city.!%

The paradox of profits against claims of loss—and an efficient reve-
nue extraction system amidst charges of corruption—remind us of
Wang Shouji’s comments on the Changlu Division. After twenty years
at the Shandong bureau of the Board of Revenue, Wang still found
his colleagues and the salt merchants unfathomable.!! To the extent
that this chapter has unraveled the “morass” of salt (yanhutu), it also
illustrates the complex negotiation between the state and the salt mer-
chants. In peacetime, the state nurtured the salt trade. But it enforced
a confiscatory policy, resurrecting old taxes or raising new ones accord-
ing to its needs, when under pressure. Although the merchants were
protected by a legal system that promised justice, they were also in a
monopolistic business because of the emperor’s grace. Such privi-
lege had its price, and the trade was regulated by an elaborate array
of controls that, at least on paper, left little room for maneuver:
market, price, and exchange rate were all fixed. They also wrestled
with a rent-seeking bureaucracy that demanded a share of the profit.
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The ability of the merchants to defend themselves was limited, but
donations, bribery, and even smuggling were weapons with which
they could ameliorate, if not counter, the state’s intrusion into their
economy. If the relationship between the state, personified by the
emperor and the bureaucracy, and the salt merchants was one of
negotiated reciprocity, albeit an unequal and inconsistent one, it was
not quite the feudal collusion once perceived. For better or for worse,
Tianjin’s economy and society were founded on this relationship.



3

THE HOUSEHOLD
AND THE LAW

The state left its imprint on the salt merchants’ household economy
as well. As household and business expanded and contracted through
successive cycles, frequent quarrels broke out over entitlements (if
not rights), management of household properties, and contractual
obligations. These litigious subjects taxed the expertise and resources
of the local magistrate. As judge, prosecutor, jury, and investiga-
tor, this figure had to abide by established legal principles and
procedures to the satisfaction of his superiors. But overwhelmed as
he and his secretaries often were with homicide, theft, and other
crimes, disputes between private parties over property and rights—
what European legal tradition would classify as civil cases—received
only as much attention as officials could afford for such minor matters
(xishi).!

This seemingly halfhearted concern for civil cases contributed to
the controversies surrounding China’s legal system. On the one hand,
an autocratic state presumably left little room for local autonomy,
especially for city dwellers who lived under the yamen’s shadow. On
the other hand, a cursory glance of the Qing Code (Da Qing liili) con-
firms that it dealt mostly with penal cases, and extensive use of medi-
ators suggests that the state remained aloof from civil cases.? Indeed,
the absence of a separate civil or commercial code has led some
scholars to conclude that China had little civil law.? Instead, irrational
patrimonial factors compromised private personal property rights.*
Bankruptcy and contractual disputes were usually arbitrated by guilds

50
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“which have never been within the law.”® China was portrayed as a
land where “local customs prevailed,” uncodified and varying from
locale to locale.5 Even when officials adjudicated, they practiced
cadi justice, not “according . . . to formal rules and without regard to
persons.”” Imbued with humanistic values, they were inferior as tech-
nical administrators to the jurists of the Western world trained under
a “formally organized legal system.”®

Recent studies have revised this anarchic picture. The legal system
of late imperial China concerned itself with protecting individuals
and their property. It prohibited killing, bodily injury, damage of
property, or refusing to pay debts.® While a separate civil code was not
drafted until 1911, statutes pertaining to civil matters (minshi) scat-
tered in the Qing Code had long been enforced.!? Studies on rural
Tainan, Baxian, and Baodi reveal that local officials routinely inter-
vened in disputes among nonelites over marriage, succession, prop-
erty, loans, and contracts. Far from being arbitrary or irrational,
court documents portray officials consistently applying the code, or
the implicit principles which flowed from it, with carefully crafted
legal rulings that detailed the discovered facts, points of contention,
and reasons for the decision.!! To the extent that customary prac-
tices internalized the implicit principles of the code, they coexisted
in relative harmony and were just as effective, if not more so, in pro-
moting order.!?

This chapter extends these findings to an urban and commercial
environment. With thousands of taels at stake in many of these cases,
how did local officials overcome their lack of expertise in com-
mercial practices? What happened if formal law conflicted with in-
formal custom? How and when, if ever, did custom become law?
What if social desiderata—the authority of household head over
juniors, household harmony, the exalted status of widows—clashed
with the Qing Code on property rights? How did officials, infused
with Confucian normative ideals, reconcile these insoluble tangles?
Did officials administer the law consistently when the state’s interests
clashed with those of the salt merchants? The cases examined in this
chapter reveal a hierarchy of “laws”: from local customary practice
(including mediation) to social desiderata, the Qing Code, and the
state’s sovereign interests. How officials decided which mode of
conflict resolution to apply in civil cases demonstrates further com-
plex interplay between the state, the public, and the private realm in
Tianjin.!?
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Household Strategy, Household Head, and the Law

Although their incidence cannot be determined, extended house-
holds were probably the major form of domestic organization among
Tianjin’s wealthy.!* Inspired by the ideal of coresidence and sharing
of wealth (tongju gongcai), household members would pool their
income, meet their expenses from a common budget, and take their
meals together. Elaborate rules were devised and transmitted in
the form of household instructions infused with the Confucian
ideals of filial piety and domestic harmony. Accumulation of per-
sonal property by sons and daughters-in-law was repeatedly for-
bidden in the Classics: since sons had no authority, even over their
own bodies, worldly possessions were superfluous.’> A harmonious
household according to the Confucian ideal was one in which each
member internalized his or her respect and responsibility toward
other members without concern for personal interests.

Many salt merchants found this cultural ideal appealing. To them
the household was not merely a vehicle for the transmission of values
but also a unit of production, consumption, and investment—as well
as an institution through which they reproduced themselves. Under
the direction of a forceful and shrewd merchant who doubled as
father and household head (jiazhang), his nuclear family would evolve
in time into an extended household with several generations living
under one roof. After his death, his sons and grandsons might divide
and form stem families. Or they might continue as a joint family with
a member from the most senior generation serving as head. Income
from their salt monopolies, urban real estate, businesses, native banks,
and pawnshops would be pooled and shared. Decisions on education
and the marriage alliances of household members would fall under
the head’s authority. More than two hundred mouths of the “Bei”
Huas thus lived under one roof for eight generations, their livelihood
sustained by the Tongzhou monopoly, reportedly the most lucrative
in the Changlu Division.!¢

Harmony of the household meant order, a vital concern shared
by the state and the household head. He or she was legitimized as
the legal representative with authority over the management of house-
hold affairs; under the Tang dynasty, any male heir agitating for
household division (fenjia) against the will of grandparents or parents
was deemed unfilial, one of the ten abominations (shi’e) carrying three
years of banishment or sixty lashes.!” The household head’s authority



The Household and the Law 53

reached a new height in A.p. 968 when the death penalty was imposed
on wayward sons setting up separate households and finances.!® In
1009, the state decreed that anyone convicted of instigating a male
heir to agitate for household division, or lending him money against
his inheritance, would be banished.!” Another loophole was closed
in 1316: it became a crime for a son to obtain loans from outside the
household against his father’s wish.?’ The Qing Code preserved the
household head’s powers to educate and nurture, manage household
finances, engage in matchmaking, and choose an heir for those
juniors without male issue. In return, he or she must be fair and
accept responsibility for high crimes committed by household mem-
bers under their charge.?!

While the Qing Code and substatutes delineated the household
head’s extensive, if not absolute, authority and provided a legal frame-
work within which the household economy was to operate, local
custom and evolving household arrangements also shaped actual
practice. In North China, for instance, the household head could reg-
ister with the local magistrate (li’an) a public disavowal of any un-
authorized debts incurred by a junior member and, as a last resort,
disinherit him.?? The head might exercise his or her authority per-
sonally or delegate the management of the household’s corporate
property—a good way to prepare the younger generation for house-
hold management and, by extension, public service.

A picture of the salt merchant’s household organization emerges
from Yan Xiu’s (1860-1929) correspondence and memoir. The Yans’
apical ancestor, Yingqiao, migrated from Zhejiang and sojourned in
Tianjin as a merchant in early Qing. Although his body was returned
to Cixi for burial, his son settled in Tianjin.?® A fifth-generation
descendant, Daoheng (1805-1872), pursued a career in the salt trade
as a manager and acquired the Sanhe monopoly in 1852 under the
corporate name of Yuanchang. His only son, Kekuan (1829-1880),
abandoned his scholarly aspirations and became a Changlu head
merchant in 1870.

As the oldest son, Yan Zhen followed his father as a salt mer-
chant.?* This local custom allowed his brothers to study for the civil
service examinations—a strategy that paid off when Yan Xiu achieved
the jinshi degree in 1883. Despite this coveted achievement, Yan Xiu
maintained his concern with the ephemerality of household wealth
and its proper management.?® His career might take him far from
home, but he continued to participate in management decisions
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about personnel appointments and pay.2® And for good reason: the
household financed his bureaucratic career as he went heavily into
debt while serving in Guizhou (1894-1897) and Beijing (1886-1894
and 1905-1909). In a letter in 1896, he confided his financial woes
to his elder brother: he could hardly break even on his official income.

Yan Xiu’s familiarity with household affairs prepared him well. In
1898, his official career faltering after he petitioned for a drastic over-
haul of the civil service examination system, he retired to Tianjin and,
after his brother’s death, succeeded him as household head. In this
capacity he regularly solicited the opinions of junior and senior, in-
cluding his brother’s widow, on major issues such as whether to offer
the Sanhe monopoly for lease.?” Routine matters were handled by
his nephew and two sons who formed a management team (dangjia)
responsible for budgeting, determining the proper amount for gifts,
allowances for household members, food, and periodic audits of the
household bursar (zhangfang).

Day-to-day operation of the monopoly was entrusted to two pro-
fessional managers: one headed the main office in Tianjin (neidian),
the other Sanhe (waidian, or outer office). Each had a staff of accoun-
tants, assistant managers (fushou), and clerks (séyou) at the outlets. The
household management team audited the ledgers periodically, but it
was the managers who made policy decisions on personnel, salary,
bonus, leave, and benefits in circulars (gongxin) following extensive
consultation with the dangjia team and Yan Xiu.?

For the good of the household, Yan Xiu also arranged marriages
for his sons and daughters, nephew and nieces, with an assortment
of “Big Eight” Huas, Bians, Lis, and Hans; he himself referred to the
Shis and the Huangs as relatives by marriage.? Such kinship ties, as
part of the household strategy, facilitated mutual support among these
merchant princes. When Yan found himself stretched in financing
local educational programs, the Huas lent a helping hand in the form
of 1,000 taels.3?

The salt merchants’ success, then, might be attributed in part to
their household strategy. At its best, the extended household en-
hanced capital accumulation, if not solidarity, while extending its
reach beyond the commercial sphere into networks of local, regional,
and national elites.?! The overarching concept of the household as a
hierarchical group—bound at its core by kinship, reciprocity, and inti-
macy and reinforced by local custom and state code—had as its aim
survival and, beyond that, the freedom of household members, in
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both leisure and other pursuits, made possible only with wealth. As
economic units, salt merchant households diversified their invest-
ments to take advantage of the many opportunities available in a
commercial city such as Tianjin. Assisted by capable household man-
agers and professional staff, supported by rituals and a value system
that emphasized obedience and the common good, a strong head
might unify the household toward the creation and preservation of
its wealth, influence, and status, with his or her authority sanctioned
by the state.

Business Customs and Contracts

The salt merchants did not survive and prosper, however, merely be-
cause of their household strategy. In their business dealings with each
other, they followed local commercial practices and written contracts
—all part of a legal framework enforced through the Changlu Syndi-
cate (Lugang Gongsuo). To the extent that they were accepted by
the state and the courts, these customs constituted a firm basis for
their business dealings.

Officially registered Changlu merchants fell into three main cate-
gories: the owner (yeshang), the lessee (zushang), and the sublessee
(daishang). Most of the merchants were owners who acquired the
right to sell salt in a designated district or districts from their prede-
cessor or the state through the payment of the “nest price.” Unlike
other revenue-farming systems in which franchises were subject to
periodic public bidding, the Changlu salt merchants bought and
sold monopolies as private property, setting the price among them-
selves without any state involvement.3?

The contracts for these transactions were detailed but straight-
forward and contained all the essential elements of a contract: compe-
tent parties, warranty by the selling party, offer, acceptance, consid-
eration, and mutuality of agreement without coercion. Neither kin
nor neighbors (in this case, holders of contiguous monopolies) en-
joyed the first right of refusal frequently encountered in rural land
transactions and deeds.?® The five-year statute of limitations govern-
ing land transfer was equally applicable in the sale of a monopoly.?
Beyond the usual seller’s guarantee that the monopoly was free of
encumbrance, a valid sales contract (signed in duplicate) required
witnesses, four registered Changlu salt merchants as guarantors, and
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endorsement by the head merchants. The new owner would then
effect a change of name and register with the commissioner (geng-
ming renban) to assume full responsibility for all taxes, levies, and fees
due and for dealing in salt for the designated monopoly.

As an alternative to outright sale, leasing allowed salt merchants
to retain ownership of their monopolies and yet be assured of a
steady income. Citing an inability to operate the monopoly (despite
the elaborate investigation and guarantee process designed to estab-
lish that ability), an owner might lease the right to a lessee for a spec-
ified period ranging from four to twenty years; the usual term was
ten years. Obligations consistent with the customary business practices
of Tianjin were clearly defined for both parties. Most leases involved
interest-free security deposits (yazu)and loans (interest-bearing, non-
interest-bearing, or both) from the lessee to the owner. Sometimes,
the rent (xianzu, literally “current rent”) was payable in one lump
sum up front; in other cases by the month, quarter, or as specified. If
the deposits and loans were substantial, a lower rent might be negoti-
ated—reflecting an understanding, if only implicitly, of opportunity
cost and discount on present value. As a gesture of goodwill to cement
their long-term relationship, the lessee’s obligations, in addition to
security deposit and rent, included occasional advances (repayable)
or subsidies (nonrepayable) for funerals or marriages as well as loans,
with or without interest, to the owner.

For this investment, the lessee obtained the right to operate the
monopoly and the responsibility for all losses, taxes, and levies. He or
she also enjoyed by custom a first right of refusal for renewal—but
see Cao (née Li) vs. Sun—and a year’s advance notice before termi-
nation of the lease. In rare instances, a sublessee might assume the
rights and responsibilities of the lessee for the remainder of a lease,
subject to the owner’s approval. Custom prohibited repossession of
the monopoly before the expiration of the lease, and a lease could
be broken only with the owner’s consent.?> By custom, too, an existing
lease would not preclude the sale of a monopoly (zu bu ya mai), unlike
rural land transactions in Taiwan.3

The contracts also addressed issues specific to the salt business:
the concerns for reciprocity, customary obligations, and economic
calculation. The frequency and amount of loans, interest or non-
interest-bearing, and occasional advances or subsidies for funerals or
marriages that could be demanded of the lessee were explicitly stipu-
lated in many cases. The use of the formulary phrase (fayan) “no doc-
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ument, no interest” (wuxi bu cheng piao) indicated that a loan would
not incur any interest. Other clauses detailed the maximum amount
of salt inventory permitted upon lease expiration with the formulaic
phrase “so delivered, thus returned” (yuanzhuang yuanxie) to prevent
a deliberate overstock. Conditions governing repossession and pen-
alties for contract violations were also stipulated. All loans, security
deposits, and taxes advanced by the lessee had to be repaid—as well
as compensation if the owner wanted to repossess before the lease
expired.

Consistent usage of contracts—together with a specialized vocab-
ulary and formulary phrases embodying fairness, honesty, and reci-
procity between the contracting parties—thus constituted an integral
part of the Changlu salt merchants’ private and public economy. Com-
pared to rural land transactions, ownership rights of these commer-
cial properties seemed less fettered by claims of kith and kin. Recog-
nized by the state, understood and entered into willingly, these
contracts gave private citizens a measure of certainty and, in the pro-
cess, promoted economic efficiency, if not “rationality,” defined in
terms of maximization—whether of profits or goodwill, or both, for
these urban merchants.?”

Roles of the Head Merchants

Once the elaborate regulations governing aspects of the salt trade,
fees, and gabelle collection were met—and so long as the merchants’
disputes did not disrupt the flow of taxes or threaten the supply of
salt to consumers—the Qing state mostly left the salt merchants to
themselves. When contractual disputes arose, relatives and household
friends might attempt mediation. If they failed, fellow salt merchants
would join the discussion. And if this application of “public opinion”
failed and both sides remained obdurate, the matter finally became
a suit for the courts to decide. Even then, the commissioner routinely
requested the assistance of the head merchants to mediate and arbi-
trate the dispute with their expertise and institutional memory.
Elected by the salt merchants from among themselves and con-
firmed by the state, the four head merchants played a crucial, if am-
biguous, role in the operation of the Changlu Division. Straddling
the official and the private, they referred to themselves as merchants
with a duty (zhishang) in their communications to the state but were
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not officials as such—even though most of them held official titles
purchased or won through civil service examinations. Their duties,
as listed in their appointment letter, included investigation of salt
smuggling and other “hidden” irregularities. They were expected to
set an example by paying their tax obligations promptly.*® More im-
portant, the head merchants’ authority and reputation were based
on their service record and guardianship of the merchants’ customary
practices (tonggang dali). To ensure the supply of salt to consumers,
for instance, the head merchants enforced the syndicate’s rule that
holders of an expired lease should continue operating the monopoly
but not pay any rent if the owner failed to repossess the monopoly.*

Although their authority remained largely unwritten, the head
merchants thus played an important role in resolving complicated
civil and commercial cases with their intimate knowledge of custom-
ary practice and institutional memory. In 1896, Wang Yasun, the
owner of Mixian, resumed operation of the monopoly through a
partnership with six shares of 10,000 taels each, his monopoly count-
ing as three. A Ms. Ning subscribed a share under the hall name of
“Xiu’ai Tang,” raising the capital by selling a shop, pieces of commer-
cial property, and boats.* Eight years later, Ning filed suit for breach
of contract. In a court hearing on October 17, 1904, she presented a
partnership contract that named her son-in-law Zhang Chengben as
her nominee. Wang denied that she had ever been a partner, however,
because Zhang had died before putting up the money. On November
11, the head merchants filed a brief in favor of the plaintiff. Without
accusing Wang of fraud, they noted that by custom a partner would
receive a copy of the signed and witnessed contract only after his or
her share had been subscribed in full. Since the authenticity of the
signatures was not contested, and Wang could not explain how the
document came into Ning’s possession, the contract should be up-
held. Wang finally conceded that he might have been negligent in
his business conduct. As the monopoly had been faring poorly, the
head merchants proposed a refund of 6,000 taels and dissolution of
the partnership, a settlement that both sides accepted.*!

This settlement highlights several salient features of the Changlu
Division—aside from the fact that women could be silent business
partners. (As we shall see, salt merchants’ widows, too, enjoyed special
status.) It illustrates why officials, instead of insisting on exercising
their authority, relied on mediation and arbitration by the head
merchants in resolving complex civil and commercial cases. Nomi-
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nated by merchants and appointed by the state without term limit,
they outlasted the yearlong tenure of most supervisors and commis-
sioners, providing the necessary continuity and institutional memory
for the operation of the Changlu Division. While they were not
legally trained, they were not arbitrary in their mediation and arbi-
trations: the tests of evidence and “public opinion” still applied. As
keepers of local customary business practices, they commanded a
respect for their expertise that might not be claimed by officials.
Instances of head merchants abusing their influence are not un-
known, but their authority allowed the salt merchants a limited juri-
dical sphere of their own.

Customary Practices and the Law

This is not to argue, however, that the merchants either enjoyed
legal autonomy or were above the law as their contemporaries and
historians often charged. (See Chapter 2.) At best the salt merchants’
donations, lobbying, household economy, and reliance on customary
practices and institutions afforded them limited protection in their
private domain and business from the state. Custom could not replace
law, however, nor did officials accept merchant practices as coequal
to their rulings. Not unlike the experience of English common law,
practice might be continuous, ancient, and certain, but the test of
“reasonableness” and the quo warranto assault remained—as the
“Highsteps” (Gaotaijie) Huas learned from their brush with the law.

One of the city’s Big Eight families, the Huas exploited to their
advantage the ambivalence of collective and individual ownership in
their business dealings.*® Under the corporate name of Hua Jicheng,
the household owned and operated the monopolies of Anzhou, Rong-
cheng, Tianjin, and Wuqing. In 1912, a widow Hua (née Zhang) sued
the household for repayment of her loan of 3,000 strings of cash,
outstanding since 1877. Hua Chengyan, in his capacity as household
head, defended the household with the argument that the loan, taken
out under the name of Houdefu with the signature of Hua Chengyun,
should be treated as a personal rather than a household debt.

The magistrate took a different view, however, and decided in favor
of the plaintiff. Sidestepping the thorny issue of determining what
was personal and what was collective, he argued that if the court
found the distinction less than clear, the plaintiff could not reason-
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ably be expected to make that distinction. If Hua Chengyun con-
ducted his business under the name of Houdefu and represented it
falsely as the corporate property of the Hua household, the magis-
trate reasoned, Chengyan as the household head should have knowl-
edge about it. That he did not object or stop Chengyun suggested
either negligence or condoning of his brother’s activities. The court
ruled that the household should produce Chengyun, a stipend stu-
dent and expectant prefect, for interrogation within one month or,
failing that, assume responsibility for the loan.

The magistrate’s ruling did not impress the Huas. While Chengyun
continued his absence, protected by his status as a civil service exam-
ination degree holder, Chengyan appealed on the grounds that the
household had filed a petition in 1879 with the local magistrate
absolving itself of any responsibility for personal debts incurred by
its individual members unauthorized by the household head. Invok-
ing this local custom, he insisted that the household could not be
held liable.* But the Provincial Court of Zhili disagreed. The court
reasoned that even if the loan had been a personal loan, the fact that
Chengyan and his brothers had yet to undergo household division
meant that they should share responsibility. Overruling the local
custom, the court decided that the right of the creditor could not be
abrogated by the household’s unilateral declaration. The Huas were
ordered to pay, in addition to the principal, half of the accumulated
interest, an amount equal to the principal as required under the
Qing Code.®> Neither status nor custom, however ancient, certain,
and continuous, could replace law—specifically the rights of creditors.

Gerontocracy and the Law

If conflicts between business customs and the Qing Code could be
resolved by reasoning—legal or simple “common sense’—disputes
involving implicit principles in the code—household harmony and
rights vested with property ownership—presented a more difficult
problem for officials. As the households of these merchant princes
underwent cycles of development and division, corporate property
and the privileged position of the household head generated strains
common to Chinese households elsewhere.* Not only did parental
authority decline as offspring reached adulthood, but the advan-
tages of wealth sharing were also challenged constantly by individual
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interests. As jural equals, fathers and sons wrangled in court over the
appropriation of household properties. Household heads found their
authority usurped by junior members of the household. Branches
sued each other over rights and responsibilities. Brothers fought over
deployment, management, and sharing of household resources.

Acrimony was bred, in part, by the very success of the pooled-
income and shared-expense household strategy. The members’ ability
to contribute to the household income varied, and the resourceful
sometimes resented the “free riders.” Li Shutong’s alienation from
his family—the “Philanthropist” Lis of Liangdian Houjie—began
with his expensive tastes and the slight he felt as a concubine’s son.
His strained relationship with his elder brother led him into a self-
imposed exile in Shanghai, leaving a young wife and sons to fend for
themselves. His son, Li Duan, recalled bitterly how his cousins lived
on the household’s corporate income from salt monopolies, a native
bank, and real estate but kept their salaries to themselves—and when
the household finally underwent division, seized more than their
share in violation of the principle of equality on a per stirps basis.*”

Another source of friction came from the fact that while the house-
hold head and seniors often enjoyed a bigger share of the household
budget, some wanted still more. Thus Hua Fengqi, household man-
ager of the “Bei” Huas, found himself harassed by his uncle’s widow.
Employing a tactic that the household used against its business oppo-
nents, she traveled to Tongzhou and caused a rumpus at the head
office of the household’s salt monopoly, refusing to return to Tianjin
without 3,000 strings of copper cash and an increased monthly
stipend. Another widow of the household soon joined her, forcing
an exasperated Fengqi to petition for their removal under court
order.*

Even more damaging to the household economy were impatient
male heirs. By law, all eligible male heirs were entitled to an equal
share of inheritance. Unauthorized use of household property that
could be theirs in due course—a constant temptation for impatient
juniors—was thus distinguished from theft of other people’s prop-
erty, which carried the penalty of strangulation for amounts over 120
taels. The most the hasty son could get was a hundred lashes with
light bamboo.*

For the Changlu salt merchants, the archives were littered with
cases involving wayward sons and grandsons. In 1886, Li Enpei, oper-
ator of the Jiyuan monopoly, leased the monopoly of Mengxian from
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Zheng Zuolin for eight years. After Zheng died, his brother Zuoji
renewed the lease in 1894. Four years into the lease, Zuoji’s son
Linsun took it upon himself to lease the monopoly to Zeng Wen-
guang for ten years. When Li filed suit in 1899, he was joined by
Zeng who accused the Zhengs of leasing the monopoly to two parties.
The son’s day in court was averted when Zeng decided to assume his
posting as a magistrate in Henan province. Li repaid on behalf of
Linsun an 800-tael loan from Zeng and extended the lease for ten
more years.%

Household Division and the Law

However appalling by Confucian standards, then, domestic strife over
property was a fact of life often involving the state. Household divi-
sion with the blessing of the grandparents or parents became legal
under the Mongols in 1271.5 By the Ming period, household division
against the wishes of the grandparents or parents was a crime only if
they pressed the charge in person—which would expose the seniors
to humiliation in open court as failures in parenting. Even then, the
penalty awaiting the unfilial offspring was reduced to one hundred
heavy bamboo strokes.>> Many a father or household head thus wisely
forestalled acrimony by effecting a timely division. Even under the
best of circumstances, however, the process was painful and difficult
to execute: every item in the household had to be assessed and
accounted for. When disputes within households resisted all the well-
developed procedures of local custom and head merchants and
mediators also failed, local officials intervened as a last resort with
solutions ranging from separate residence but continued coparcen-
ership (fenju bu xichan) to total division.

The case of Feng vs. Feng illustrates how, even when the Qing
Code clearly allowed for household division, officials decided not to
pursue that course of action. Feng Enshou (1775-1844), one of the
leading salt merchants of his time, leased or owned more than twenty
monopolies at the height of his career. After the household’s expro-
priation by the state in 1846, it was left with only four: Zhuozhou,
Qingyuan, Fuping, and Quyang. These were subsequently leased out
on the authority of the household matriarch. Soon after her death in
1907, the brothers Xuebin (1854-1907) and Xuezhang (b. 1862)
agreed to renew the lease, but Xueyan (1856-1923) blocked the pro-
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posal by accusing the lessee of fraudulent accounting and delinquent
rent payments. Unable to effect a resolution acceptable to both his
brother and the lessee, Xuebin returned to Zhuozhou and died later
that year.5

Xueyan now considered himself the household head and acted
accordingly to negotiate a preliminary contract (caohetong) to lease
the monopolies to He Fuxian. Enraged by this blatant disregard of
their rights, Xuezhang and Xuebin’s widow joined forces. After
friends and relatives failed to resolve the differences, both sides gath-
ered fellow salt merchants (gangyou, literally “syndicate friends”) for
support. In 1910, the widow as a zhiguafu filed for household division,
asserting her right as custodian of her deceased husband’s estate.

Xueyan opposed this challenge to his authority as household head.
In his brief, he argued that the division meant a forced sale of the
monopolies at an unfavorable price. Instructed by the Changlu com-
missioner to investigate and mediate, the head merchant Li Shiyu of
the “Philanthropist” Lis brokered a compromise. The contract with
He was voided and a new lessee located, notwithstanding Xuezhang’s
contractual responsibility to settle any disputes with household mem-
bers. Henceforth the three branches would maintain separate resi-
dences, but there would be no formal division of the household’s
corporate property: income was to be shared without a formal docu-
ment specifying how it was to be divided.>*

The Fengs’ dispute illustrates the sequence of attempts undertaken
to resolve household quarrels. Relatives and friends would attempt
mediation. If their efforts failed, fellow merchants of the Changlu
Syndicate might be mobilized, taking sides as they got involved. If
this application of “public opinion” also failed, the matter became a
suit for the court to decide. In this instance, the commissioner re-
quested the head merchants’ mediation without fear that his authority
might be compromised.” Although the plaintiffs were within their
right to request a formal division, mediation preserved some sem-
blance of a household economy, a result endorsed by officials.

Indeed, it remained the official’s (and the state’s) prerogative to
persuade the litigants to accept what was in their best interest. In
such civil cases, the magistrate enjoyed considerable latitude so long
as his decision did not jeopardize the state’s revenue flow—as in the
case of Liu vs. Liu. Liu Yuye, the founder of the household’s fortune,
had bequeathed the monopoly of Luancheng to his two sons, Xiang-
ting and Jingting. During the reign of the Qianlong Emperor, the
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monopolies of Huolu and Jingxing were added as corporate house-
hold property under the capable management of Shoucheng, Jing-
ting’s son. By the early twentieth century ownership was divided into
30.5 shares held by four branches of the household; each share was
entitled to a dividend of 300 taels each year from the salt business’s
annual net profit of 20,000 to 30,000 taels, in addition to earnings
from a native bank at Luancheng. Liu Youlan appeared as the regis-
tered owner and operator of the monopolies (chuming de dongjia),
and his branch controlled five shares out of the total.

In 1904, Liu Enze filed suit against his uncle Youlan and his
nephew Youzhi accusing them of mismanagement and misappropri-
ation of household corporate property. According to Enze and his
son Zigong, their branch, which held one share of Luancheng and
three shares of the monopolies of Jingxing and Huolu, was denied
not only its portion of the dividends but also the right to participate
in the management of the monopolies. As the owners on record,
Youlan and his son Youzhi monopolized the household’s extensive
interests in salt monopolies and native banks, appropriating for them-
selves at least 270,000 taels in profits. When Enze tried to join the
management in Tianjin and force an audit, Youzhi ordered his evic-
tion from the premises.

In both cases, the commissioner’s Solomonic ruling balanced the
formal rights of ownership against the substantive claims of kinship.
Even after Enshao, Enze’s brother, testified in court that his branch
had cashed in its share of the monopolies in 1880, thus clearing
Youzhi of any fiduciary duty toward a former shareholder, the com-
missioner decided not to apply the Qing Code to the fullest extent.
Instead of prosecuting Enze for filing a meritless plaint, he suggested
that Youzhi might placate his less fortunate kin with 2,000 taels (and
an additional 200 taels to help defray Enze’s expenses).%

One can only speculate why the commissioner ruled so generously,
if not particularly “rationally,” in Enze’s favor. By paying, perhaps
Youzhi hoped that he would be spared more frivolous and embar-
rassing lawsuits. The settlement might even reaffirm or restore family
values for the Lius and enhance Youzhi and Younan’s reputation as
caring benefactors of their kin. In addition, this affirmation of mutual
support for kin did not cost the state a grain of silver. And the liti-
gants both gained something—arguably a better outcome than a
winner-take-all decision in favor of the defendants alone as mandated
by the code.

With revenue and the supply of salt at risk, however, officials would
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protect the state’s interests even if this meant a formal household
division by court order—as in the case of Wangvs. Wang. The house-
hold’s fortune was based on the Wandu monopoly held under the
corporate name Fuchengyu. Ownership was divided among three
branches. In his capacity as household manager, Wang Yu had leased
the monopoly to Qunyi in 1894 and then to Jinyiheng in 1898 for
ten years with an annual rent of 3,000 strings of copper cash.®”

With the lease renewal pending in 1907, Wang Yu tried unsuccess-
fully to sell the monopoly, touching off a series of legal battles. The
other two branches filed suit on October 28, 1907, accusing Yu of
misappropriating household funds; Zhang Lipu, manager of the firm
Deyuan, also filed suit. According to Zhang, he had lent the wheel-
ing and dealing household manager 3,000 taels at a monthly interest
of 4 percent to be repaid upon expiration of the current lease. In
the event that Wang Yu could not repay the loan, Zhang would lease
or purchase the monopoly at a price not to exceed 80,000 taels.
Wang Yu countered by accusing the other branches of conspiring to
divide household corporate property and challenge his authority as
household manager.

To break the deadlock, the Changlu commissioner suggested that
the two other branches buy out Wang Yu’s branch. Failing that, he
proposed that the monopoly be leased to a third party. When no
lessee met the Wangs’ many demands, the commissioner awarded
operation of the monopoly to Wang Yu—with the provision that he
pay the other branches annual rent and a security deposit as re-
quired in a lease. The household remained hopelessly divided, how-
ever, and the commissioner threatened to put the monopoly into
official receivership to ensure the district’s salt supply. To avoid los-
ing the monopoly altogether, the other two branches buried their
differences and allowed Wang Yu and his partner to lease the monop-
oly at an annual rent of 4,000 strings of copper cash. To remove any
ambiguity, Wandu was subdivided into three equal market sectors—
each of the three branches selecting one by lot under the commis-
sioner’s supervision—and Wang Yu and his partner signed three
copies of the lease, one for each of the branches.’® The transforma-
tion of the Wangs from kin into formal contracting parties completed
the household cycle, favoring in the process the implicit rights that
came with ownership over the privileged position of the household
head.®

Taken together, these changes suggest that the more wealth and
male heirs that the salt merchants’ household strategy produced, the
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less likely were voluntary compliance and successful mediation. The
flexibility of local custom and mediation by the public and the state
could sometimes effect a settlement that allowed the household to
continue as an economic unit while preserving as much as possible
the social desiderata of reciprocity and mutual responsibility. If, how-
ever, the state’s interests in revenue stability and salt supply were
threatened, officials would act according to the Qing Code—Weber’s
dictum that “nothing can be more rigidly prescribed than the clan
economy of China” notwithstanding.®

Corporate and Individual Property Rights

State involvement in the salt merchants’ private household economy
did not always stop at mediation, therefore, nor was kinship the only
consideration in settling household disputes. Household harmony,
however laudable and desirable, had to be weighed against other
concerns—including the rights of ownership that came with per-
sonal private property, whether it be the individual entrepreneur, his
widows, or his heirs, without which economic and social stability
would be undermined.

Much of the confusion over fettered property rights in China stems
from the two different categories of property recognized by the state
and local custom: the collective property of the household and that
which was acquired by members of the household through their own
efforts.®! Collective property was held corporately, in perpetuity, to
be transmitted to the next generation intact. There was no individual
owner, therefore, nor anyone invested with the sole authority to dis-
pose of it. Individuals could own property, by contrast, complete with
the rights vested therein.

Different local customs applied to these categories. Changlu salt
merchants followed a simple test: the source of financing. When a
monopoly was acquired with capital from a household’s corporate
coffers, it became corporate property—as in the case of the Zhangs
who bought the monopoly of Shenze by selling 400 mu of the house-
hold’s land.%? Property held corporately was usually inalienable, and
elaborate measures were adopted to prevent its sale.® Contracts
involving salt monopolies held as corporate property were signed by
both fathers (or mothers) and sons, suggesting that they held the
monopoly in common.%* As such, the parents (or the household
head) were mere custodians.
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A father, however, could do as he wished with the properties he
acquired by his own effort, except that he was required by law to be
equitable when settling his estate. Sons who contributed to building
up the household’s holdings under their father might, depending
on local custom, claim a proportionately larger share of their father’s
estate. In parts of rural North China, households seem to have em-
phasized equality regardless of individual contribution.®

The court thus upheld, if only implicitly, an individual’s right of
ownership and, by extension, his legal heir or custodian’s entitlement
to such rights. But the task of distinguishing between what was cor-
porate and what was personal could be daunting—made so deliber-
ately by the salt merchants in order to escape liability, as illustrated
by the case of Huang vs. Huang. The household’s founder Huang
Futing acquired the Xianxian monopoly in 1840 and added Neihuang
in 1853. His son Xiao’en inherited the operation of the monopolies
and, in turn, passed them on to his son Diansun who died without an
heir. In 1908, Huang Baochen, son of Futing’s brother Xin’en, filed
suit against the widows of Xiao’en and Diansun for appropriating
the two monopolies. He established that his father Xin’en had been
the registered yeshang of Xianxian, under the corporate name Yong-
cheng, and claimed that although Futing might have been the oper-
ator of the monopolies, he was merely managing the corporate prop-
erty of the household.%

In the first ruling, the prefect of Tianjin rejected Baochen’s claim.
As it was a recognized practice for one person to register under aliases
in the operation of different monopolies, the registration of Xin’en
as the owner of Xianxian could not be admitted as evidence of actual
ownership. (But see the discussion later on Zhengvs. Zheng.) The pre-
fect relied instead on the head merchant Yang Junyuan, who testi-
fied that Huang Futing was the sole founder (yiren shouchuang) of the
two monopolies in question. In other words, the widows were legal
custodians of their deceased husband’s estate and therefore not sub-
ject to Baochen’s authority.”

An unhappy Baochen immediately appealed to the Superior Court
of Tianjin. As the surviving male of the senior generation—and there-
fore the household head by custom—he argued that the monopolies
should be his to manage as well. Since his father had been the regis-
tered owner, he pointedly asked whether one could be held liable
for taxes and levies of a monopoly one did not “own.” Once again the
court found against him, reasoning that Xiao’en and Diansun had
been the owner-operators of the monopolies for so long that if Bao-
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chen had a claim, it should have been filed long ago. (Nor had he
disputed the widows’ status as legal custodians earlier.)

Widows and the Law

Admired and exalted for their chastity, widows occupied a unique
position in Chinese society, the salt business, and Tianjin. Unlike
women from scholarliterati households cast stereotypically as ex-
ploited and cloistered, salt merchant wives and widows seemed less
encumbered by that rigid inner (nei) and outer (wai) gender division
of labor. Some became accomplished poets—in part because of their
household’s ability to afford publication of their works. Others per-
formed critical tasks for their household in public—perhaps deployed
as shock troops in business disputes or as legal representatives of the
household.5®

Women also played a role in Tianjin’s economy. Contracts and
land deeds from Tianjin bear signatures of women, indicating that
they could, in their own right, buy and sell property.®” But they still
seem to have been hidden from view in the salt trade: no female can
be identified under her own name (benming) in Changlu Syndicate
registers. Tianjin’s male-dominated business world, however, did not
prevent women from participating in the salt trade as partners or
through the household corporation (tanghao). No law prohibited
women as peddlers or shopkeepers or investors in the salt business
(as the widow Ning was). Indeed, an imperial decree issued in 1488
authorized widows of salt merchants to represent and operate monop-
olies on behalf of their deceased husbands.”

A widow’s privileges, of course, were contingent upon her remain-
ing true to her dead husband rather than her gender.” Nevertheless
widows were not shy in exploiting their privileges to the fullest—as
did the widow of Zhang Mao. In 1908, she filed suit against Zhou
Tonghui for kidnaping and forcing her son to sign a backdated con-
tract leasing the monopoly to Zhou for a security deposit of 11,000
taels and an annual rent of 1,300 taels. She did not, however, dwell
on these heinous allegations but went on to complain that she had
received only 1,000 taels of the security deposit, the balance being
withheld to settle her son’s debts. An astute commissioner recognized
this underhanded attempt for more rent: by admitting that she had
accepted a portion of the security deposit, she must have known
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about, if not approved, the lease. Ignoring her allegations (or the
crime of false accusation), he suggested a compromise that both sides
accepted: an increase of 170 taels in the annual rent.”

Compassion for widows, however, had its limits. When pitted
against the profit motive and property rights, the customary practice
of first right of refusal and the moral imperative to treat widows with
respect mattered little—as discovered by the widow of Cao Rongxuan
(née Li). Her husband had successfully operated several monopo-
lies, including the lease on two-thirds of Sun Tinglin’s Wuyi monopoly,
for over twenty years.” Soon after her husband’s death, however, she
felt that her contractual and customary rights to first refusal as the
existing lessee were abrogated when Sun leased the monopoly to Li
Baoheng (1861-1920) of “Philanthropist” Li fame. She sued. In the
court hearing, Li Ziming, a fellow salt merchant (unrelated to Bao-
heng), testified that Baoheng, as one of the head merchants, should
not have competed against her if only on the moral ground that
widows be treated with compassion. The commissioner, however,
caught in yet another conflict among customary practice, morality,
and property rights, ruled that he could not compromise Sun’s owner-
ship by compelling him to renew Ms. Cao’s lease. After all, Sun had
been offered slightly better terms.”

Widows of salt merchants were not the only casualties in this deci-
sion. However well intentioned, customary practice and the Qing
Code were limited in their power to effect desirable social behavior.
The Confucian ideal of social harmony and compassion—values en-
dorsed by the state and embodied in contractual provisions—proved
inadequate when confronted by property rights and an equally potent
economic rationality (profit motive).

Supremacy of State Interest

If property owners were within their rights in pursuing profit maxi-
mization (or minimizing loss) through their customary practices, what
about the state’s concern for revenue stability? An answer might be
gleaned from another case involving the litigious Zhengs. In 1900,
the Zhengs were embroiled in a bitter court fight when Zheng Zuoji
sued his nephew Zheng Tang for leasing the monopoly of Jixian to
Guo Jin’qing without his approval. The elder Zuoji testified that the
monopolies of Jixian and Mengxian had been acquired by his older



70 The Household and the Law

brother Zuolin with capital derived from sale of household property
left by their father, Yueshan.” Upon Zuolin’s death in 1892, Zuoji
assumed the mantle as household head with authority over the house-
hold’s corporate properties and contracted for the leasing of the
Mengxian monopoly. That authority, he argued, should hold for Jixian
as well. Defending himself, Zheng Tang countered that Zuoji and his
son Linsun had appropriated to themselves all the proceeds from
the Mengxian lease, forcing him to protect his interest.

Rendering a decision on this seemingly open-and-shut case of an
impatient junior challenging the household head turned out to be a
difficult process. The case hinged on whether there had been a
household division and, if so, who owned which monopoly. Although
Linsun testified in court that the household had yet to be divided,
his father admitted three days later that indeed there had been a
division, at least in appearance. As a legal maneuver to limit liability
should either monopoly fail, the Zheng family had filed a petition at
Wenxian, Henan, in 1886 stipulating that Mengxian would hence-
forth be operated by Zuoji. In practice, however, the income from the
monopolies, Zuoji insisted, was still shared by the entire household.

The magistrate of Wenxian added another twist to this legal tangle.
He confirmed that the Zhengs had indeed filed a petition in 1886—
but, for reasons unknown, it lacked an official endorsement, which
implied that the household division, if there had been one, was null
and void. Yulu, then governor-general of Zhili, referred the case to
the commissioner with the opinion that there had been no household
division and hence the Jixian monopoly was still household corporate
property.

Yang Zonglian, the commissioner, disagreed with his superior. He
dismissed the suit because, by Zuoji’s own admission, a household divi-
sion had in fact taken place, even though the Zhengs intended it as a
maneuver to limit liability. Reversing the courts’ acceptance of this
customary practice, the commissioner declared that it was a legal
fraud to evade full liability to the state, and thus an abuse of the law
(wanfa), if not actually a crime.

A disappointed Zuoji, who undoubtedly still believed that he had
local custom on his side, quickly appealed the decision. He reiterated
that the registration of monopolies under different names to limit
the household’s liability should not be construed as a household divi-
sion. Furthermore, he argued, the commissioner’s ruling should be
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overturned because the Wenxian yamen did not have a legally valid
record of that division. As a compromise he volunteered to operate
the monopolies as household head until his nephew came of age. The
offer, however, came too late; Yang had already submitted his deci-
sion on May 17, 1900, to the governor-general for approval. On
May 23, Yulu concurred with Yang’s interpretation that a household
division had taken place. Zuoji’s claim was denied.”

Such cases reveal the state’s priorities. The salt merchants were left
largely alone to their customary practices in their business dealings.
But when social desiderata such as the authority of the household
head or compassion for widows clashed with ownership rights, the
state protected the latter. Ultimately, customary practices and rights
of ownership—however ancient, certain, continuous, and reasonable
—were subject to the state’s quo warranto assault.

Corruption and the Rule of Law

If the salt merchants’ civil cases were decided by officials as prescribed
by the Qing Code, including the implicit principles and the state’s
priority, there remains the question of corruption. With more than
three thousand official and unofficial runners serving the district
magistracy, strict supervision was nearly impossible.”” Officials, of
course, rarely left incriminating evidence in their files. All too often,
therefore, court papers depict an orderly, legally “rational” world.
Even when their decisions seemed consistent with the code, the pro-
cedure and execution of their rulings might still be tainted by irregu-
larities if not influence and corruption. In other words, court docu-
ments alone may not allow a full appreciation of the legal system in
late Qing—as illustrated by yet another encounter with the law in-
volving the Feng household.

In 1898, the firm Yutong filed suit against the Fengs seeking re-
payment of a debt and accumulated interest. Unaware that a warrant
had been issued against him, Xuezhang was hauled off the street and
thrown into a holding cell at the magistrate’s yamen. Unlike other salt
merchants who managed to tie up the court for years, Feng received
an expedited hearing by the magistrate later that afternoon and was
given one month to repay. That evening the grace period was reduced
in half by a vermilion slip (zhupi) issued by the magistrate’s office.



72 The Household and the Law

After regaining his freedom the next day, Feng traced the cause of
these rapid proceedings to the plaintiff’s considerable facility (shou-
yan, literally “hands and eyes”) at the yamen.”

Taken together, these cases involving the salt merchants offer us a
glimpse into the complex interaction between the private domain of
household, the public, the economy, and the state in late imperial
China. These urban merchant princes generated plenty of disputes
among themselves, frequently necessitating the mediation of friends
and colleagues. Persuasion by “public opinion” and “fairness” fre-
quently achieved an equitable settlement that kept the state and offi-
cials at bay.” Even when such disputes became lawsuits, the head mer-
chants played a prominent role in investigating and offering their
expertise in local business practices. To this extent, the salt merchants
enjoyed a juridical sphere, however limited, of their own.

Not all disputes could be mediated or arbitrated successfully, how-
ever, especially those involving ownership and the rights vested with
it. When all mediation failed, officials had to intervene. With few pro-
visions in the Qing Code to guide them, they followed Tianjin’s local
customs, which differed from those applicable to rural property trans-
fers and leases. Neither kin nor neighbors, for instance, could claim
the first right of refusal. If the state’s interest was not at risk, owner-
ship rights could be compromised when pitted against the ideal of
domestic harmony and mutual responsibility among kin. When the
litigants were not related by blood, the rights of ownership were
affirmed to maintain the social and economic order at large. But
when the state’s interests were at risk, officials could overturn a long-
accepted custom such as registering under different names to limit
liability. Certainly the complex negotiation between state, society,
economy, and private interests provided fertile ground for corruption
in its many forms. Even when rulings appear to be legally sound, cor-
ruption or influence peddling may still have played a part. Custom
and the Qing Code thus coexisted in relative harmony and tension
as civil cases were decided by the code and, ultimately, the sovereign
interests of the state as interpreted by local officials.



4.
MERCHANT CULTURE

Tianjin’s urban culture offered another field of negotiation between
state and society. For much of China’s history, the scholar-official was
the career of choice. Whether in or out of office, scholar-officials con-
sidered righting public morals and customs (yifeng yixu) part of their
social responsibility. In this process, Confucianism as a moral philos-
ophy and state orthodoxy became a form of cultural capital.! Confer-
ring on themselves the privilege of deciding a hierarchy of culture
from “high” to “low,” literati-officials deemed poetry, collections of
paintings, books, and antiques as respectable, but gaily colored cloth-
ing, “lewd” customs, and extravagant spending were lowly forms to
be tolerated or even banned if necessary. In this cultural and social
order, “rural” and “urban” lost their analytical value (for those who
subscribe to the state orthodoxy at least).? Merchants ranked lowest
behind literati-scholars (shi), farmers (nong), and artisans (gong), and
their literati affectations were considered pretentious if not a threat
to high culture.?

Such was the power of this cultural hegemony that while a few in-
tellectuals of late imperial China far ahead of their times advocated
the pursuit of profit as a worthy and morally fulfilling goal, the gap
between intellectual history and social history lingered until the late
nineteenth century (if not beyond).* Just as successful British indus-
trial entrepreneurs found the appeal of country-house living, or “fall-
ing into the establishment,” irresistible, their Chinese contemporaries
too succumbed to the pressure of social conformity. This orthodoxy
explains why Yangzhou’s salt merchants failed to develop into a full-
fledged capitalist system: they squandered their wealth in a vain-
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glorious attempt to acquire books, art, and other affectations of the
truly cultured.® Recent scholarship, however, would argue that com-
mercial capitalism prospered to the extent it did with the internal-
ization of Confucianism, leading to the emergence of the Confucian
merchant (rushang) or the way of the merchant (gudao).® Either way,
“Confucianism” played a crucial role.

This chapter examines the sybaritic culture spawned by the salt
merchants of Tianjin: a social reality and self-fashioning at odds with
the dominant Confucian paradigm of self-cultivation.” A reconstruc-
tion of the family history of the Zhangs and the Zhas, two leading
eighteenth-century Changlu salt merchant households, reveals a two-
pronged strategy: political networking and cultural entrepreneurship.
If the salt merchants’ garden parties, poetry clubs, and cultivation of
the realm’s leading literati seemed extravagant, such activities might
also be sound investments. Their selected guests gave them access to
high places, the latest policy changes, and the emperor’s intentions
—all of which might affect their fortunes. To be sure, the strategy
carried considerable risks if they became entangled in the factional
struggles among these powerful people or suffered condemnation
by self-righteous guardians of the Confucian orthodoxy. But the
promise of returns was huge.

As part of their cultural entrepreneurship, the salt merchants’
sponsorship of parades (see Chapter 5), operatic performances,
cricket fights, and other fashion-setting activities also shaped Tianjin’s
vibrant urban culture and identity. Merchants and commoners alike
evolved their orthopraxy from the stories they encountered on
widely circulated woodblock prints from Yangliuqing (or heard in
opera and drama banned elsewhere).® Percussion music such as
yangge, lianhuale, and clapper-accompanied opera (bangzi), as well as
current tunes (shidiao) performed by professional male and female
artists, found a receptive audience. Much to the chagrin of the proper
and the official, such performances reveal that these lowly urban
residents, including the salt merchants, were actively constructing
their culture. “High” and “low” negotiated over a lingering gulf of
status and attitude.

Lifestyle of the Rich and Notorious

The Changlu salt merchants were certainly guilty of hedonism and
extravagance. Their flaunting of wealth, haughty daily routines, reli-
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gious practices, and sponsorship of popular performances of lewd
songs and operas fueled the growth of an urban sybaritic culture.’
Like their Yangzhou counterparts, they compensated for their social
humiliation with conspicuous consumption on a grand scale.' In
1737, Zha Li and his entourage thoroughly enjoyed their excursion
to the Haiguangsi (Temple of the Oceanic Influence) about a mile
south of the city. From the temple’s tower, he admired a flooded Tian-
jin and enlivened at nightfall the dreary scene for its embattled resi-
dents by releasing thousands of floating lanterns (shuideng).!! Such
spectacles, however, paled when compared to those of his distant
relative Youqi who, according to one source, was once fined 800,000
taels for bribing the guards of Zhengyangmen, the main southern
gate of Beijing, to overlook his curfew violation. Equally notorious
were the thousands of taels he lavished on twelve maids for the ex-
clusive purpose of serving his meals. Immortalized in a Beijing opera,
his extravagant displays captured the popular imagination.!?

The salt merchants’ block-sized mansions are neglected today, but
signs of their former grandeur survive. Surrounded by high walls of
elaborately hand-carved bricks, a mansion’s front compound housed
accounting offices, servants’ quarters, and kitchens. Beyond was a
maze of interconnected compounds, one for each of the married
male offspring.!3 Separate quarters housed maids, chefs, and other
servants, in addition to musicians, gardeners, and handlers of opium
pipes, crickets, goldfish, birds, and other exotic pets for the masters’
entertainment. In season, family and friends frequently staged cricket
fights and their wagers were publicized throughout the city.!* Tea
salons, theaters, bath houses, restaurants, and expensive brothels were
all concentrated conveniently at Houjiahou where merchants held
court.!?

From their opulent daily life to annual festivities, many salt mer-
chants pursued extravagance with a vengeance. Breakfast was served
at two in the afternoon, a schedule befitting a grand household
(dajiafan). Birthdays, marriages, and funerals were sumptuous affairs
that created traffic jams and kept the city abuzz. The sixtieth birthday
celebration of the Feng family’s matriarch in 1890 took months of
preparation and lasted for days with porcelain commissioned from
the kilns of Jingdezhen; opera troupes, acrobats, singers, and magi-
cians from Beijing entertained the guests.!'® To serve their demand,
Tianjin developed a whole line of service industries from catering
to furniture rental.'” Dowry and bridal gifts were paraded around
the city by porters wearing uniforms borrowed from the Imperial
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Procession Guards—inviting in one case sarcastic comment from the
crowd that the newlyweds had everything they needed except a pair
of coffins.!8

In death, too, the salt merchants entertained their fellow citizens.!?
Professional funeral managers served both the dead and the living
with an eye toward enhancing the household’s stature within the
community.?” Well-heeled relatives and associates engaged Buddhist
monks, nuns, Taoist priests, and lamas (a must for the really rich) from
Beijing to perform daily services, sometimes lasting for weeks, to en-
sure safe passage for the departed. Mile-long funeral processions pro-
vided pomp rivaling that of the Heavenly Consort’s annual parade.
The coffin, however, might remain unburied for years and be set
afloat every time the city was flooded, much to the horror of public
health advocates and those beholden to filial piety as a cardinal virtue.?!

From the Confucian perspective, the salt merchants’ religious prac-
tices, too, were decidedly wanting: an eclectic and practical pot-
pourri of Buddhism, Taoism, local deities, and folk wisdom. Many of
the rituals were performed by the women of the household, with reg-
ular offerings to popular deities such as the god of wealth, the Eight
Immortals, and, leaving no stone unturned, obscure icons such as
Mister Zhang or the household spirit (jiaxian).?* To secure specific
blessings, offerings were made to the Heavenly Consort, who per-
formed double duty as the patron saint of sailors and sponsor of
marital fertility. Not to be overlooked was her lady-in-waiting, Songzi
Niangniang, who specialized in the delivery of male heirs. These reli-
gious practices suggest an overwhelming pragmatism not to be con-
fused with an agnostic Confucianism.

Growing up amidst abundant wealth and distractions, sons of salt
merchants not surprisingly found studying a chore. They would much
rather spend time practicing with their neighborhood yangge troupe.
In their memoirs, two generations of the Fengs recalled bitterly rote
memorization of the Confucian Classics. Even when they expressed
an interest in a practical business skill, such as the use of abacus, their
learned teachers rebuffed them in no uncertain terms. An aspiring
Confucian gentleman should not waste time on such a vulgar skill.?

The Zhangs and the Zhas

To the highbrow, the salt merchants’ petty-mindedness was only to
be expected. What was unconscionable was their assault on the
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literati-official’s prerogative as arbiters of culture and taste. The auda-
cious among them even aspired to join the exalted ranks of scholar-
officials. For such impertinence, they would pay dearly—as can be
seen from the Zhangs and the Zhas.

The Zhangs

The apical ancestor of the Zhangs migrated from Fengyang prefec-
ture in Anhui to Hebei in 1371, settling first at Hejian and then
Linyu. Early in the reign of the Shunzhi Emperor, Zhang Xiyin began
the family’s long social climb. His discreet biography portrays him as
a resourceful farmer who brought peace to the community by coop-
erating with the Manchu garrison. Such skills made him a valued ad-
viser to officials in Beijing. In 1661 he became the operator of the
monopolies of Jizhou, Zunhua, Fengrun, Yutian, Sanhe, Xianghe,
Baodi, and Pinggu in the Changlu Division. Two years later, he passed
away leaving a seven-year old son, Zhang Lin, and a brother, Zhang
Xishi, who continued the salt operation.?*

Under Zhang Lin, a resourceful and capable stipend student ac-
cording to a local gazetteer, the household continued its upwardly
mobile journey. He entrusted the business to a manager and em-
barked upon a bureaucratic career as a secretary with the Board of
Public Works. His years in the capital were notable not only for the
steady promotions he received but also for his association with some
of the realm’s leading literati. His residence in Beijing, referred to
variously as the “single-acre abode” (Yimuju) or “single-acre mound
and pond” (Yimu shanchi), was the site of many garden parties at-
tended by literary luminaries such as Jiang Chenying (1628-1699),
whose erudition earned the Kangxi Emperor’s admiration as one of
the four learned commoners (buyi) of the realm.?> By 1693, Zhang
was a senior secretary at the Board of War. A string of provincial ap-
pointments followed. Despite a demotion in 1700 for mishandling
famine relief in Shaanxi and negligence in supervising his subordi-
nates in Anhui, he was appointed financial commissioner of Yunnan.?

Zhang Lin’s dual career as an official and a salt merchant, however,
finally caught up with him. In 1700, Mu Shen of the Office of Scru-
tiny impeached Zhang on the grounds of unfavorable public opinion
(yulun); his sideline business as a salt merchant was unbecoming for
an official. Details of the charges do not survive, but apparently they
were severe enough for the Board of Personnel to recommend his
dismissal.?” Zhang retired to Tianjin as a salt merchant and a generous
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host. His many villas scattered about the city became renowned for
their well-attended garden parties as well as their art and antique
collections. Eminent literati paid him homage and served as his poet
in residence, including Jiang Chenying, Wu Wen (1644-1704), and
Zhao Zhishen (1662-1744).28 His guest list contained other familiar
literati of High Qing who also served at the Southern Study at one
time or another: Zha Xiazhong (1650-1727) who also taught Zhang’s
sons (and Mingju’s too), Mei Wending (1633-1721) the mathemati-
cian, and Fang Bao (1668-1749) the classical essayist.2

Service at the Southern Study, of course, was the dream of every
aspiring literatus in the realm. As conceived by the Kangxi Emperor,
it was to be his literary advisorate, far removed from the formal polit-
ical process at the Grand Secretariat.® In daily contact with the em-
peror, however, the select few who served in the Southern Study ac-
quired enormous influence. While not all the emperor’s decrees were
drafted there, secret memorials from trusted aides would be filed
and read. As reported in the secret memorials of Wang Hongxu
(1645-1723), any matter deemed important enough for the em-
peror’s attention could be pursued: from the latest rumors in the
capital to cases pending at the Censorate. Bypassing the usual bureau-
cratic channels, the sealed memorials, filed directly at the study, in-
fluenced the emperor without much public debate.®® Members of
the study became privy to the emperor’s latest concerns and interests
not to mention his dislikes—all invaluable intelligence to officials.
Even high officials such as Mingju (1635-1708) received “debriefings”
when Gao Shiqi (1645-1704), a charter member of the Southern
Study, came off duty, while other seekers of information lined the
alley outside.?? Packing the study became a vital matter to rival court
factions. In the words of Fang Bao, a veteran of its politics, the place
was a war zone (zengdi).®

Zhang Lin no doubt appreciated the importance of networking for
his business. Mingju, a central figure in the political factionalism that
plagued much of the Kangxi Emperor’s reign, provided capital for
the operation of the Chenzhou monopolies.?* From the Imperial
Household Department came 370,000 taels to operate the eight-
district monopoly of Jizhou. (On the role of these loans in raising
capital for the salt merchants, see Chapter 2.) He also led another
syndicate, including his brother and Zha Richang (corporate name:
Zha Tianxing, 1667-1741), for another 419,000-tael loan from the
same source in 1704, allegedly facilitated by a 20,000-tael fee to Zha



Merchant Culture 79

Sheng (1650-1707), nephew of Xiazhong and yet another veteran of
the Southern Study.®

Information, too, was crucial. Zhang Lin found out about his im-
pending trouble when his sources at the Southern Study alerted him
to the emperor’s curiosity regarding a hoodlum named Li Xiu. In-
spired by the Kangxi Emperor’s query at the study, Wang Hongxu
decided to investigate. He reported Li as the manager of Zhang Lin’s
salt operation, a vile character who frequented various government
offices.?¢ When he learned that the subjects of his investigation had
become alarmed, a horrified Wang Hongxu begged the emperor to
tighten security in the study to protect his intelligence operation.

Zhang Lin’s strategy thus gave him access, but it also exposed him
to the transitive law of the network: a friend of a friend warranted a
warm reception; a foe’s friend was fair game. His association with
Mingju and the surrounding cast of literati made him a convenient
target. Even after Mingju was dismissed as grand secretary in 1689,
his rivalry with Songgotu’s faction continued unabated in the race for
succession among the imperial princes.?” Li Guangdi (1642-1718),
Songgotu’s protégé, minced no words in expressing how he detested
Mingju and his associates.?

It was also Li who, as governor-general of Zhili, impeached Zhang
in 1705 on a charge of salt smuggling.?® When local officials ques-
tioned Zhang Lin’s salt operation, they allegedly were told to mind
their own business. The capital for his operation, Zhang Lin admon-
ished them, came from the Imperial Household Department. Al-
though technically true—it was legally a loan, though his default
might result in a loss for the emperor’s personal purse, a responsi-
bility no official would take—the claim nonetheless was an act of lése-
majesté. For these crimes Zhang Lin and his associates were sen-
tenced to death and his properties, valued at close to 1 million taels,
were confiscated.* But the emperor also overruled the recommen-
dation of the Board of Punishment and ordered an indefinite stay of
execution. He was even prepared to pardon them if they paid their
debt in full within the year.4!

What accounted for Kangxi’s mercy toward Zhang Lin is not clear,
although Zhang’s investment in political networking might have
borne fruit. Zha Tianxing, Zhang’s business associate and codefen-
dant, allegedly approached Zha Sheng for his intercession. Several
days later, Sheng sent word that it was done and clemency was
assured.* While local officials scrambled to locate more of Zhang
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Lin’s elusive assets, loyal visitors continued to visit him with dedicated
poems: the last extant poem, dated 1709, was in honor of his pot of
plum blossoms.*

The Zhas

Cultural entrepreneurship in the form of art collections, garden
parties, and poetry clubs thus doubled as a cover for political net-
working. The Zhas carried this two-pronged strategy to a new height
by combining it with strategically selected marriages.

Zha Tianxing, whose father died when he was three, grew up
poor.* Brought up by his brother-in-law, he found employment as a
clerk at the Tianjin Customs Office, a highly lucrative hereditary post
that resembled a partnership with seats readily bought and sold.*
But Tianxing was not content with his lowly status as a member of
the subbureaucracy. Before long he found himself implicated as one
of Zhang Lin’s associates in making illegal profits from salt smuggling
and receiving improper loans from the Imperial Household Depart-
ment. Owing some 210,000 taels against a net worth of 125,081 taels,
he was jailed, convicted, and sentenced to death. Unlike Zhang Lin,
however, he managed to repay all his loans. A fairminded Kangxi
even refunded a portion of the interest paid, reasoning that his min-
isters had unfairly collected interest for the entire eight-year term of
a loan that had been repaid in full after only one year. Tianxing re-
ceived a pardon and regained his freedom in 1709.46

If this brush with the law moderated Tianxing’s ambition, it was
not apparent in his subsequent behavior. Three years later he was
again imprisoned on a charge of tampering with the civil service
examination. According to the indictment, Zha engaged Shao Bo,
already a juren, to take the Shuntian provincial examination in 1711
for Zha’s eldest son, Weiren (1694-1749). The scheme was uncovered,
not because the hired brush failed, but because of his startling suc-
cess. “Zha Weiren” placed first in the examination—a surprise for
someone rumored to be illiterate. Faced with the prospect of an in-
vestigation, father and son fled south to Shaoxing, Zhejiang, but were
caught, tried, and sentenced to death in 1713. Unlike other salt mer-
chants who were promptly executed for similar crimes in Jiangnan
and Fujian in 1711, however, the Zhas were eventually pardoned.*’

Again, how and why the course of justice was derailed in this case
is unclear. Zhang Zhao’s (1691-1745) preface to Weiren'’s poetry col-



Merchant Culture 81

lection, “Poems from the Hut in the Shadow of Flowers” (Huaying’an
ji), offered a clue. A fellow jinshi named Zhao Houchi told Zhang that
the chief censor, Zhao Shenqiao (1644-1720), felt responsible for
Zha’s predicament since he was the chief examiner for the class of
1711.%8 The case had allegedly been orchestrated by Tao the Affable,
commander of the Imperial Guard, who spread rumors of bribery
and influence peddling in the examination in order to punish Zhao
for his reform of the copper procurement system and dismissal of two
Changlu salt merchants.* If Zhao did help, it was eased by 20,000
taels of silver offered by Tianxing’s wife to redeem her husband’s
crime.’ The father was freed in 1718, and the son received a pardon
in 1720.

Returning to Tianjin to pursue a strategy of cultural entrepreneur-
ship and networking, father and son bought 100 mu of land 3 /i west
of the city and created the “Manor West of the River” (Shuixizhuang)
with pavilions and buildings well stocked with antiques, paintings,
and an impressive library.’! A familiar cast of literati made up the
Zhas’ guest list. Zha Xiazhong considered Weiren his son and taught
him the art of poetry. Xiazhong’s younger brother Pu called Tian-
xing his brother and Shuixizhuang his “cozy nest” for two years after
achieving a jinshi degree.’? Leading poets such as Li E (1692-1752),
Hang Shijun (1696-1772), Wan Guangtai (1712-1750), Wang Kang
(b. 1704), and Fu Zeng all felt at home.?® The manor’s poem collec-
sales in South China. Weiren’s reputation as a poet and scholar
received another boost when Li E compared their notes on the
“Masterpieces of Poems with Irregular Meter” (Juemiao haoci) and
decided that Zha’s annotation was superior; the work was eventually
published as a joint effort.>*

Celebrated as one of the three renowned gardens of the realm
where the learned and scholarly converged, the manor became the
focal point of the Zha network. Chen Yuanlong (1652-1736) dedi-
cated an essay to it and composed poems admiring the exquisite
gardens. After a distinguished career—which included service at the
Southern Study with Zha Sheng, various boards, and the Grand Sec-
retariat—Chen stopped at the manor to share fond reminiscences of
childhood with Tianxing.> Chen’s nephew, Chen Shiguan (1680-
1757), then a vice-minister at the Board of Revenue, saluted Tian-
xing as an uncle and contributed an essay in honor of his seventieth
birthday.>¢
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Local officials, too, found the manor hospitable. Song Jing, the first
magistrate of the Tianjin autonomous department (zhilizhou) when it
was created in 1725, and Zhang Can, Changlu commissioner the
same year, spent time at the manor exchanging poems.”” Zhang’s
successor, Chen Shixia (d. 1738), honored Tianxing’s second wife
(née Wang) in an essay claiming almost two decades of friendship.5®
Another provincial official, Chen Pengnian (1663-1723) of Hunan,
introduced to the family by Zha Xiazhong and Zha Pu, contributed a
preface to Weiren’s poetry collection.’® During his tenure as a sub-
prefectural magistrate of Tianjin in charge of river conservation,
Yinglian (1707-1783), the future grand secretary and grandfather of
Heshen (1750-1799), frequently called on the many poets in resi-
dence and exchanged poems with the hosts.® Chen Yi, the hydraulic
engineer in charge of Tianjin’s reclamation, proclaimed proudly that
he knew Tianxing better than anyone.%

All these literary luminaries, however, lost their lustre when the
realm’s chief patron of the arts, the Qianlong Emperor himself,
visited the manor in 1748 and found it an agreeable place. Such an
extraordinary honor, of course, carried a price: the Zhas felt obliged
to relinquish part of the manor to the throne. Renamed the Mustard
Garden by Qianlong in 1771, it became a shrine to his presence, not
to be used by other men, however rich and powerful.

In return, the Zhas attained what they wanted: a measure of im-
mortality, if not respectability. Their name became a synonym for
wealth in the local dialect, as in Kuo (“Wide”) Zha.%? Degrees in the
civil service examination followed, with the Zhas claiming the city as
their domicile.®® Weiren’s younger brother Weiyi (1700-1763) served
as a subprefectural prefect in South China but soon retired to Tian-
jin as a salt merchant, poet, amateur painter, and activist in local
public affairs.® The youngest brother, Zha Li (1715-1782), became
a senior secretary in the Board of Revenue in 1748, received com-
mendations for his role in the campaign against the Great and Small
Jinchuan rebels, and capped his career as governor of Hunan in
1782.95 His son Chun was a judiciary commissioner of Hubei. Each of
the four generations after Tianxing produced at least one jinshi or
Juren.% The family’s long-standing tie with the Haining Chens was
reinforced when Weiren’s son Shanhe married a daughter of Chen
Bangxian, a jinshi, a renowned calligrapher, and a veteran of the
Southern Study who served the Qianlong Emperor as a vice-minister
of the Board of Rites.5” The household’s fortune was safe at last.
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Risks and Benefits

Successful as the Zhangs and the Zhas were, their strategy, whether
articulated as literati affectations or networking, certainly risked ridi-
cule and resentment from proper society. Zhu Tongyi’s claim to fame
among his fellow literati came at the expense of Zhang Lin: rejection
of Zhang’s invitations, contempt for Zhang’s poetry, and his own
abject poverty.5

If local literati found the salt merchants’ “copper stench” and lit-
erary affectations offensive, the highborn disapproved of their net-
working culture as corrupting cultivation (zuanying). Prince Li chided
officials and fellow aristocrats for associating with the Zhas.® Time
and again high officials blemished their careers as a result of their
ties to the salt merchants. After years on the waiting list, the appoint-
ment of Zha Youqi (Zha Sheng’s great-grandson and one of the
biggest Changlu merchants of the time under the corporate name of
Jianggongyuan) as a secretary at the Board of Revenue in 1807
prompted a bureaucratic battle and policy review. The rule of avoid-
ance—long enforced in the provinces to avoid potential conflict of
interest among officials related to each other through kinship—had
hitherto been waived for officials serving in the capital, but Dai Qu-
heng (1755-1811), then minister of the board, was Zha’s relative by
marriage. The Board of Personnel proposed that the rule should also
apply in the capital, and new regulations were promulgated accord-
ingly to distinguish among various kinds and degrees of relationship.
The emperor concurred. And finding the kinship ties generated by
marriage (ernu yingin) potentially compromising, he decreed that Zha
should be reassigned to the Board of Punishment to await an appro-
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priate vacancy.™

The censor Hua Jie, however, thought that the ties between Zha
and Dai were not merely compromising but criminal. In 1809, he
charged that Youqi, protected by Dai, conspired to withhold the re-
quired security deposit to the Imperial Household Department. In
his arrogance, Zha had also demeaned the dignity of state office by
having three grand secretaries serve as receptionists during his
mother’s funeral. The charges against Dai were even more serious:
conspiracy to manipulate the results of the metropolitan examination,
abuse of his authority at the Board of Revenue, and attempting to
pack the Southern Study with his students and associates. When the
emperor’s own investigation yielded little evidence of wrongdoing,
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Hua Jie was demoted for filing groundless charges. But the exposure
of Dai’s myriad ties had derailed his career. To avoid a conflict of
interest with his uncle Dai Junyuan, then serving as director-general
of the Capital Granaries, he was demoted to the Board of Public
Works.”!

Zha Yougqi escaped this investigation relatively unscathed. But as
someone deeply entangled in bureaucratic politics, he remained a
vulnerable target. In 1812 Li Zongchao, another censor rumored to
bear a grudge against Zha for having been denied a substantial bribe,
indicted him on a charge of tampering with the weights issued by the
Board of Revenue. Even though there was no evidence of Zha’s direct
involvement in this conspiracy, investigators concluded that, as the
biggest operator in the division, he stood to benefit most from the
tampering. For his negligence he was fined 455,652 taels—five times
the profit he made from the extra salt packed. With his deep pockets,
however, Zha paid in full the penalty two months ahead of schedule
and escaped banishment. Seven years later, he even recovered the
title of rank 6 official by donating 30,000 taels of silver toward emer-
gency flood relief and continued as a Changlu salt merchant.”

The salt merchants’ experience demonstrated that their riches
made them tempting targets. Being wealthy and well connected, how-
ever, helped them to manage those risks and facilitated their recovery
from temporary setbacks. The Zhangs capitalized on Zhang Lin’s net-
work when his great-grandson, Yingtou, called on Fang Bao the clas-
sical essayist at Tongcheng. Fang, whose distinguished career at the
Southern Study and civil service had come to an abrupt end when his
letters requesting favors on behalf of others became public, obliged
the nineteen-year-old with an introduction: “Presenting herewith the
grandson of Zhang Lin.”” Although brief, it was adequate. Yingtou
continued his journey, visiting relatives and his grandfather’s old ac-
quaintances, and collected enough support to rebuild the household’s
fortune. Under the able management of his salt merchant brother,
Yingchen, the household prospered. Yingtou’s son Hubai brought
honor to himself and the household as a juren in 1768, a jinshiin 1769,
and a commissioner of education in Henan.”

To dismiss the salt merchants’ literary affectations as mere replica-
tion of the “high culture” practiced by literati-officials is to miss not
only the complex phenomenon of networking but also the broad
social and political implications of their cultural entrepreneurship.
The costly garden parties, poetry clubs, and expensive art collections
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could be sound investments. Leading literati of the realm on their way
to and from Beijing for the civil service examinations, or seeking the
patronage of the emperor and high officials, were received with great
honor and hospitality by the salt merchants. When men like Zha Xia-
zhong entered government service, these investments would be re-
paid many times over. Approachable as old acquaintances, they be-
came an invaluable source of information placed at the highest level.
While extending the salt merchants’ reach beyond the city, the pres-
ence of these nationally renowned literati also broke the hegemonic
hold of Tianjin’s scholar-officials on the local cultural scene and added
another dimension to the negotiation between culture and class.

Urban Culture and Identity

In entertaining themselves and their fellow citizens, the salt mer-
chants’ patronage of popular opera and tunes that formed the core
of Tianjin’s urban culture confirms what their critics had long been
saying: despite all the affectations, the impression of Confucianism on
the salt merchants was only skin deep.”™ Of the 622 such compositions
collected by a mid-eighteenth-century Tianjin artist, twenty-five cele-
brated dynastic peace and prosperity and three promoted filial piety
—themes the high-minded would approve. Another fifty-eight were
drawn from poetic dramas and short stories (chuangi), such as “West-
Wing Romance” (“Xixiangji”) and the “Water Margins” (“Shuihui-
zhuan”), which were banned elsewhere in the empire.” The remain-
ing two-thirds of the collection dealt with puerile themes: fantasizing
an affair, a female yearning for the return of her beloved merchant,
and other explicit expressions of passion.”” The five titles describing
the loneliness of a supposedly celibate nun were probably even more
offensive to keepers of public morals.” When female singers began
to appear on stage in the late nineteenth century, their performances
were repeatedly banned.”

The songs also exhibited a hedonistic, commercial, and urban bias
at odds with a Confucianism that recognized no distinction between
rural and urban. In “A Chaste Yellow Basket Keeping Me Company,”
a girl laments being born into a poor rural family. Selling her
embroidery in the city, she longs for a marriage that will allow her
to enjoy all the pleasures of urban life as befits her beauty.® An
ill-prepared daughter-in-law from the countryside who knows little
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beyond tending the fields finds her mother-in-law condescending.?!
Songs advocating “nothing is better than a cup of wine in my hand”
or “seek great fortunes” offered audiences alternatives to the exact-
ing demands for moral self-cultivation.$?

The salt merchants’ sponsorship of festivals that drew crowds from
the surrounding districts to celebrate the birthday of the Heavenly
Consort in the third month, or the city god’s annual inspection tour
in the fourth month, espoused similar themes as well as enhancing
the city’s identity.8? No silver was spared in their quest for public rec-
ognition. One salt merchant acquired the finest silk from Nanjing’s
imperial mill, dyed blood red with honghua (Carthamus tinctorius)from
Xinjiang, for bier pole covers and a parasol, so that no one could miss
the priceless green jade ring on his thumb as he paraded through
the city with the Heavenly Consort. Others financed their neighbor-
hood’s entry in the parades or vied for the honor of contributing the
tallest incense tower.%

The Changlu merchants’ collective contribution of eight richly
decorated floats (taige, or “pavilion borne on poles”) through the
Changlu Syndicate was a fixture of the parade. Each float depicted a
theme in popular folk drama: the first float, as befitted the occasion,
portrayed the Eight Immortals presenting birthday gifts. Following
were scenes from stories such as “Water Margins,” “Journey to the
West,” “Legend of the White Serpent,” or “Zhongkuai Marrying Off
His Sister”—all questioning the nature of justice and morality of the
existing order and for those reasons banned elsewhere.® “Legend of
the White Serpent,” for instance, began during the Tang dynasty as a
love story between Bei Niangzi, a serpent assuming human form,
and Xu Xian. As literati added embellishments, weaving in Fa Hai
the monk, it evolved into a tragedy pitting morality against love. Fa
Hai persuades Xu to leave, has Bei imprisoned under the Luifeng
pagoda, and morality triumphs at the expense of love and the audi-
ence’s sympathy.®6 While the salt merchants might not be consciously
challenging the cultural hegemony and moral positions of the scholar-
official elite, their sponsorship of such performances promoted social
criticism through a culture of laughter a la Bakhtin. Just as a stunning
“Green Serpent,” female companion to the White Serpent in the
legend, makes an enchanted literatus a laughingstock of the witness-
ing crowd (“she” turns out to be an old man), beauty, indeed, depends
on the beholder.?”
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Other participants in the parade made their discontent explicit:

Between heaven and earth, the human world is
Replete with imperfection.

While the poor suffer

The rich hoard their gold. . . .

The learned fail their civil service examination
Yet the incompetent become high officials. . . .

How could this be sor88

Instead of accepting things as they were, these urban dwellers asked
what should be and established, however fleetingly, an altered social
structure.

Under the cover of the festivities, the “Sincere Carry-On Official
Society” (Chengyi Kangxiang Guanshenghui) inside the South Gate
went even further in mocking official pomposity with placards an-
nouncing the approach of “officials”: “Acting Magistrate of Meigui
[Rose] District” and “Magistrate of Tianjiang [Sweet Paste] Depart-
ment,” followed by a buffoon, dressed in official garb, administering
justice atop a camel.® The citizens of Tianjin might not be highly edu-
cated, but they had something to say about the world around them.
Where Confucianism did not provide an answer, or at least a satisfac-
tory answer, these otherwise inarticulate urbanites communicated in
their own language and sought approval from their fellow citizens
through the parades. In short, this aspect of urban popular culture
took on a life of its own.

Both the dazzling high society of poetry clubs, garden parties, art
collections, and associations with literati and officials, as well as the
“low culture” public spectacles they mounted, were the salt mer-
chants’ response to the forces that shaped their outlook, business,
and world. In the attempt to gain respectability and ensure their
continued prosperity, the salt merchants’ networking and cultural
entrepreneurship brought together the bureaucracy, economy, and
society. Though their villas might be under the shadow of state
offices, the salt merchants created in their banquets and poetry par-
ties access to the powerful. The investment was costly, the risks were
great, but the return could be spectacular.

Besides flaunting their wealth, the salt merchants’ cultural entre-
preneurship had implications beyond entertaining their fellow citi-
zens and visitors. Their festivals, cutting across class and space, mobil-
ized urban and suburban neighborhoods alike. Their participation
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and support in parades encouraged the citizens to work together,
contributing to the growth of Tianjin’s community spirit. Under the
cover of the festive mood, some delivered their critique of society
inviting the audience’s comments and participation. Far from being
mere passive receivers of “high culture,” these urbanites were nego-
tiating, transacting, and constructing their own culture and identity.



5.
SOCIAL SERVICES

Beginning in the seventeenth century, Tianjin’s salt merchants be-
came increasingly active in a broad range of urban social services.
Not only did they fund road construction, city wall maintenance, soup
kitchens, orphanages, and fire brigades, but they eventually operated
the city’s academies and militias. Interpreting this development has
stirred considerable debate. Some scholars see a “Confucian public-
mindedness” at work.! The weakness of this argument is that while
Confucianism has indeed been influential in Chinese history since
the Han dynasty, if not earlier, organized private philanthropy of
the type discussed here dates from the Song dynasty. While the salt
merchants’ ethical standards were undoubtedly informed by Confu-
cianism (or at least a vulgar version of it), Buddhism and Taoism
were also important influences.

A more mundane, if not cynical, explanation might focus on the
love/hate relationship between the salt merchants and their fellow
citizens. As noted in the previous chapter, the salt merchants often
invested in an extravagant lifestyle. Indeed, their pretensions to poetry,
learning, and the arts intruded upon the scholars’ domain and the
local literati establishment loved to scorn them. In the eyes of the
poor and the needy, it was tainted profits that built their opulent
mansions. Generous donations and an active interest in local public
charities and services, in this view, might be the means to acquire
respectability and social acceptance.

Habermasian concepts of the public sphere and civil society enrich
as well as complicate our effort to understand the salt merchants’

89
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public life. While not mutually exclusive of the perspectives just out-
lined, this approach emphasizes the resemblance of late imperial
China to the early modern European experience of an increasingly
active urban bourgeoisie fighting for autonomy from the state. Pressed
by domestic rebellion, foreign invasion, and financial crisis, Tianjin’s
local elites who had been involved in informal governance expanded
the range of their services. Although more of the same may not con-
stitute a fundamental change in the nature of Chinese society, a weak-
ened Qing state does suggest a replication of the idealized European
model of a zero-sum game, if not confrontation, between state and
society.?

Tianjin’s experience, however, suggests yet another social process
at work: the emergence of merchant-gentry as a social category. To
be sure, the state’s official presence remained in this region without
rich and responsible elites, especially in administering large-scale
disaster relief, but the merchants’ passive participation in early and
high Qing gave way to more voluntary activism when the Qing state
was rocked by internal rebellion and foreign threats in the nineteenth
century. In a city of immigrants with many of the scholar-gentry them-
selves recent settlers, the merchants’ domicile status was not an issue.?
The Changlu salt merchants supplemented many of the services per-
formed by the state—disaster relief, social services, and urban infra-
structure (roads, firefighting, city wall maintenance) especially during
and after the Taiping Rebellion—and expanded into new territories
such as militias and local education.

This is not to argue, however, that the salt merchants were pitted
against the state at the local level, much less at a national level. While
their activism may have eclipsed local scholar-gentry who lacked the
necessary economic resources, the salt merchants’ activities and ex-
tensive networks reinforced the dynasty by stabilizing local society in
a turbulent time. The relationship between state and salt merchants
remained symbiotic; nor was the merchants’ expanding influence
achieved without guidance or control from above. As subjects, the
merchants continued to observe the law and proper procedures by
registering (li’an or zhai’an) their organizations. While this coexpan-
sion of state and society may not be a distinctively Chinese phenom-
enon, it did lay the foundation for a network of local commercial
elites engaged in social activities traditional and new—an activism that
the state, local officials, and scholar-gentry might find destabilizing,
if not an actual threat, to their authority and hegemony.*
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Disaster Relief

Disaster relief for Tianjin had long been part of the state’s responsi-
bility.” The city, as discussed in Chapter 1, was particularly vulnerable
to floods, but they were not the only ills to affect it. The district re-
ported calamities in at least 150 of the Qing dynasty’s reign of 267
years: floods (114), droughts (20), locusts, and ravages of war, not
to mention the periodic fires that swept the city. According to the
severity of the disaster, the state provided assistance in the form of
land tax deferments (forty-six times); a combination of deferment
and waiver, waiver only, deferment and relief (fifty-one times); and
efforts involving substantial outlays of cash, grain, and, by special
decree, padded jackets (forty-nine times).6

This state activism is all the more impressive in the context of a
much criticized bureaucracy. Although Tianjin’s proximity to the
capital and the large number of officials traveling through it on the
way to or from Beijing made disaster reports difficult to suppress, a
stringent bureaucratic procedure did not help: reports of disaster
had to be on record by the sixth month in the summer and the ninth
month in the fall. Operating under tight deadlines, with meager re-
sources and strict requirements for surveying and verification, officials
reported natural calamities with great reluctance.” The burden was
so severe, indeed, that some risked their careers by not reporting
marginal, or even verifiable, cases.?

State disaster relief was further marred by corruption and inepti-
tude. Throughout the Qing period, high officials and scholars steeped
in the so-called statecraft tradition warned that local subbureaucra-
cies must be excluded from relief operations. Relying on yamen
runners and village headmen who received little or no remuneration
from the state made matters worse.? Indeed, even when relief or tax
deferments had been granted, unscrupulous officials and runners
might continue collecting taxes—or neglect to apply taxes already col-
lected toward future dues—all to line their own pockets.!” Embezzling
disaster relief funds was not unheard of, and criticisms were fre-
quent.!’ An indignant Mei Chengdong left a poem dated 1820 con-
demning callous officials who kept a crowd waiting for padded jackets
until thirteen people were crushed to death. In 1877, more than a
thousand refugees were injured and a hundred died when a govern-
ment-operated gruel kitchen caught fire and officials fled the scene
leaving the gates locked.!?
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Privatization of relief efforts was thus deemed an acceptable, if not
necessary, solution. Interference by officials was explicitly forbidden,
and state policy encouraged the wealthy to donate by granting plaques
in their honor and, on occasion, titles. Provincial governors became
involved officially only when they audited the ledgers to confirm the
donor’s eligibility for guerdon.!® The state did not, however, remove
itself from the field entirely. Even in the late nineteenth century, when
it was in dire financial straits, the state remained the only agency cap-
able of organizing and providing sustained relief for large-scale natural
calamities like the great North China drought of 1876-1879.'4 In the
provision of emergency and disaster relief, private citizens and the
state cooperated in a division of labor.

Urban Social Services

The division of labor between state and local society was institution-
alized along rural and urban lines. State relief operations excluded
residents of market towns and cities unless specifically authorized by
imperial decree.!> Urban areas, with their economies based on com-
merce, presumably would be able to recover from drought or floods
on their own. When the state did fund and operate urban welfare
institutions—orphanages and homes for the old and widowed—such
services were limited in scale. Homes for the sick and needy of Tian-
jin prefecture and district could offer assistance to only sixty and
forty-four persons respectively.' Even then local officials might not
make good use of the meager resources available to them. During his
four-year tenure as circuit intendant from 1862 to 1865, Li Tongwen
ignored his relatives’ raid on the orphanage (Yuyingtang) endowment
every year but one.!”

Following its policy in the countryside, the state accommodated,
if not encouraged, privatization to remedy this neglect of urban social
services: soup kitchens; free burials; orphanages; homes for the old,
infirm, and widowed.!® Table 1 summarizes the data by periods coin-
ciding with the dynasty’s rise, heyday, and decline and by categories
of initiative. In the absence of ledgers and other records, it is impos-
sible to measure and compare relative contributions and the number
of people served. But one thing is undeniable: while the involvement
of the state, officials, and scholar- gentry continued, merchants, espe-
cially the Changlu merchants, became increasingly active in initiating,
financing, and operating such services.
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Table 1. Urban Service Initiatives by State and Society

Period State Scholar-Gentry Merchant
1644-1684 2 4 3
1685-1797 17 6 24
1798-1911 16 5 43
Total 35 15 70

Source: Kwan (1999: 271-286)

There were many reasons for the merchants’ public service, be-
ginning with their business interest. In 1736, as a form of social
welfare, the Qianlong Emperor offered some of Tianjin’s poor the
privilege of peddling tax-free salt.!” Those eligible had to be local
residents, over sixty or under fifteen years of age, disabled, or elderly
women without family support. Duly verified by neighbors and regis-
tered with the local government, they would be issued a waist tag
(yaopai)—hence the term “tag salt” (paiyan)—entitling them to buy up
to 40 jsin of salt at the yard each day. To prevent abuse of this privi-
lege, they had to carry the salt on foot. In practice, however, this well-
intentioned “workfare” was compromised by enforcement problems.
Updating the roster as the old passed away and the young came of
age required constant vigilance by local officials. And the tags could
be misused: carrying several days worth of accumulated salt by wheel-
barrow, for example, or letting a family member or friend use the tag
on behalf of the old, infirm, or otherwise disabled rightful holder.
Fewer than seven hundred tags were issued for Tianjin, but the ped-
dlers purchased over 31,000 yin each year—an amount far surpassing
the statutory quota of 700 yin for the district. Alarmed by the great
number of smuggling cases pending—Tianjin alone had more cases
than Zhili and Henan provinces combined—the Changlu commis-
sioner petitioned in 1752 to end the practice. In return, the salt
merchants volunteered to subsidize each tag holder 24 copper cash
per day.?

The substitution of private charity for the tag privilege did not
merely improve the salt merchants’ hold on the market: it also en-
hanced their reputation as compassionate and caring citizens, a bar-
gain not lost to these astute businessmen. Thus merchant princes
such as the Lis acquired the sobriquet “Philanthropist” as befitting
their generosity and wealth.?! It was also sound public relations for
them to perform public services in their monopoly districts. Feng
Xuezhang, part owner of the salt monopoly at Zhuozhou, not only
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endowed a mutual aid society (Tongji Shantang) but was elected its
general manager. Overcoming a hostile local magistrate who denied
even requests for office space, Feng raised 600 yuan from fellow salt
merchants in Tianjin to assist flood victims ignored by the official.??

Firefighting

Such activism was also born of necessity. Although firefighting was
the duty of local government, since the Song dynasty private citizens
had increasingly defended their own properties.?? In Tianjin, this
tradition began with Wu Tingyu, a salt merchant who donated fire
engines and organized the Tongshan brigade (shuihui) early in the
reign of the Kangxi Emperor. Following his example, Meng Gouli,
the Changlu supervisor, donated four fire engines and laid the foun-
dation for a citywide network of fire brigades, including Zha Tian-
xing’s (see Chapter 4) Shangshan brigade.?*

By the late nineteenth century, Tianjin’s voluntary fire companies
were lauded as among the best-organized in the realm.? Alarms were
relayed by gongs (chuanluo, “stringing the gongs”); the companies
and separate crews responsible for clearing fire lanes and hauling
water mobilized along the gong route (luodao). The social composi-
tion of the firefighters (wushan, or “martial crew,” who trained to-
gether regularly) and supporting crews (wenshan)is not clear, but the
ranks were mostly ruffians (Aunhunr) and transport workers under
their control.?

Receiving little support from the state, accepting only snacks for
their services, the fire companies cooperated to raise funds from the
public, especially the salt merchants. Each spring and autumn, the
public Bureau for Fire Companies (Shuihui Gongsuo) and the chiefs
of the fire companies, some hailing from the ranks of the so-called
gowned ruffians (paodai hunhuny, or hunhunr who had accumulated
enough wealth or influence to become neighborhood leaders), would
lead a citywide donation drive through a banquet with opera perfor-
mances for the firefighters and donors. Any surplus would go toward
new equipment as well as maintenance of the stations and the public
bureau. The Changlu salt merchants collectively contributed at least
1,000 taels each year in addition to sponsoring their neighborhood
company.?’

While complaints of extortionary demands by these “volunteers”
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are not unknown, Tianjin’s residents did not question their loyalty to
their turf and, by extension, the city. Stories of their valor fed local
pride: how firefighters chased away “barbaric” Ningbo sailors in 1850
and 1853, for example, and taught good manners to unruly Anhui
soldiers.28

By the late nineteenth century, then, the city was served by pri-
vately organized and funded charitable institutions so extensive that
alocal paper boasted that Tianjin was second to none in the realm.?
Minimally supervised and regulated by the state, these private agen-
cies—whether a result of state-sanctioned privatization, the salt
merchants’ desire for respectability and good public relations, or
an impulse of urban self-help—brought Tianjin’s residents together
to overcome calamities and contributed to the city’s viability as a
community.

The City’s Militia

This community spirit furnished the foundation for merchant activ-
ism in September 1853, when the Northern Expeditionary Force of
the Taipings advanced toward Tianjin.** Manchu forces were in
disarray, the treasury was empty, and the city’s garrison could muster
only eight hundred men, the bulk having been transferred south to
Jiangnan.?! In desperation the emperor entrusted the task of orga-
nizing the city’s militia defense to the highestranking (and pre-
sumably most loyal) local scholar-gentry: Liang Baochang, a retired
governor-general of Guangdong and Guangxi. He and his associates
began to help themselves to the funding, however, and posters soon
appeared to denounce them for embezzlement.*?

Without the scholar-gentry initiatives and leadership found else-
where, Tianjin residents had to fend for themselves. The salt mer-
chants of Changlu, led by Zhang Jinwen (1795-1875), quickly re-
cruited whatever manpower was available. Firefighters and prisoners,
many of them hunhuny, were mobilized.? At his own expense, Zhang
recruited a thousand workers to construct barricades and put his
son in command of a reserve of 180 men. From snacks to hot
peppers (vital in bolstering the morale of the garrison from Sichuan),
Zhang managed the campaign’s logistics. He was credited with sup-
plying the Manchu relief force with ammunition, firearms, binoculars,
and rotating cannon mounts more mobile than those issued by the
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Board of War. In preparation for the city’s defense, no silver was
spared, no details missed—including two piculs of garlic to protect
against Taiping witchcraft.’*

The motives behind Zhang’s exemplary voluntarism remain
murky.?> He began as a a kitchen helper for Linqing (1791-1846).
Recognizing his many talents, Linqing entrusted Zhang with the
wealth he had amassed in his long bureaucratic career—a career
that included the commissionership of the Grand Canal, reportedly
one of the most lucrative in the realm.’ With Linqing’s backing,
Zhang, under the corporate name of “Yizhaolin,” had acquired the
monopolies of Anyang, Linxian, Tangyin, Qixian, Fangshan, Liang-
xiang, and Linzhang and, under the corporate name “Qingdefeng,”
the monopolies of Wen’an and Baoding by 1865.57 When the Tai-
pings threatened Tianjin, Wenqgian, Linqing’s son-in-law, was the
Changlu commissioner. By the time the Taiping withdrew, Zhang (or
Linqging) had contributed 39,000 strings of copper cash for the cause.
This generosity earned Chonghou (1826-1893), Linqing’s son, the
right to wear a peacock feather on his official’s cap.3

Perhaps it was his close relationship with officials that made Zhang
such a loyal and generous subject. In any case, the fact that it was the
salt merchants, not the scholar-gentry, who came through with finan-
cial and material support at this critical moment for the dynasty sug-
gests that, for better or for worse, this was a society in flux. Which-
ever version of his background we accept, the resourceful Zhang
became indispensable to the city’s officials during the crisis of the
Second Opium War. By his own account, he was in Wen’an district
tending to his business when a letter from the circuit intendant, the
prefect, and the magistrate of Tianjin urged his immediate return.
News had come from Shanghai that an Anglo-French expeditionary
force had set sail for Tianjin to open negotiations. Mindful, perhaps,
of Canton’s success in rebuffing foreign demands by a demonstration
of popular sentiment, the court directed Zhang Hua Shu and Bei Yin-
zhang, a circuit intendant on home leave, to organize a militia. In a
dispute over who should be in charge, however, Zhang organized his
own Merchants and Shopkeepers Militia on April 19, 1858. To over-
come apathy and fear, he had his militia officially designated for
Tianjin’s defense alone and declared it would not be deployed else-
where. At the beating of a drum, 2,400 of his men from sixty-four
wards of the city and suburbs would assemble to defend the city.*

The sudden collapse of the Qing forces, however, kept the militia
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from ever being tested in battle. Described by the invaders as “orna-
mented pastry,” the Dagu forts—toward the reinforcement of which
Zhang had contributed 14,000 strings of copper cash—fell after two
hours of heavy fighting on May 20. Leaving behind a poem dedicated
to his wife (and leaving Tianjin to its own resources), the governor-
general fled. As the invaders cautiously made their way up the
Haihe, Zhang and his associates kept order in the panic-stricken city.
When eight foreign gunboats finally arrived on May 25, Zhang sent
his associates, gifts and supplies in tow, to plead for the city and
resumption of trade.

During the monthlong negotiations for the Treaty of Tianjin,
Zhang’s militia bureau saw to all the daily needs of the foreigners—
from arranging lodging and beds to supplying straw hats and sedan
chairs complete with bearers. Even though he held no official posi-
tion, Zhang again discharged his responsibilities admirably, receiving
compliments from the invaders.* Spurning other salt merchants’
offers of help and halfthearted offers of reimbursement, Zhang spent
more than 35,000 taels of silver by the time the foreigners departed.!
Already entitled to the regalia of a rank 2 official—the highest avail-
able for purchase—Zhang did not seek promotion nor was he inter-
ested in an official appointment. Instead, he impertinently asked for
a piece of calligraphy by the imperial hand, a request that was un-
gratefully ignored. Zhang had to settle for a votive tablet sent by the
governor-general of Zhili.*

Late Qing international diplomacy, however, provided ample op-
portunities for Zhang to prove his indispensability. The foreign
powers were due back for the ratification of the treaty in 1859, but a
determined Xianfeng Emperor directed the Mongolian general Seng-
gerinchin to prepare for war. On the second day of the Chinese New
Year, anxious local officials again asked Zhang to mobilize his militia.
Now 2,700 strong, it maintained order in the city. Anyone who looked
suspicious was arrested and interrogated. The Dagu forts were rebuilt
and the Haihe closed to traffic. Later in the year, the Anglo-French
delegation returned as promised and, although offered an alternate
route to Beijing via Beitang, insisted on the route they had taken the
year before. This time, however, their cannons proved inadequate
and they were forced to retreat. The Changlu salt merchants contrib-
uted 2,000 taels for Senggerinchin’s troops. Zhang himself donated
10,000 taels, 5,000 catties of explosives, and uniforms for the soldiers.*

War was now inevitable. Construction of an outer wall, “Sengge-
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rinchin’s Folly,” was proposed, and the state made it clear who should
pay: “Gentry members and the rich must give all they can. ... Any-
one who ignores the call, or dares to defy repeated official orders, or
fails to make payment, will be charged with deliberate obstruction of
defenses, for which no leniency will be granted.”** Senggerinchin
was even more explicit in his order to local officials: “Discard all
sentiments and impress upon the gentry, the rich, merchants and
commoners alike, the urgency of this matter. . . . If any of them dares
procrastinate, they will be arrested and impeached. Make this clear
so that they cannot claim they have not been warned.”#

These threats produced the desired result. The total subscription
came to 31,980 taels and 4,400 strings of copper cash; Zhang alone
contributed 1,000 taels.* The Mongolian general was even more im-
pressed by Zhang’s idea for the construction of makeshift batteries:
filling with sand the straw-mat sacks used to transport salt. Once again
Zhang proved resourceful, earning himself immortality in the form
of a Tianjin proverb: “Hai Zhangwu building batteries—no big deal”
(“Hai Zhangwu xiu paotai—xiaoshi yiduan”).

The euphoria of victory, however, was shortlived. The 30,000-
strong Anglo-French Expeditionary Force returned, overcame the
coastal defenses, stormed the city, and marched on to Beijing, forcing
the emperor to flee.?” Once again Zhang helped maintain law and
order in the city as well as provisioning the foreigners. When a des-
perate court in Beijing ordered Zhang’s militia to attack the 10,000-
man foreign garrison left behind to secure Dagu, he advised local
officials to ignore the decree. To attack such a superior force with his
men would be suicidal, and a violation of the promise that his militia
was strictly for the city’s defense.*® Despite this willful disobedience,
Zhang was not charged for treason but was summoned instead for an
audience with Prince Gong in the capital.

Zhang again proved his worth. On several occasions he served as
an intermediary between the Qing state and the foreign diplomats.
Resourceful and daring, he even tried his hand at policymaking, sug-
gesting the use of foreign mercenaries to fight the Taipings, an idea
that bore fruit in the formation of the “Ever Victorious Army.”*® This
time Zhang was showered with rewards for his distinguished services.
He was granted the extraordinary honor of wearing the regalia of a
rank 1 official with a peacock feather on his cap; his son received the
honorary title of a salt commissioner; his grandson was awarded an
honorary juren.>
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Despite all these official endorsements, local literati continued to
spurn Zhang. Votive tablets might hang in his mansion for his many
donations to endow permanent places in the local civil service exam-
ination, but a proposal to induct him into the Hall of Distinguished
Natives (Xiangyanci) after his death was soundly rejected. He did not
possess the requisite qualities of unimpeachable character and dis-
tinguished scholarship.>!

Local Education

The tension between copper cash and ink brush continued as salt
merchants steadily expanded their role in local society in the after-
math of the Taiping Movement. (See also Chapter 8.) Education had
long been the domain of officials and scholar-gentry, beginning with
the construction and repair of the guard station’s academy (weixue)
during the Ming period. Although the salt merchants operated their
private household schools (jiashu) or free schools (yishu) for the poor,
their role in local public education was confined to donations of land
and endowments until the late nineteenth century when education
was increasingly viewed as a means of rescuing China from foreign
encroachment. Educational reforms in Tianjin, summarized in Table
2, were facilitated by Yan Xiu and his network of merchant relatives,
friends, and colleagues discussed earlier.>?

Yan was an enigmatic character: a rare successful combination, at
least for Tianjin, of gentry and merchant occupation. (See Chapter 3
on the Yan household.) A jinshi, he belonged to the ranks of scholar-
gentry. But he was also a controversial figure, an outcast from Beijing
politics and scorned by fellow scholar-officials for his reformist ideas.
As Guizhou education commissioner, he had proposed a special
examination, the jingji teke, as an alternative to the civil service exam-

Table 2. Urban Educational Initiatives by State and Society

Period State Scholar-Gentry Merchant
1644-1684 2 0 2
1685-1797 10 1 4
1798-1911 26 11 30
Total 38 12 36

Source: Kwan (1999: 262-270)
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ination based on eight-part essays.’ Ostracized for this heresy, he
retired to Tianjin in 1898 to head the Yan extended household and
its monopoly of Sanhe district. Supported by the household’s wealth,
he established a household school, the Mengyang Xueshu. Super-
vised by Zhang Boling (1876-1951), a graduate of Li Hongzhang’s
naval academy in Tianjin, the school offered a novel curriculum of
English, mathematics, geography, and chemistry.>** Witnessing first-
hand the ravages of the Boxer campaign, Yan reaffirmed his commit-
ment to the importance of education and traveled to Japan in 1902
at his own expense to observe its educational system.>

In addition to using his household resources for education, Yan
Xiu mobilized other salt merchants in this enterprise. Soon after the
Boxer Movement, the “Yide” Wangs and the Yans merged their house-
hold schools. From this small beginning, the school grew into the
private Nankai Primary and Middle Schools and, eventually, Nankai
University.’® In the spring of 1902, Wang Xianbin and Li Baoheng
(1861-1920) of the “Philanthropist” Lis approached Lin Zhaohan
(1862-1933), Yan’s business manager and an activist in educational
reforms, for advice on the establishment of primary schools for Tian-
jin. They then endowed two schools with a curriculum patterned after
Yan’s Mengyang Xueshu.5’ Later in the year, the two schools were
combined with one endowed by Wang Wenyu, head merchant of
Changlu. Occupying the former campus of Huiwen Shuyuan, this
school eventually developed into the First Private Primary School
(Minli Diyi Xiaoxue). Encouraged by Yan Xiu, the Zhangs and the
Bians together endowed a second primary school using the campus
of Wenjin Shuyuan.?

When the Allied Provisional Government returned the city to Chi-
nese jurisdiction in August 1902, Yuan Shikai, the new governor-
general, found not only these willing local merchant activists but also
the rudiments of a reformed local education system. As part of his
strategy to incorporate and mobilize local elites, Yuan, through his
aide Xu Shichang, recruited Yan Xiu as director of the Department
of Schools (Zhili Xuexiaosi) in 1904. Coming from a fellow native
(tongxiang) and classmate (tongnian)such as Xu, it was an offer that Yan
could not refuse. Before assuming office, Yan and Zhang Boling
toured Japan again, this time focusing on its primary education. Upon
his return, Yan embarked on an ambitious overhaul of the province’s
educational institutions. In each district of Zhili, academies were re-
placed by schools supervised by a bureau of educational affairs and
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supported by an educational promotion office (chuanxue suo) headed
by local elites. The directors of the Tianjin office included Yan’s busi-
ness associates and relatives-by-marriage Lin Zhaohan, Hua Zeyuan
(b. 1876), and Bian Yuchang (1863-1908).% Under Yan’s direction,
educational institutions in the province multiplied rapidly and were
declared a national model by the central government. By 1911, Zhili
was served by one of the most extensive school systems in the country;
Tianjin alone had 156 educational institutions ranging from kinder-
gartens for boys and girls to a university.*

Such rapid expansion required financial support beyond the al-
ready strained means of the central and provincial governments. Left
to its own resources, each district raised the additional revenue from
a variety of sources: broker licenses, new fees for the registration of
land deeds, rents from state land, confiscation of temple properties,
and levies on junks and specific goods.5! Abused by embezzlers, these
additional levies were met by resistance and sometimes riots, both
rural and urban.5?

Although Tianjin’s experience became a model for the nation
and delegations from other provinces studied its program, Tianjin
experienced its share of difficulties in financing these expensive pro-
grams. Conservative and reform-minded gentry members clashed in
the suburb town of Yixingbu, and controversy erupted in villages
such as Caijiatai where villagers converted temples into schools and
raised revenue for their maintenance by renting or selling temple
properties.®® Beginning in 1902, successive local magistrates imposed
brokers’ licensing fees on more and more trades. Not surprisingly,
merchants soon complained of arbitrary and inflated fees. By 1911, a
total of 27,000 strings of copper cash and 300 silver dollars was being
collected annually—enough to support, however, only the Educational
Promotion Office, an agricultural secondary school, and the Indus-
trial Arts Bureau (Gongyiju).%

Even when available, state funds had to be used carefully. Yan Xiu
had to be circumspect to avoid ensnaring his associates in political
controversy. Thus he instructed his son to decline further subsidy for
his kindergarten or the middle school from Lu Muzhai (1856-1948),
Yan’s replacement as provincial education commissioner. Lu, Yan
wrote his nephews, was being criticized, not so much because he
awarded public funds to these private organizations, but because of
an appearance of favoritism to his relative by marriage.5?

Despite such interference, the bulk of the funding needed for the
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new schools in Tianjin came from the salt merchants and their net-
works. Yan Xiu prevailed upon Xu Shichang, then governor-general
of the newly created northeastern provinces, for a 1,200-tael donation
to the private middle school.% To prevent a government takeover of
the school they had endowed and the resulting loss of face (timen), the
salt merchants Wang Xianbin, Li Baoheng, Wang Xiaolin, and Zhang
Bing insisted that they would finance the institution.®” Through sur-
charges or donations, the Changlu salt merchants collectively raised
10,000 taels each year to cover the operating expenses of the Changlu
Middle School (Changlu Zhongxuetang), which was intended to serve
their sons.%® In 1905 alone, 69,400 taels was solicited to start seven
primary schools for boys, six for girls, and another 20,000 taels to
finance the provincial bureau of educational affairs.® In 1908 the
salt merchants contributed 0.15 tael of silver per yin to finance the
Beiyang Normal College (Beiyang Shifan Xuetang) and an attached
primary school.”

By late imperial times, then, the salt merchants of Changlu had
become indispensable residents of Tianjin. Officials relied on them
to raise, voluntarily or otherwise, donations and revenue for various
purposes—filling a void that a ponderous bureaucracy would not, or
could not, fill. Such prominence had its price, however. Given the
broad range of expensive social activities they undertook, the salt
merchants’ accumulation of wealth may have been slowed.

The reasons for the salt merchants’ social activism were complex.
Confucian public-mindedness might have been one impulse, just as
honorary plaques and official titles were good public relations. A
certain degree of coercion, while not explicitly applied, was constant
—as in the case of Wang Yisun’s (1876-1930) donation to Beijing’s
Beiyang Xiaoxue (Beiyang Primary School) instead of his private
middle school in Tianjin.”! We have also seen how the salt mer-
chants curried favor by voluntarily donating the yamen for the
Changlu supervisor and commissioner in Tianjin or obediently fol-
lowing officials’ lead in contributing to worthy causes such as the
local academies.

Whether this “public spirit” represented a gradual emergence of
urban autonomy, then, is equivocal. Although the salt merchants
were increasingly active in local affairs—an activism sanctioned by
the state and for which they were suitably rewarded—they still needed
the endorsement of local officials. As a strategy to gain support for
their reforms, officials such as Yuan Shikai did not hesitate to incor-
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porate local elite networks. The relationship between officials and
merchants was one of symbiosis: their wide range of activities and ser-
vices supplemented the state in stabilizing local society when it was
threatened by internal rebellion and foreign invasion. In this way,
the reach of both the merchants and the state expanded together.
The merchants made little attempt to confront the state, much less
overthrow it.

This is not to say, however, that the relationship between state and
local society remained unaffected. Just as Zhang Jinwen willfully dis-
obeyed imperial decrees that deployed his militia beyond Tianjin,
just as other salt merchants insisted on the independence of privately
endowed schools, the rise of a well-connected local elite with control
of its militia and other resources indicated a society undergoing
change and a shifting balance between state and society. Rather than
dictating state policy, officials now found themselves negotiating with
citizens under their charge—in the process creating new possibilities,
as we shall see in the next two chapters.



6.
CHANGING TIMES

Whatever their motivations, the salt merchants’ activism prepared
them well for the tumultuous times of late Qing. Amidst domestic
rebellions, foreign invasions, and economic crises, they countered by
expanding their market at home and abroad. Diversifying from their
traditional businesses, they began to invest in new industries that
made up the bulk of Tianjin’s “modern” sector before 1911 and, as
part of the late Qing state-sponsored reforms, helped establish the
Tianjin Chamber of Commerce in 1904. Under its leader, the Changlu
head merchant Wang Xianbin, the chamber stabilized Tianjin’s
market and integrated it as part of the national financial market. In
addition to managing successive financial crises—cash shortage in
1902, silver debasement, the import crisis of 1908—the chamber per-
formed a variety of public services and defended the city’s mercantile
interests.! When officials tried to impose new taxes and a stamp duty,
they encountered a vocal organization that resisted their policies.?
Tianjin’s record of merchant activism thus differs from Shanghai
and Canton. Instead of a Shanghai chamber ignoring the central gov-
ernment or the central government bypassing provincial and local
governments in asserting its direct control over local chambers—or
violent confrontations between the state and its subjects—Tianjin’s
experience points to yet another possibility.> As officials in the central,
provincial, and local governments debated how much authority they
might concede, merchants found a legitimate role to play in local
society. Tianjin’s chamber soon grew in influence beyond the subsid-
iary, or even intermediary, role conceived by officials.* In the pro-
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cess, it transcended local horizons to join forces with merchants in
other parts of the country to protect their interests. Contemporary
critics might castigate these merchant activists as “bandits who abused
the state’s trust, interfered with proper local governance, and preyed
on their fellow defenseless citizens,” just as historians have dismissed
them as “reformist and tame,” part of the Qing bureaucracy, or a
politically Janus-faced national bourgeoisie dependent upon a corrupt
state.” There is, however, a more charitable interpretation: state and
society were learning to work together to survive difficult economic
times.

Improvements and Investments

In view of the tight regulation of the salt trade (see Chapter 2), the
salt merchants continued to lobby officials and the state for policy
changes that could improve their business, including rail transport
and market expansion. North China’s new railroads offered speed,
less wastage, and year-round operation. (Rivers in Hebei were frozen
in the winter months, and the trip from Tianjin to Henan took at least
a month.) Beginning in 1903, Beijing’s salt supply went by rail. By
1911, the salt merchants had finally obtained permission to switch to
rail transport throughout the Changlu Division. In vain local officials
argued that the policy shift complicated their duty of monitoring salt
movements.®

With the prospect of raising additional revenue softening the state’s
resolve, more reforms followed. Over the opposition of the com-
mander of the Chahar garrison, Yuan Shikai (1859-1916) obtained
the court’s approval to reunite the ten districts of Xuanhua and the
three subprefectures of Zhangjiakou, Dushikou, and Dolon with
Changlu.” In 1910, the Lianghuai Division lost the fourteen districts
of Yuning prefecture and Guangzhou autonomous department in
Henan province to Changlu. In support of the reform, the Henan
Provincial Consultative Assembly asked pointedly: Why should the
people of Henan pay more if Changlu can supply cheaper salt of
better quality?® Not only was the price of Changlu salt half that of
Lianghuai salt because of lower transport costs, but the Lianghuai
Division had purchased 1.2 million yin of salt from Shandong and
Changlu between 1906 and 1910 to make up for its declining pro-
duction. Utilizing their excess production capacity, Tianjin’s salt mer-
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chants also discovered for the first time markets in Japan, Korea,
Russia, and Hong Kong, exporting some 58,000 tons of Changlu salt
between 1905 and 1908.9 It might not be the best of times, but these
salt merchants were not frozen in tradition.

The Changlu salt merchants’ continued commitment to their tra-
ditional salt business (and their pawnshops, native banks, and real
estate) did not mean they were not interested in modern enterprises.
In their quest for profits, these astute businessmen took note of Tian-
jin’s bountiful supply of raw materials and the 75 million consumers
in its vast hinterland.'” Wang Xianbin, Li Baoheng, and members
from the Hua, Wang, and Bian households were founding share-
holders of the Tianjin Huasheng Machine-Made Candle and Soap
Company, Ltd. (Tianjin Huasheng Jiqi Zhuzao Youxian Gongsi), cap-
italized at 94,000 taels.!! They were also shareholders in the Linji
Cigarette Company (Linji Juanyan Gongsi), the Beiyang Insurance
Company (Beiyang Baoxian Gongsi), the Beiyang Match Company
(Beiyang Huochai Gongshi), and the Tianjin-Pukou Bank, Ltd. (Jin-
Pu Zhiye Yinhang Youxian Gongshi).'? Mu Yunxiang, a member of
the “Big Eight” Zhengxingde Mu family, himself a salt merchant oper-
ating the monopolies of Zhengding and Lingshou, founded Tianjin’s
electric light company.'® In 1905, Yan Xiu’s son Zhiyi (1882-1935)
and Song Zejiu (1867-1956) launched the Tianjin Soap Manufactur-
ing Company, Ltd. (Tianjin Zaoyi Youxian Gongsi).!* Wang Yisun was
reportedly the principal behind a magnet factory.!®

Setting their sights beyond Tianjin, Wang Xianbin, Wang Tong-
xian, and Li Baoheng cooperated to raise 150,000 taels in capital
for Beijing’s Harmony Accordion Manufacturing Company, Ltd.
(Zhonghe Fengqinchang Youxian Gongsi), while Yan Xiu invested
500 yuan of his household’s capital in a glass factory (Yiming Boli
Gongsi) established by his relative Hua Xuesu (1872-1927) in Bei-
jing.!6 He also joined other Changlu salt merchants in supporting his
friend Zhou Xuexi’s (1865-1947) enterprises in North China. Despite
a preference for associates with a scholar-official background, Zhou
solicited financial support from the merchants for his industrial con-
glomerate: the Luanzhou Colliery, the Chee Hsin Cement Company
(Qixin Yanghui Gongsi), the Yao Hua Mechanical Glass Company,
Ltd. (Yaohua Boli Youxian Gongsi), and the Huaxin Spinning Mills.
The cousins Li Baoxian (1875-1958) and Baogian (1887-1976) from
the “Philanthropist” Lis were major shareholders of Zhou’s Chee Hsin
Cement Company, which dominated the trade in China.!” Yet another
cousin, Shijian (1870-1932), managed the company and later served
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on the board of directors.'® The Li household became one of the larg-
est shareholders of the Luanzhou Colliery, which later merged with
the Kaiping Colliery to form the Kailan Mining Administration.!?

Indeed, this group of salt merchants did not confine their invest-
ments within the country. Li Shizeng, a son of Grand Secretary Li
Hongcao and a vegetarian, envisioned a European market for tofu
while studying in France. He patented the manufacturing process
and, with soybeans and workers imported from North China, estab-
lished a processing plant, the Usine Caseo Sojaine, at Colombes in
Paris. To finance this enterprise, he persuaded his father-in-law, Yao
Xueyuan (1843-1914), head merchant of the Changlu Division, to
mobilize other salt merchants.?? The company’s sponsors came from
all over the country, including Yan Xiu, Wang Xianbin, and the “Phi-
lanthropist” Lis of Tianjin. Li Shizhen (1853-1928) reportedly com-
mitted 300,000 taels on behalf of the Tianjin-Pukou Railroad Repur-
chase Fund.?!

Perhaps the largest industrial investment by Changlu salt mer-
chants, however, was in the Cableway Company, Ltd. (Gaoxian Tielu
Gongsi), founded in 1906 by a group headed by Wang Xianbin and
Li Baoheng to ship coal from Fangshan district to Beijing.?? Until the
development of the Kailan mines, the district supplied much of Bei-
jing and Tianjin’s energy needs, but its rugged terrain forced miners
and shippers to depend on camels and draft animals.?® For an ex-
pected annual net profit of over 300,000 taels, the group invested 2
million taels on a Dutch-designed cableway system to bring coal from
the mines to the market.?

Taken together, these enterprises constituted a sizable portion of
industrial investment in Tianjin and North China at the time. They
also represented a departure from the city’s pattern of industrializa-
tion before 1900, when most of the enterprises were state-owned and
operated or closely connected with compradors and reform-minded
bureaucrats.?® It also meant, for some salt merchants at least, an ex-
panding economic interest beyond their traditional businesses and
state-imposed boundaries.

The Cash Shortage Crisis

These investments were all the more remarkable in the context of an
unsettled economy. The Tianjin of late Qing was buffeted by a suc-
cession of financial crises brought on by foreign invasion, infrastruc-
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tural problems, and a government straining to meet its needs. The
merchant community of Tianjin, led by the salt merchants, became
increasingly active in promoting and protecting their interests. Learn-
ing to work with officials through their own institutions, they dealt
effectively with the successive economic crises that rocked the city. The
first was the cash crunch of 1902 to 1907.

In the aftermath of the Boxer Movement all cash—whether silver
or copper—disappeared into the ground or the hands of invaders.
Prudent Shanghai native bankers withheld credit for Tianjin, while
Shanxi banks withdrew their loans of 15 million taels.?6 After the
Allied Provisional Government relinquished control of the city in
1902, local officials, against the advice of the city’s merchant commu-
nity, tried to conserve the local money supply by banning all outward
movement of silver and copper cash.?” Trade between Tianjin and its
hinterland faltered: merchants in the interior feared they would not
receive cash for their shipments, nor could they settle their debts in
Tianjin. Discount and interest rates soared in the cash-starved city. At
its peak, cashing a 1,000-tael draft commanded a premium of 350
taels.?

Unsuccessful in his efforts to obtain relief from the central govern-
ment, Yuan Shikai turned to the merchant community of Tianjin.?
Through the compradors Wu Maoding and Wang Zongtang, he ap-
proached the city’s foreign banks for a 1.5-million-tael loan for the
Tianjin Developmental Bank (Tianjin Kaitong Yinhang). This attempt,
too, proved fruitless. As further security for their money, the foreign
banks demanded Yuan’s guarantee, in his capacity as governor-
general, of the loans made by the proposed bank to native banks.3
Unwilling to sign this blank check, Yuan then approached Tianjin’s
own substantial households. Five of the city’s Big Eight—the Yangs,
the Shis, the Bians, the Lis, and the Wangs—responded by forming
the Tianjin Zhicheng Yinhang (Tianjin Zhicheng Bank). Backed by a
pledge of support from the provincial government and the 500,000
taels capital they raised, the bank issued fully convertible notes to ease
the cash shortage and provided much needed credit to grain dealers
to ensure the city’s food supply.®!

Soon, however, the merchants began to complain of official inflex-
ibility if not interference. The financial problems could not be legis-
lated away by restricting sycee movement or by outlawing discount
rates. The merchants, including Wang Xianbin and Dou Rongguang,
petitioned for more freedom and a more efficient organization.?? In
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this public disagreement with the state, the merchants emerged
victorious. The ineffective Bureau of Commercial Affairs (Tianjin
Shangwuju) was replaced by the Public Forum for Commercial
Affairs (Tianjin Shangwu Gongsuo) on May 13, 1903.3% Yuan Shikai’s
appointees to the bureau, Wu Maoding and Wang Zongtang, were
replaced by Bian Yuguang, Ning Xingpu, Yao Lianyuan, and Wang
Xianbin.3

State supervision, however, remained strong in the new organiza-
tion. Ning Fupeng (b. 1859), prefect of Tianjin, prepared the charter
of the Public Forum for Commercial Affairs, charging it with the re-
sponsibility for resolving the cash-shortage crisis.? Toward this goal,
the forum set the exchange rate of silver with other currencies and
exhibited it daily on a placard next to its entrance.? It selected forty
native banks to underwrite the sale of copper coins produced by
the Beiyang Mint and presented a five-point proposal to Yuan Shikai
to resolve the problems of money supply and financial instability. All
debts were to be deferred and repaid by installment. To boost the
local money supply, copper cash was to be imported from other
provinces; the forum would issue and guarantee notes. Trade would
be stimulated by reducing the number of branch stations for the
native customs and by waiver of additional ljin. By year’s end, how-
ever, apart from the notes issued by the forum and debt deferment,
none of the promised reforms had been carried out. Frustrated by
what they considered official procrastination, the four directors threat-
ened to resign.?’

The merchants’ newfound strength, if not independence, was to
some extent the result of their personal initiative. The forum received
a monthly government subsidy of 100 taels drawn from brokers’ licens-
ing fees, but this sum met only a fraction of its expenditures. The di-
rectors, all substantial merchants, drew only a transportation subsidy
of 10 taels each month and donated their time as well as more than
3,000 taels of the forum’s annual expenses. In addition, Bian Yuguang
provided office space after it moved from its temporary quarters at
the porcelain dealers’ guild.?® With the city’s merchant community
behind them, their voice carried more weight with local officials.

Coaxed by Yuan Shikai’s placating words, the merchant directors
continued with their effort in stabilizing Tianjin’s financial market.
They persuaded the local magistrate to act on their recommenda-
tions: banning the export of copper cash and coins by arbitragers to
Shandong; declaring a moratorium on debts including those due the



110 Changing Times

local government; and lifting the ban on sycee export to attract silver
from other parts of China. Finally, the forum established a commer-
cial native bank (Shangwu Qianzhuang) with 200,000 taels in capital
subscribed by merchant-gentry to issue fully convertible notes de-
nominated in copper cash. Thirty merchants and firms were chosen
to promote these notes as a substitute for cash. By 1905, the cash
crisis was over: native banks could now ship large quantities of silver.
The forum, now renamed the Chamber of Commerce, possessed
enough authority to instruct local officials not to interfere with these
shipments.4

The Chamber of Commerce

The merchants’ effective self-help justified the need for a chamber
of commerce. In 1904, when the Qing court approved the formation
of chambers of commerce on the recommendation of the newly estab-
lished Ministry of Commerce, sixty-one of Tianjin’s leading native
banks, grain dealers, sight-draft banks (piaohao), and merchants jointly
petitioned for the creation of the Tianjin General Chamber of Com-
merce on the basis of the Public Forum. They recommended that
Ning Xingpu be appointed chairman, Wang Xianbin vice-chairman,
and Yao Lianyuan and Bian Yuguang executive directors.*!

Formation

In making these recommendations, the merchants were not usurping
the state’s prerogative. The principle of public nomination, as defined
in clause four of the Concise Charter promulgated by the ministry,
directed that representatives of various trades should nominate can-
didates to lead the chamber. The authority to appoint, however, re-
mained with the ministry, and this it exercised by naming Wang
Xianbin as chairman, Ning as vice-chairman, and Hua Shiming (1851-
1907) as the organization’s representative in Beijing.*2 Nevertheless,
this was a departure from the state’s unilateral decision to appoint Wu
Maoding and Wang Zongtang to the Bureau of Commercial Affairs
in 1903.

With the Concise Charter, the state also redefined and enhanced
the authority of the new chambers. While the forum’s charter gave the
merchant organization authority to adjudicate commercial disputes,
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the new chambers were charged with the additional responsibilities
of promoting and protecting local commercial interests. Clause seven
of the Concise Charter empowered the chairman to investigate all
matters affecting merchants and to appeal to the ministry if griev-
ances were not addressed adequately or exceeded the authority of
local officials. The principle of openness was imposed: meetings must
be conducted and decisions made in public; expenses were subject to
annual audit. The Concise Charter also recognized the diversity of
local conditions, however, and permitted chambers to promulgate dis-
cretionary charters (bianyi zhangcheng) subject to the ministry’s ap-
proval (clause fourteen). The nominees must be men of integrity and
considerable wealth, who commanded the confidence of their peers,
and have the status of at least five years of local residence. Under the
ministry’s direct authority, the chambers enjoyed some latitude in
defining their local role and selecting their officers.

Whether or not the ministry intended to reassert its authority as
part of its state-building effort (see Chapter 8), its declaration led to
a bureaucratic turf battle between Beijing and provincial officials.
Invoking the authority granted by the Concise Charter, the merchants
found a novel and legal platform from which to promote their inter-
ests. The first task of the Tianjin General Chamber of Commerce was
to draft its discretionary charter. If its predecessor, the forum, was con-
strained by a charter decreed by local officials, this time the chamber
and its directors consulted fellow merchants to prepare their own.
Instead of merchants being summoned to the yamen for instructions,
Ning Fupeng made the trip to confer with the directors.*

The thirty-clause provisional charter produced by the merchants
elaborated on the authority granted by the ministry. Most of the
clauses dealt with daily administration and meeting procedures, but
the merchants added the appointment of vice-chairman and, given
Tianjin’s status as a treaty port, an attorney and interpreters to facili-
tate negotiations with foreign merchants. Their version also provided
for the nomination of candidates to the board of directors, and from
this pool of nominees two auditors and two executive directors would
be selected.

Determined not to be bypassed, Yuan Shikai insisted on putting his
stamp on the chamber by faulting the merchants’ charter. His reading
of the Concise Charter found no mention of an attorney and an
executive director. Accordingly, he ruled that these proposed posi-
tions, as well as a full-time executive director, should be eliminated.
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He also faulted the merchants’ power to solicit (yue) the nomination
of directors. This, Yuan felt, would make the chamber’s officers too
powerful and indeed might even violate the principle of public
nomination (gongju).

Zaizhen (1876-1947), however, found the merchants’ discretionary
charter acceptable. Son of Grand Minister of State Yi-kuang, Yuan’s
key ally in the capital, the Beile Prince and the director of the new
ministry had the political muscle to overrule provincial opposition,
including Yuan. While agreeing with Yuan that clause four of the dis-
cretionary charter might contradict the principle of public nomina-
tion, the minister was satisfied with the merchants’ draft, which spe-
cified that each trade should nominate its own representatives as
directors. He concurred that the Concise Charter did not provide for
the appointment of executive directors, but overworked chairmen and
other officers needed all the assistance they could get, he ruled, and
the foreign presence in Tianjin did necessitate frequent legal repre-
sentation. To make these new institutions effective, the ministry was
prepared to be flexible. Accordingly, Yuan’s objections were over-
ruled and the discretionary charter was approved with minor stylistic
changes.** In this skirmish between the central government and pro-
vincial officials, the merchants had snatched a victory.

With the arrival of its official seal from Beijing, Tianjin’s Chamber
of Commerce was formally established on January 13, 1905, although
it had been serving the city since late 1904.% A secretariat, supported
by accounting, services, arbitration, and research departments, each
with a full-time director, performed the chamber’s daily operations.
Policymaking and supervision came from the twelve-member board
of directors elected from among the seventy-one candidates nomi-
nated by the forty major trades in the city. Consistently represented
on the board were salt, grain, and silk merchants as well as native
banks. Reflecting the importance of foreign trade for the city, com-
pradors and foreign goods importers were also represented from
1905 to 1911.46 Unlike Shanghai’s elitism, membership in Tianjin was
open to all who could afford the annual dues of 4 to 20 yuan. By June
1905, the chamber could boast of 581 members.*’

Activities
Continuing the work of the Public Forum in regulating Tianjin’s
chaotic currency market by setting exchange rates, the chamber began
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to perform a wide range of services for local residents and officials. It
assumed duties designated by the state such as litigation involving
commercial and contractual disputes. As its authority became
accepted, the chamber acted as an intermediary between the local
government and merchants in matters ranging from municipal ad-
ministration to urban land use. As a conduit for the views of local citi-
zens, the chamber received petitions from both members and non-
members: shopkeepers, merchants, transport workers, even rickshaw
pullers protesting the construction of tramways by the Compagnie
de Tramways et d’Eclariage Electriques de Tientsin.*s

Promoting industrial and commercial development, the chamber
also sponsored study societies. The Zhili Society for Commercial
Studies (Zhili Shangye Yanjiu Zongsuo), established under its auspices,
met weekly to study various trade issues.*” During the last years of the
Qing dynasty, Tianjin merchants founded a host of organizations,
independently or as chamber affiliates, including the North China
Mercantile Society (Beiyang Shangtuan Gonghui) in 1909, the North
China Society for Commercial Studies (Beiyang Shangxue Gong-
hui) by sojourning merchants from South China, and the Tianjin
Society for the Study of Commerce and Industry (Tianjin Gongshang
Yanjiu Zonghui), also known as Gongwu Fanhui (Branch Society on
Industrial Affairs) in 1911. Reports on the activities of trade and indus-
try societies, including shoes, silk, cotton cloth, copper cash, grain,
and metallurgy, filled the pages of the Dagongbao. A foundation was
laid in vocational training with the establishment of elementary and
secondary commercial schools in 1906 enrolling a total of one hun-
dred students; Wang Xianbin provided more than 20,000 yuan in
funding.>

As an organization of merchants, the chamber spared no effort
promoting the city’s trade, both national and international. In 1905
it launched its own newspaper, the Tianjin shangbao (Tianjin Com-
mercial Gazette), to articulate the merchants’ perspective in the mass
media.’! When a U.S. trade delegation touring China visited Tianjin
in 1910, Wang Xianbin orchestrated the local arrangements and paid
for a reception.’? He was also instrumental in Tianjin’s participation
at a national fair held at Nanjing (Nanyang Quanyehui) the same
year. Wang himself attended with products chosen for exhibition after
an extensive provincial survey. For the first time, merchants from all
over the country not merely promoted their goods but also worked
together to enhance their status and business.??
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Copper Coin Crisis

Above all, the Chamber of Commerce was kept busy protecting mer-
cantile interests in a series of economic crises created, at least in part,
by official policies. The first to hit was the copper coin (tongyuan)
crisis, followed by the silver debasement and the looming bankruptcy
of importers of foreign goods. In their attempt to address these finan-
cial problems, the merchants encountered their share of failure and
success.

As part of the post-Boxer reforms, the central government finally
authorized the long-awaited production of standardized copper coins
by the provincial mints to ease the shortage of officially minted copper
cash.> With great efficiency, a new Beiyang Mint was built in 1902 in
seventy days; by year’s end it was producing 300,000 copper coins a
day. In great demand, the copper coins commanded an agio—that is,
the exchange rate between copper coins and silver dollars fell below
the official rate of one hundred copper coins to one silver dollar. In
addition, as the token value exceeded the intrinsic value of the metals
in these coins, the mints reaped a seignorage windfall. Officials at the
Board of Revenue and in the provinces were elated: in one masterly
stroke they had solved the problems of silver depreciation, the short-
age of copper cash, and the financing of reforms.

An astute Yuan Shikai, with his ambitious programs to fund, imme-
diately expanded the mint’s production to capture as much as pos-
sible the “modest” agio and seignorage profits of 600,000 taels each
year.”> Production of copper coins should be stepped up, he urged;
the demand in Hebei alone would take at least three years to satisfy.
Millions of copper coins of various denominations flowed from the
Beiyang Mint to supply Shandong, Henan, Shanxi, and the North-
east.” By 1907, it had produced a total of 682 million copper coins
of various denominations. As other provincial mints joined the race,
each with different copper content, the chaos was compounded by an
influx of even more copper coins smuggled into the country from
Korea, Japan, and Vietnam and sold by the barrel.>

This rapid expansion in money supply predictably caused inflation
in Tianjin and the region. The price of water in the city, for instance,
jumped from 6 wen to 8 wen per bucket.”® For the salt merchants, how-
ever, raising their price was not an option: this required an imperial
decree. In better times, they might have been able to absorb the loss
or send more payoffs to secure the cooperation of local officials. When
they tried to pass some of the loss onto the consumers, as the firm
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Dexingyi did in the district of Quyang, they were inundated with law-
suits charging violation of the official price.*” While their customers
insisted on the local exchange rate and cash standard, the salt mer-
chants saw their profits disappear when they converted their cash
income into silver. The Tianjin salt merchants also claimed losses
stemming from unscrupulous exchange dealers who manipulated the
rate or from silver assayers who minted substandard silver sycee to
take advantage of the demand.

To address the erosion of their profits, the salt merchants repeat-
edly petitioned the government for reforms, including the intro-
duction of a flexible exchange rate between copper coins and silver.
The Changlu commissioner, however, dismissed these proposals as
attempts to reduce the merchants’ obligations to the state and raise
the price of salt.®! The merchants then applied for a dual pricing
system: one for customers using copper cash and another for those
using copper coins. Even officials operating the monopolies taken
over by the state joined in the petition.5? Zhou Xuexi, the Changlu
commissioner, however, would not tolerate this veiled criticism of his
accomplishments. For he was the director of the Beiyang Mint and
one of the masterminds behind the tidal flood of copper coins.%

As operators of the state monopoly system, the salt merchants
could do little against the state. As a representative of Tianjin’s mer-
chant community, however, Wang Xianbin, supported by other mer-
chants, could propose various solutions to the problem. As early as
1904, the Public Forum had warned of the importation of coins from
other provinces and abroad—all with different copper content.5 In
1907, Wang presented a three-point proposal to Yang Shixiang (1860—
1909), Yuan Shikai’s successor, to bring order to the volatile exchange
market. To prevent further decline in the value of the copper coins
vis-a-vis silver and other currencies, production at the Beiyang Mint
had to be suspended. In addition, vigilant antismuggling efforts were
needed and ways would have to be found to suppress dealers in the
foreign concessions from importing and selling copper coins of even
lower copper content. A special official provincial currency bureau
(Beiyang Guangianju) should be established to purchase excess
copper coins with fully convertible banknotes or silver to stabilize the
exchange rate.®

Officials in Beijing and the provinces, however, could not afford
to stop the flow of profits into their coffers. Because of overminting,
copper coins no longer commanded an agio—but it was easy to stamp
ever larger denominations on the coins. To protect their profits, offi-
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cials erected barriers against copper coins from other mints and, to
ward off arbitragers, severely restricted the amount of copper coins
carried by travelers. Visitors to Beijing could enter the city with no
more than two thousand (later reduced to five hundred) copper
coins; travelers to Tianjin were initially allowed two thousand then
five hundred, and ultimately only one hundred copper coins.%

The effect of this last measure was disastrous for commerce—in
particular, the salt merchants, who were not permitted to ship their
copper cash or coins across provincial boundaries in exchange for
silver to pay their taxes. Even such influential merchants as the Zhangs
of “Hai” Zhangwu fame (see Chapter 5) had a copper cash shipment
of 18,140 strings to Shanxi seized by the goods tax station (huojuanju)
at Shijiazhuang. The Zhangs contended that the copper cash was still
within the province, that as legal tender it was not a merchandise
(hence beyond the tax station’s jurisdiction), that its movement by
train had not been publicly banned, and that they had a contract with
a native bank to exchange the copper cash for silver to meet its tax
obligations. Officials, however, were not impressed. The case finally
reached the governor-general, who conceded that while the shipment
might not have been illegal, the Zhangs had failed to notify the gov-
ernment properly. He therefore confiscated 10 percent of the copper
cash as a reward for the officials who made the seizure.%

What began as a promising reform thus created more problems
for the merchants. Recognizing that its efforts were largely futile—
and that Beijing’s support of the exchange rate of copper coins with
a token fund of 1 million taels was far from adequate—the Chamber
of Commerce petitioned the state to explore other sources of revenue
before the flood of copper coins caused the economy irreparable
damage. The merchants proposed the withdrawal of copper coins as
legal tender and their replacement by silver coins of various denom-
inations—hence the establishment of a true silver standard. In 1910,
Wang Xianbin was appointed an adviser on currency reform to the
Ministry of General Accounts (Duzhi Bu), a small recognition of his
expertise and concern for the public good.%

Silver Debasement and Foreign Import Crisis

Even if the state had the resolve and resources to adopt silver as
the sole legal tender, problems continued to plague the monetary
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system. Apart from the myriad local standards, Tianjin’s self-regulating
silver smelters (lufang) had been looted by the Allied Expeditionary
Force during the Boxer Movement and never reopened. Their suc-
cessors were not as scrupulous in maintaining the city’s standard
(hangcheng) of 99.2 percent. Tempted by the appreciation of silver as
copper coins flooded the market, they smelted and put into circula-
tion substandard sycee.® Sensing a potential problem, the Chamber
of Commerce petitioned Yuan Shikai for the establishment of a public
assaying bureau (Gongguju) to enforce the city’s silver standard as
early as 1905. Yuan, however, rejected the proposal on the grounds
that merchants from other parts of the country might be forced to
pay an additional assay charge.”

Although Yuan’s concern was valid, the problem of debasement
remained; the silver content of sycee minted in Tianjin declined even
further. In 1908, Cai Shaoji (1859-1933), circuit intendant of the
Tianjin Maritime Customs, issued a simple order. Henceforth all
customs duties must be tendered in sycee of standard touch. Cai, of
course, was merely acting in the interests of the state. He had little
idea of the ramifications of his proclamation or the diplomatic and
economic crises he would precipitate. Chinese merchants and for-
eign banks alike protested that they should not have to bear the cost
of assaying, resmelting, and adding silver to bring the sycee to stan-
dard touch.” Until they were compensated or assured of a resolution
on who should bear the costs, the foreign banks in Tianjin would not
release over 1 million taels of substandard silver in their vaults.

Withdrawing so much silver from circulation predictably caused a
liquidity crunch with disastrous effects. Chinese dealers, with their
credit cut off, could not take delivery of orders made the previous year
—a situation aggravated by foreign importers’ excessive trading.”
Imports began to accumulate at Tianjin’s godowns until foreign im-
porters filed claims with their consuls totaling 14 million taels for the
goods and interest charges. The Chinese court enforced the code of
unlimited liability with predictable results: a wave of bankruptcies
and suicides of Chinese merchants followed.

What had been a civil matter between private merchants now be-
came a public and diplomatic affair. In late 1908, the British Consul
in Tianjin proposed in a confidential memo that the matter be taken
up in Beijing.”? Under heavy diplomatic pressure from the British,
Japanese, French, and German consuls, the Chinese government
intervened. In a meeting with Yang Shixiang, the governor-general, a
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delegation of foreign consuls demanded that foreign bank loans
to these importers be secured by a state guarantee. Rejecting the
demand, a harassed Yang gave the chamber three days to find a solu-
tion to the problem. He saw no reason why the state should be in-
volved in such a civil matter. Adhering to a strict interpretation of
the law, Yang argued that the current treaty system did not require
the Chinese government to assume liabilities incurred by its citizens
in private commercial transactions. It would offer assistance in col-
lection of debts, but no more.”

To overcome Yang’s reluctance, more diplomatic pressure was
needed—and this the ambassadors of Japan, France, and Germany
applied in Beijing. Prodded into action, the Foreign Ministry re-
quested further information from Yang Shixiang on March 6, 1909,
forcing an overworked Yang (he died three months later) to meet
again with the foreign consuls in Tianjin. During this meeting it was
agreed that a Chinese and foreign joint commission, composed of
officials and merchant representatives, would be established to explore
solutions to the problem.?

Chinese representatives to the Joint Commission, including the
chairman of the Chamber of Commerce, Wang Xianbin, fought hard:
Chinese merchants should be protected from unfair trading prac-
tices; the ledgers should be audited; the exorbitant interest charges
should be reduced.” Foreign representatives, however, were equally
determined to recover their losses by ascertaining “a true statement
of Chinese assets” including goods in hand, cash, accounts receivable,
as well as shares, title deeds, and other securities held by all partners
—past or current—jointly and separately liable for all debts incurred
by their partnerships.”” Grueling negotiations drawn out over sixty
meetings finally reduced the amount of indebtedness to 5 million
taels.

Wang Xianbin and his associates played a crucial role in exploring
ways of raising this amount. The Chamber of Commerce proposed
holding lottery raffles.” Chen Kuilong (1857-1949), the new governor-
general, explored the idea with officials in Beijing.” The Foreign
Ministry’s initial response was noncommittal. If lottery was the only
alternative, the ministry would not stand in the way, although the use
of such a gambit risked the appearance of impropriety for the state.
Running the game as a merchant organization, the chamber’s dig-
nity would not be compromised.?® Officials at the Finance Ministry,
however, found such a measure unlikely to survive a ministry review.
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Citing criticisms of excessive generosity toward the merchants by
the Provincial Consultative Assembly, the Finance Ministry vetoed
the idea.8!

The Chamber of Commerce finally came forth with a solution. To
settle all outstanding claims of foreign creditors, a new bank, the
Commercial Guarantee Bank of Zhili (Beiyang Baoshang Yinhang),
would issue approximately 5 million taels of twenty-five-year bonds
with yields between 4 and 5 percent a year. Repayment of principal
would commence in the sixth year, the amount to be determined at
such time by the bank’s six-member board, three Chinese and three
foreigners. The bank’s 4 million taels of capital would come from
foreign and Chinese banks without state guarantee and merchant
assets.®? In turn, the bank would take over all the stockpiled imports
and finance its disposal. Profits from this and other banking opera-
tions would service the outstanding bonds. With an initial infusion
of 150,000 taels, the bank opened for business.’? As a cosigner for
the bank loans, the Chamber of Commerce appointed Liu Yue-
chen, an executive director of the chamber, as the bank’s first man-
ager. The Public Assaying Bureau was finally established under the
supervision of the chamber, and the smelters eventually absorbed
the loss stemming from reminting and wastage. To increase the
local supply of silver, a system of discount rates and daily telegraph
communication was instituted to facilitate movement of silver from
Shanghai.’

Stalemate over Stamp Duty

Collaboration between officials and merchants, however, was only
one dimension of a society in flux. They could also stand in opposi-
tion—as illustrated by the state’s repeated attempts to impose a stamp
duty. First proposed in 1896 by Chen Bi, then with the Censorate, the
idea had not attracted much interest. Twelve years later, negotiations
to end the opium trade and the anticipated decline in revenue that
would result from the ban necessitated an alternative source for the
state’s depleted treasury. On December 30, 1902, Yuan Shikai sub-
mitted a detailed plan for the collection of a stamp duty in the coastal
provinces and received a quick approval.®> Wasting no time, Yuan
imposed the duty on all ledgers, contracts, tickets, bills of lading,
land tenancy deeds, leases, bank drafts, household division docu-
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ments, pawnshop receipts, and company stock certificates. Without
the stamps, all such documents were declared null and void. The
resulting uproar forced Beijing to reconsider, however, and the pro-
gram was suspended in 1903.56

Four years later, a financially strapped Qing Court ordered the
program resurrected. Zaize, the recently appointed minister of fi-
nance, assisted by Chen Bi, targeted Zhili as the test province. Zhang
Zhenfang (1863-1933), brother-in-law to Yuan Shikai’s half-brother
Shidong, was put in charge, assisted by Ning Fupeng, the former
prefect of Tianjin who had suffered the indignity of having to pay
homage to the Tianjin General Chamber of Commerce instead of dic-
tating his terms.®”

The Tianjin Chamber of Commerce led the opposition to the new
levy, beginning with a series of petitions, the first one signed by 796
local merchants. When the petition was rejected by Beijing and Yang
Shixiang, the governor-general, Wang Xianbin countered with one
signed by 1,877 merchants. Invoking such authorities as Confucius
and Mencius, the merchants’ arguments were pointed and concise.
Merely because foreign countries had stamp duties did not mean
that China should follow suit. The state and officials must heed what
the Classics advised so long ago: “If the people enjoy plenty, with
whom will the prince share want? But if the people are in want, with
whom will the prince share plenty?”%® As loyal and public-minded
subjects, the merchants promised willing compliance if the funds
from the stamp duty were indeed spent on programs to stop opium
smoking. But without any guarantee or indication that the revenue
would finance such programs, they insisted that they should not be
burdened by more taxes without representation.®® Chambers of com-
merce all over the country demonstrated their support by waging a
telegram campaign. Despite Zhang Zhenfang’s determination to
make Tianjin an example, Yang Shixiang wavered in the face of the
merchants’ adamant refusal to comply. A stalemate resulted.”

State and society thus negotiated their way through the difficult
times of late Qing. There is no question of the merchants’ subordi-
nation to the state: its charters, appointment of personnel, seal, and
authority were all derived from state mandate. From Beijing’s per-
spective, these organizations were part of its state-building effort to
reintegrate the empire vertically, unite and mobilize its subjects (if
not quite citizens), and strengthen the central government. The mer-
chants proved useful as they learned to work with officials in Tianjin



Changing Times 121

and Beijing. Unlike lofty scholar-officials, they could perform undig-
nified tasks—holding a lottery, for example, or haggling with for-
eigners—as in the foreign import crisis.

Nevertheless, the merchants’ efforts of self-help slowly but surely
moved their organizations beyond the subordinate or even interme-
diary role originally conceived by officials and the state. Bureaucratic
politics between central and provincial government gave the mer-
chants a space to protect their interests. Transcending guild limits,
the Chamber of Commerce enjoyed a territorial jurisdiction, repre-
sented and protected the city’s mercantile community, and took on
causes with regional and national ramifications. Shanghai’s experi-
ence might therefore not be unique; nor was such activism primarily
local and rural. Wang Xianbin, in his multiple capacities as salt mer-
chant, chairman of the Chamber of Commerce, and adviser to the
Ministry of Finance, cooperated with officials to stabilize the city’s
economy and protected mercantile interests against both the state
and foreign diplomats. Defining civil society as a confrontation be-
tween state and society, therefore, would miss the complexity of late
imperial China when state and society expanded together, negotiat-
ing, confronting, yet learning to work with each other.



7.
SHIFTING POLITICS

The rise of Tianjin’s Chamber of Commerce, then, does not mean that
an idealized “civil society” distilled from the experience of Europe
had been realized in the city. Yet Tianjin’s version of “civil society,”
like its counterparts in London and elsewhere, did not arise ex nihilo.
These merchant princes relied on formal and open institutions as
well as informal and exclusive networks to conduct their business and
pursue their interests. Figures such as Wang Xianbin were enmeshed
in the matrix of an evolving Chinese social and political culture
despite the novelty of the institutions through which they worked.
As self-conscious merchants flexed their strength in promoting
their interests and stabilized the city’s economy, they also opened fis-
sures in local society. To late Qing rulers and reformers, the creation
of an informed and responsible citizenry was among their cherished,
yet equivocal, goals.! Promotion of local self-government, as well as
legal, educational, economic, social, and constitutional reforms, to-
gether seemed to point to the construction of a new citizenry, but
contemporary critics castigated the students returned from abroad
(especially those from Japan) who masterminded many of these
reforms. Naive and self-serving, these students had neither the polit-
ical experience nor the support of the local society they planned to
remake.? Sponsors of the reforms in Beijing, local officials, local
scholar-gentry, merchant activists—each promoted and participated
in the new institutions from their own perspective. The rhetoric and
vocabulary—*“feudal” (fengjian), for instance—might be familiar, but
their meanings had had to be negotiated, contested, and constructed.

122
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The Qing state’s objectives varied. They were defined in part by
rivalries within the imperial family for influence and the succession:
Zaifeng the regent, representing the Daoguang Emperor’s branch,
versus candidates of various collateral lines, including Zaizhen,
whose father Yikuang inherited the title of Prince Qing, and an am-
bitious Zaize, husband of the empress dowager’s niece.?> Moreover,
Beijing’s shifting relationship with powerful Han Chinese provincial
governors complicates the politics of reform. In 1900, when the
capital was under attack by the Allies during the Boxer Movement,
provincial governors in South and Central China had declared
neutrality. After the dust had settled, the dynasty labored to re-
store its credibility if not legitimacy. In his confidential memorials to
the throne, Zaize championed the reforms as a means to reassert
Manchu control of the empire. As minister for drafting the consti-
tution and eventually finance minister and controller-general of the
Salt Administration, he pursued a policy of centralization through
nationalization.*

An ambitious Yuan Shikai certainly knew how precarious his posi-
tion was. Despite the empress dowager’s confidence in him, Yuan
Shikai knew that leading Manchu noblemen harbored deep suspicion
of him as commander of a newly created army. Nor could Zaifeng,
the regent for the young Xuantong Emperor, forget Yuan’s betrayal
of his brother the Guangxu Emperor in 1898. But as an astute politi-
cian, he also appreciated the opportunities. His secretary, Zhang Yilin
(1867-1943), recounted how Yuan once opposed self-government and
constitutional monarchy. In Yuan’s view, the populace was simply not
ready. But he soon told Zhang to prepare a memorial urging the
throne to adopt a constitution.?

What caused this change of heart is not clear. Perhaps Yuan, know-
ing his many enemies, would feel more secure if the theoretically
absolute emperor were circumscribed by a constitution. Perhaps he
wanted to preempt the central government. As his rival Zaize argued,
the avowed goals for local self-government—to facilitate communi-
cation between the state and its subjects, to prepare them as citizens,
and to assist the state’s rule of local society—might at the same time
make life difficult for local officials.® Legitimate self-government
councils and assemblies might support their paternalistic magistrate
(fumuguan). But they might just as easily challenge him, or pursue
their case with his superiors, or, even worse, take it all the way to the
capital. By presenting his own design, Yuan could define the agenda,
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preserve his power, and enhance his reputation as an efficient ad-
ministrator and reformer.”

Whatever the motivations of the parties concerned, the decision
to create local councils, as well as provincial and national assemblies,
unleashed a contentious process exposing the society’s fault lines.
Scholar-gentry, merchants, and activists used these legitimate forums
to articulate their interests publicly. The result was not what the re-
turned students expected—a corporatist citizenry unified by the com-
plementary functions each party performed in local society—but,
instead, a fractious society.

Merchant Politics

Tianjin’s salt merchants, as we have seen, were no strangers to politics
and the art of networking, although their tactics might seem ama-
teurish. In his quest for wealth and influence, Wang Xianbin encoun-
tered his share of troubles. In 1907, a censor implicated him in a
scandal involving Prince Zaizhen. On a mission to the Northeast, the
Beile Prince was lavishly entertained by Duan Zhigui (1869-1925) and
presented with a much acclaimed opera singer, Yang Cuixi. Cement-
ing the goodwill, Duan allegedly raised from Wang a 100,000-tael
birthday gift for Prince Qing—an investment that yielded Duan the
governorship of Heilongjiang. Subsequent investigation cleared Wang
of any role in the affair. The censor was dismissed for filing this mali-
cious charge; Zaizhen resigned to avoid embarrassing his father.®
While Wang Xianbin’s political skills might be wanting, as chair-
man of the Chamber of Commerce he had become indispensable in
Tianjin. The wide variety of activities sponsored or performed by the
chamber gave it great influence. Officially inspired and organized to
assist the state in local matters, it had evolved into an institution active,
not merely in local economic interests, but also national politics.
This activism began in 1905 following a proposal by the United
States government to impose further restrictions on Chinese immi-
grants. In May, the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce solic-
ited the help of other chambers in organizing a national boycott of
American goods.® Tianjin’s merchant community reacted enthusias-
tically: Wang advocated that a boycott of American imports was the
most effective way to fight the injustice, a patriotic stance applauded
by the Dagongbao. More than two hundred chamber members voted
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to participate in the boycott, and a fine of 5,000 yuan would be im-
posed on any offenders caught selling American-made goods.!? Stu-
dents from the schools that the merchants funded gave stirring
speeches to mobilize their fellow citizens.!!

Popular opinion, however, was no match for a determined Yuan
Shikai and the Qing state. Unwilling to risk antagonizing the United
States at a critical juncture in the peace settlement of the Russo-
Japanese War, Yuan opposed the boycott. The chamber’s directors
were summoned to his yamen and ordered to desist. The Police
Bureau then outlawed any assembly of more than twenty persons
without prior approval.’? Undaunted, the merchants petitioned for
Yuan’s support to open negotiations with the United States—un-
aware that the governor-general had already cabled the Foreign Min-
istry urging the throne to suppress the boycott. On August 18, 1905,
the Dagongbao was banned for its continued agitation. Finally, an
imperial edict from Beijing forbade any further discussion of the
subject.!?

While official pressure prevented the Chamber of Commerce from
pursuing the national boycott further, the merchants of Tianjin, indi-
vidually or organized, soon found other legitimate venues to express
their political views. Yuan Shikai, as part of his reform program in
local self-government, had launched community compacts (baoyue)
with elections of headmen by villagers. In his memorial to the throne,
Yuan (or his secretaries) couched the experiment in traditional terms.
According to the Book of Rites, the ancients had created an orderly
and harmonious society with more than two-thirds of the bureaucracy
devoted to local administration. Proper governance was facilitated
by these officials who were on intimate terms with the governed. It
was only after the Sui dynasty, when overworked magistrates assumed
sole responsibility for the districts under their charge, that corrupt
runners and other unsavory characters were able to abuse the system.
Yuan argued that local self-government by elected representatives
would reintroduce grassroots support for the empire’s unity and
strength.

Turning his attention to Tianjin, now the provincial capital, Yuan
established the municipal administration conference (Shizheng Yihui)
to facilitate communication between the local government and gentry
members, including merchants, in 1906.'* With funding from fines
and a contribution of 90,000 taels from the salt merchant “Zhende”
Huangs, one of the Big Eight, Yuan Shikai created a bureau (Tian-
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jinfu Zizhiju) and an institute (Tianjin Zizhi Yanjiusuo) for the study
of self-government to train the province’s gentry.'?

Later in the year, a forum made up of representatives of local
institutions to promote self-government (Zizhi Qicheng Yanjiuhui)
was commissioned to draft a self-government charter. Yuan’s new
bureau nominated twelve members including the salt merchants
Wang Xianbin, Yang Junyuan, Li Shiming, Hua Chenghan (1836—
1908), and Lin Zhaohan. These merchants were joined by other
Big Eight members with a merchant background: Shi Yuanshi
(1849-1919), Bian Baolian (1841-1916), and Bian Yuchang. The self-
government institute sent its representatives, too, including Hua
Zehao (b. 1874) and Sun Hongyi (1872-1935), both from salt mer-
chant families.!6 Ten other merchants and native bankers were
nominated by the Chamber of Commerce to ensure a broad-based
support. The bureau published a vernacular paper and engaged
speakers to publicize the benefits of self-government, and the chamber
organized meetings for its members.!”

After nineteen meetings, the self-government forum adopted a
charter modeled on the Japanese bicameral system—anticipating Bei-
jing’s official promulgation by almost two years.!® The charter called
for the creation of deliberative assemblies (yishihui) and executive
councils (dongshihui), with the local magistrate as ex-officio chairman,
for the district and municipality of Tianjin. Elected delegates would
serve two-year terms. Any male resident over the age of twenty-five
sui (twenty-four years) not dependent on public welfare and able to
write his own name, age, address, and occupation was eligible to
vote.! The qualifications for candidates standing for election, how-
ever, favored the educated (graduates of primary school or above,
ex-officials, degree holders, stipend students, or those with publica-
tions certified by officials), the well-off (a minimum of 2,000 yuan in
assets or managing enterprises worth over 5,000 yuan), and gentry
with a record of public service. Mobilizing a skeptical populace for
Tianjin’s first public election, Yuan Shikai’s impatience notwithstand-
ing, was a difficult task. Surveys to determine eligibility were met
with apathy and suspicion: a government survey might be a ploy to
identify the wealthy for more taxes. Some 800,000 residents of Tian-
jin yielded an electorate of only 12,461. Only 2,572 were qualified as
candidates to stand for election.?

The apathy of the district’s residents contributed to the dominance
of the educated in the first district assembly. Of the twenty-five (out
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of a total of thirty) assemblymen whose occupations can be identi-
fied, seven were educators and eight came from the self-government
bureau; two scholar-gentry, five representatives of rural areas, and
three salt merchants accounted for the remainder.?! In subsequent
elections, educators and self-government activists continued to pre-
dominate, although rural areas contributed an increasing number
of representatives, eventually accounting for more than half of the
assembly.??> While the wealthy merchants constituted a minority in
the district assemblies, they did supply some of the leaders. Li Shiming
(1851-1927) of the “Philanthropist” Lis was elected chairman of the
1907 assembly. In subsequent elections, his nephew Baoxiang (1885—
1921) sat on the standing committee and Hua Xueqi served as vice-
speaker of the 1911 assembly.?

The same pattern applies to the municipal assembly. Although out-
numbered by the educated, salt merchants turned merchant-gentry
were represented in the first class of assemblymen by Lin Zhaohan
and Hua Guangli. In subsequent elections, at least two Lis from the
“Philanthropist” Lis and an assortment of Zhous, Wangs, and Zhangs
were elected to the body. The ubiquitous Wang Xianbin—or those
with a salt merchant background such as Yan Zhixing (d. 1913),
nephew of Yan Xiu—served as honorary advisers.?* Wang Guanbao,
one of the head merchants of the Changlu Division, was elected chair-
man of the municipal executive council (Tianjin Xiancheng Dong-
shihui) after a term as vice-speaker of the municipal assembly.?5

Tianjin’s salt merchants were also active in the 140-member Pro-
vincial Consultative Assembly (Zhili Ziyiju), which was financed by the
Changlu gabelle. Representing the seven districts of Tianjin, an elec-
torate of 7,132 elected a delegation of six including Li Shiming, who
became chairman of the Committee on Internal Affairs and Member
Qualification.?® Other representatives included Sun Hongyi, son of a
salt merchant from the Tianjin suburb of Beicang. A close friend of
Yan Xiu, Sun had been active in the development of local education,
including primary schools in Beicang, a telegraphy school, and a
girl’s school (Puyu Niixue).2” A third member, Hu Jiaqi (b. 1870),
whose studies in Japan were financed by Yan Xiu, served as principal
of Tianjin prefectural middle school before his election.?

By virtue of the considerable taxes they paid to the state, the salt
merchants also dominated the seats reserved for the country’s larg-
est taxpayers in the National Consultative Assembly (Zizhengyuan).
Of Zhili’s twenty candidates, each paying a minimum of 20,000 taels
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in state taxes, all except one were salt merchants.? The two men even-
tually elected—Yang Xiceng and Li Shiyu (1855-1917)—were among
the biggest Changlu salt merchants at the time.*® Hu Jiaq repre-
sented the Provincial Consultative Assembly in the National Consul-
tative Assembly; Sun Hongyi served as an alternate member.3!

In addition to services in these local, provincial, and national assem-
blies, several salt merchants helped to organize groups promoting
local self-government and constitutional monarchy. Wang Guanbao
was elected chairman of the Society for the Study of Administrative
Affairs of Tianjin Municipality (Tianjin Xiancheng Yanjiuhui), an
organization coordinating the activities of local self-government
bodies. Li Shiming founded the Society for the Promotion of Consti-
tutional Monarchy (Xianzheng xieyihui) in 1910.32 These well-heeled
merchants could easily afford the expense of promoting such worthy
causes, and their participation in the political process marked the rise
of the merchant-gentry—to be distinguished from the scholar-gentry.

Growing Conflicts with the State

The court and officials, charting a careful course of reform, viewed
these developments with increasing weariness if not alarm. On the
one hand, the court, increasingly swayed by young imperial princes
such as Zaize, saw political reform and the creation of new insti-
tutions as a means to recentralize authority in Manchu hands. Un-
deterred by an assassination attempt, Zaize led a mission to Europe,
Japan, and the United States in 1905-1906 to study constitutional gov-
ernment in operation. Upon his return, he was appointed minister
for drafting a new constitution. His commitment to expanded partic-
ipation in government was equivocal, however, and his understand-
ing of the meaning and implications of constitutional monarchy un-
certain.?® In a confidential memorial to the throne, he outlined the
advantages of constitutional monarchy: the preservation of Manchu
rule, a bulwark against foreign threats, and a means to quell internal
rebellion. Following the Japanese model, the emperor would retain
much of his authority—and indeed might even regain some of the
power lost to provincial officials since the Taiping Rebellion. With
sound political instinct, Zaize predicted that provincial officials, al-
ready threatened by the newly created assemblies, would oppose his
scheme. As for the citizenry, they would patiently wait until they
completed their training.3*
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On the other hand, neither the court nor the provincial bureau-
cracy could afford to concede too much power to these local self-
government bodies. Once appetites had been whetted, these institu-
tions might want more—as did Shanghai’s General Works Board
(Gongchengju) in assuming extensive de facto powers in finance,
local education, administration of justice, and police.?® Local officials
urged the court to define clearly the extent of local self-government:
the shifting boundaries between official and gentry-led self-govern-
ment depended too much on ad hoc arrangements, giving rise to
acrimony.

Even before the central government moved to limit the authority
of these new self-governing bodies, Yuan Shikai and his associates
jealously guarded their authority. The Chamber of Commerce re-
ceived a sound rebuke from Yuan for the charter it drafted for
the Tianjin Commercial Currency Company, Ltd. (Tianjin Shangwu
Tongyu Youxian Gongsi). Running the company was the merchants’
business, but using such phrases as “administration” (xingzheng) or
“public affairs” (gongshi) must remain the officials’ prerogative.3

Confronted by provincial and local officials who felt that their
authority had been compromised by these self-government institu-
tions, the constitutional drafting bureau under Zaize proposed to
the throne in 1908 that all matters not expressly delegated would
remain under official jurisdiction. Administration of justice and local
police were too important to delegate to the self-government bodies,
but education, public health, transportation, the local economy,
charity, public utilities, and other activities that had been gentry-
managed and gentry-financed without abuse or corruption would be
appropriate.?” As a safeguard against abuse, local officials reserved
the authority to supervise and abolish these organizations.

If provincial officials and those in charge of drafting the self-
government reforms thought the boundaries they had delimited
would harness the new institutions, they were mistaken. The elected
representatives and the assemblies they filled were not content with
an advisory role or with observing the officially defined boundary be-
tween local government and local self-government. Wang Guanbao,
the salt merchant speaker of the municipal assembly, insisted that he
and his colleagues were no longer children living in fear of harsh
schoolmasters. As elected representatives they should now command
respect.®

But Wang and his colleagues soon proved to be difficult students.
Invoking the authority of its charter, the district assembly notified
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the magistrate that it meant to investigate Tianjin’s Industrial Arts
Bureau (Gongyiju) for corruption and mismanagement. Another in-
vestigation mounted by Sun Hongyi and his associates ended with
the dismissal of the director of the Tianjin-Pukou Railroad for cor-
ruption and land speculation. On April 6, 1909, the assembly served
notice that it would audit the accounts of the district government’s
donations and levies section (Juanwuke). Subsequent investigations
revealed that 90,000 strings of copper cash in brokers’ licensing fees
and other contributions had been pocketed by the local magistrate.?
Such initiatives soon strained the relationship between the self-gov-
ernment bodies and various levels of the bureaucracy as officials
found their decisions and authority challenged from below.%

The vigilance of the self-government bodies was not merely a
result of irritation with brokers’ fees or contributions exacted by offi-
cials, which were perfectly legal and customary. At stake was their
attempt to carve out a source of revenue for themselves. From the
beginning, when the district assembly complained about the delayed
election for Tianjin’s municipal executive council, it faulted the local
magistrate who had appropriated all the local revenue and would
not yield a copper cash. The paltry 500 taels per month from the
state was far from adequate for the assembly’s needs. In an effort to
garner a source of revenue for itself, the assembly argued that it was
only reasonable for the land tax collected from the district to be
used for local purposes—an argument that went nowhere with offi-
cials. Several attempts to allocate broker fees in order to finance
local self-government failed. Stonewalled by local officials, the assem-
bly threatened in vain to take the matter to the Censorate in Beijing.*!

The Provincial Consultative Assembly was similarly frustrated in
this struggle with the bureaucracy over power and money. Even
before his election to the assembly, Sun Hongyi had urged Wang
Xianbin to protect Tianjin’s interests by publicizing and preparing
for the coming election. Since every detail pertaining to the adminis-
tration of the province would fall under the assembly’s purview, in-
cluding taxation and levies vital to its residents, Sun argued that
Tianjin could be protected only if it were represented by the largest
possible number of delegates.

Under the leadership of activists such as Sun, the assembly
launched a series of inquiries on provincial officials. During its first
meeting, twenty-eight resolutions, the bulk of which involved the
raising and appropriation of local revenues, were passed and sent to
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the governor-general for immediate action. One resolution asked
that the 50,000 taels contributed by the syndicate of salt merchants
operating the Tianjin and Wugqing salt monopolies be returned to
the districts for local use.*> Once again officials refused; neither Zhang
Zhenfang the commissioner nor Zaize the controller-general would
yield a grain. The officials insisted that the salt merchants’ contribu-
tions to secure the right to the monopolies should, as part of the
state’s regular income, be distinguished from donations.*

Apart from their claims on revenue, the self-government bodies
also wanted to share decision making with officials as equal partners
instead of ad hoc informal mediation behind the scene. A tentative
step was made in this direction when, at the governor-general’s
request, the Provincial Consultative Assembly nominated candidates
for his advisory board. Chen Kuilong chose eight leading citizens of
the province, including Yan Xiu, from the list. These board members,
however, soon complained of being outvoted by sixteen officials.
Denied equal representation, they resigned and the experiment died
a quick death.*

The accomplishments of these self-government institutions should
not be exaggerated. Guarding its domain zealously, the bureaucracy
deflected questions from the assemblies with avalanches of docu-
ments that satisfied no one except paper suppliers and printers.?
What was novel, however, was that local officials and residents could
no longer rely exclusively on informal mediation to resolve disputes
—or, failing that, violent confrontations.®® An alternative was now
available: legitimate and formal institutions affording a dialogue be-
tween officials and elected representatives.

The Constitutional Movement

Effective or not, the political discourse nurtured by these local self-
government bodies gave expression to a growing desire for constitu-
tional monarchy. As elected representatives of the people, they saw
themselves as the foundation of the country’s political future. In his
inaugural speech to the district executive council, Xu Wei, an honor-
ary member of the Tianjin district council, observed that, without
local self-government, any future parliament would be ineffective.
Members of the council must fulfill their duties as citizens and not
remain passive subjects.?
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The creation of these self-government bodies unleashed waves of
rising expectations. Although the Qing court tried to delay establish-
ment of a constitutional monarchy as long as possible, members of
these bodies agitated for a parliament as soon as possible. After the
elections for the Provincial Consultative Assemblies, the Federation
of Provincial Consultative Assemblies (Ziyiju Lianhehui) was estab-
lished—ostensibly to coordinate the activities of the various assem-
blies.*® Under the leadership of Zhang Jian and Sun Hongyi, it be-
came a national lobby group when Sun and other representatives
traveled to Shanghai for consultations with fellow assemblymen from
sixteen provinces. In January 1910 the assemblymen, under Sun’s
leadership, submitted a petition drafted by Zhang Jian urging the
throne to convene a parliament in one year.* When the petition was
promptly rejected, the undaunted assemblymen, led again by Sun,
continued filing petitions much to the displeasure of the court. Sun
was also instrumental in the organization of one of the earliest na-
tional political parties in China: the Friends of the Constitution (Xian-
youhui), made up of radical members of the provincial and national
assemblies.

The inaugural meeting of the National Consultative Assembly in
October 1910 presented another occasion for the constitutionalists
to press their demands. A delegation of members from various pro-
vincial assemblies, led by Sun Hongyi and supported financially by
the salt merchant Wang Guanbao, submitted yet another petition to
the throne.?! The court bowed to this pressure, however, finally agree-
ing to convene a parliament in 1917—a shrewd move that split the
petitioners. The moderates, led by Zhang Jian, declared victory and
returned home; the conservative members of the assembly, including
Li Shiyu, formed the Imperial Society for the Solid Progress of Con-
stitutional Monarchy (Diguo Xianzheng Shijinhui) to promote an
orderly transition to constitutional monarchy and competed against
Sun’s party for members in Tianjin.5?

Sun, Wang, and the Lis were not the only Tianjin salt merchants
active in the constitutional movement. As chairman of the Chamber
of Commerce, Wang Xianbin coordinated a national campaign to
solicit support from other provincial chambers and those in Zhili.
Representatives of Shanghai’s merchant community journeyed to
Tianjin to discuss a joint effort.5® In a speech to his wealthy brethren
standing for election to the National Consultative Assembly, Wang
reiterated his support for constitutional monarchy. Recounting the
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difficulties he had encountered in the survey for qualified candidates,
he reminded them that responsibility accompanied privilege. The
assembly, the equivalent of Japan’s upper house, should play an im-
portant role in preparing China’s transition to constitutional mon-
archy—a goal that should be realized as soon as possible. As repre-
sentatives of the wealthy, their charge was to promote economic
development to ensure China’s survival.>

In addition to invoking the concept of commercial warfare (shang-
zhan) to justify the rising status of merchants, Wang defended their
right to the reserved seats for big taxpayers in the National Consul-
tative Assembly.®> It might seem one-sided, as some landlord-cum-
degree-holders alleged, to have nineteen Tianjin salt merchants on
the final list as opposed to only one landlord-cum-degree-holder. But
it would be unfair to these big taxpayers if their numbers were lim-
ited to make room for candidates paying paltry sums elsewhere in
the province.

Implicit in Wang’s argument, of course, was the power of money
and the principle of representation with taxation. As a founding
member of the Society for Repayment of the National Debt (Chou-
huan Guozhaihui), Wang had been coordinating a national effort to
raise donations to repay the 115 million pounds sterling in indem-
nities and interest incurred as a result of the Sino-Japanese War and
the Boxer Movement.’® Buried under this mountain of debt and
threatened by an imminent loss of national sovereignty, he argued,
China would be unable to undertake any meaningful reforms. No sac-
rifice was too big to achieve repayment—provided the court acceded
to popular demand. Supporting his words with action, Wang financed
meetings of the society in Beijing to raise donations and mobilize
support in the country.’” His feelings were shared by members of the
Provincial Consultative Assembly who linked the repayment campaign
to the movement for constitutional monarchy. Without a parliament
to monitor the state’s decisions, the people should not be responsible
for the repayment of foreign debt, nor should any new debt be
incurred.’® Wang Guanbao the salt merchant financed the lobbying
effort in Beijing.>

Emboldened by the support, the radical wing of the constitutional
movement, led by Sun Hongyi, pressed on for the convocation of a
parliament in 1911.% When the Provincial Consultative Assembly
delegation from the Northeast was expelled from Beijing for its con-
tinued agitation, students from the many schools in Tianjin founded
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or funded by the salt merchants were outraged—a future leader of
the Chinese Communist Party, Li Dazhao (1889-1927), among them.
The students held rallies and wrote posters in blood to demonstrate
their determination. Many cut off their queues, as did merchants, in
protest.! Wen Shilin (1870-1935), a close associate of Sun Hongyi,
was elected chairman of the National Association of Student Peti-
tioners (Quanguo Xuesheng Qingyuan Tongzhihui).5? On December
20, 1910, more than three thousand students demonstrated in Tianjin
and were joined on their march to the governor-general’s yamen by
Wang Xianbin and other local leaders. Wen, Wang, and Yan Fengge
(b. 1857), representing respectively the students, merchants, and the
Provincial Consultative Assembly, presented a petition. After heated
debate, the governor-general reluctantly agreed to forward it to
Beijing.

The Qing court reacted quickly and decisively to this direct chal-
lenge to its authority. Wen was arrested and exiled to Xinjiang—
despite a rescue effort mounted by Zhang Boling with the support
of members of the district assembly and the Provincial Consultative
Assembly.®® Advocates of constitutionalism, including Li Dazhao, were
thoroughly disillusioned. They began to see revolution as the only
path to national salvation.5

Enemies and Friends

All politics, of course, is local. Although the activists among the salt
merchants joined the pursuit of constitutional monarchy, merchant-
gentry and scholar-gentry differed in their interests and priorities.
With the abolition of the civil service examination in 1906, competi-
tion for status intensified as many aspiring bureaucrats turned to
education, combined with public service, for an equally promising
career as members of local assemblies and councils. In many dis-
tricts, they clashed repeatedly—particularly over who should lead
the local self-government bodies.5

Tianjin’s experience was no exception. In early 1911, Wang Guan-
bao found himself under fire as his scholar-gentry colleagues com-
plained repeatedly about the arbitrary way he ran the municipal
assembly. They also accused him of violating the self-government
charter by accepting compensation from the syndicate of salt mer-
chants operating the Beijing monopoly, not to mention his huge
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monthly salary of 150 yuan and transportation subsidy of 30 yuan.
Charging Wang with altering his attendance record, the members
attempted unsuccessfully to have him recalled.5

At the provincial level, the scholar-gentry who dominated the Pro-
vincial Consultative Assembly were deeply suspicious of what they
perceived as collusion between officials and merchants. They criti-
cized the establishment of the Commercial Guarantee Bank of Zhili
(discussed in the previous chapter) as a dangerous precedent—
arguing that the populace should not be responsible for debts in-
curred by private merchants—and questioned the governor-general’s
authority over the bank.5” The salt merchants, in particular, presented
yet another convenient target for criticism and attack in the assembly.
They were charged with many questionable practices ranging from
salt adulteration to the disruptions caused by their antismuggling
forces. In turn, the salt merchants complained of added expenses to
comply with the changes and, as a result, dwindling profits.58

The hostility between the salt merchants and the assembly was
heightened by the distribution of the shares of the Tianjin-Pukou
Railroad Company financed by the price increase of 4 wen per jin in
1910. Much to the glee of officials—and over the opposition of salt
merchants—the Provincial Consultative Assembly pushed through a
program under the guise of developing the provincial economy to
divert part of the railroad fund to establish a spinning mill.%* The Li
brothers from the “Philanthropist” Lis, however, whose native bank
served as the depository for the railroad fund, refused to comply.
Their strategic positions in the assembly and the Changlu Syndicate
enabled them to thwart repeated attempts to remove the fund from
the household’s control.

Unable to accomplish its goal, the assembly proposed a compro-
mise: additional revenue would be used to purchase railroad stock
that the salt merchants and the assembly would then divide equally.
Some members of the Provincial Consultative Assembly went even
further by arguing that it was the people of Zhili who, as consumers,
had paid for the price increase. As elected representatives of the
province, the assembly should therefore control all the stock pur-
chased. It passed a resolution demanding 90 percent of the stock,
leaving only 10 percent to the salt merchants. In turn, the salt mer-
chants fought back by arguing that the stock was fair compensation
for their loss in sales. Both the price increase as well as the increased
smuggling it caused had cut deep into their profits.”
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As part of the state-building reforms in late Qing to create a new
unity, the creation of multiple levels of self-government bodies thus
proved as divisive as they were unifying. Between the state (as per-
sonified in the Manchu imperial princes) and provincial officials, dif-
ferent expectations and motivations created a space for local societies
and interests to gain a legitimate toehold in public affairs. Increas-
ingly, government became a challenge for officials.

The reforms also fostered a fractious local society. Rather than
taking to heart the interests of the common good, the active partici-
pants—established scholar-gentry with high civil service examination
degrees or bureaucratic experience, local educators and self-govern-
ment activists holding lower degrees, and merchants—often com-
peted for resources, positions, and status in local society. Now that
their path to glory, the civil service examination, was closed, the
scholars and aspiring officials had to compete for leadership in local,
provincial, and national affairs.”

With their expanding role in late Qing society, the Changlu salt
merchants participated in this process as arrivistes. Time and again
they had proved their worth in resolving local problems and, bol-
stered by this experience, were now demanding linkage of represen-
tation to taxation. Local councils and provincial assemblies afforded
them even more opportunities to articulate their interests. They coop-
erated with other elites and helped, directly and indirectly, to limit
the power of the state. They also contributed to the drive for consti-
tutional monarchy. For such rebellious behavior and other excesses,
as we shall see, Wang Xianbin and his colleagues would pay dearly.



8.
THE CRASH

Early on the morning of July 17, 1911, Wang Xianbin’s family was
evicted from its eighty-eight-room mansion on Second Street (Er-du-
jie). Nine other salt merchants, including Li Baoheng, suffered a
similar fate. Later that morning, Zhang Zhenfang the Changlu com-
missioner inspected Wang and Li’s vacated mansions and their fur-
nishings with satisfaction. Sealed and inventoried, the mansions and
all its contents were auctioned off.!

Explanations of this episode vary in their persuasiveness. Accord-
ing to some contemporaries, the crash was orchestrated by Zhang
Zhenfang who wanted to apply pressure for the rehabilitation of his
relative Yuan Shikai.? If true, Zhang would have been taking a great
risk, considering Yuan’s many powerful adversaries, such as Grand
Secretary Natong (1856-1925) who reportedly was deeply dissatisfied
with the handling of the “crisis.”® The Dagongbao attributed the haste
to Zhang’s impatience. He could not wait to assume his new office as
judicial commissioner of Henan (rank 3a), a promotion from Changlu
commissioner (rank 3b). But an astute governor-general such as Chen
Kuilong, steeped in the art of bureaucratic warfare, could easily, and
actually did, delay Zhang’s departure. To settle a personal grudge,
Zhang’s action in forcing Wang Xianbin and others into bankruptcy
would kill two birds with one stone: clearing the Provincial Consulta-
tive Assembly’s charge of his corruption and incompetence and aveng-
ing Wang’s obstruction of his stamp duty initiative (see Chapter 6).

If the personal motives of the Chinese officials remain murky,
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what the foreign consuls and banks wanted—besides repayment of
the bank loans—is also difficult to reconstruct. Some historians sug-
gest that the foreign banks wanted direct control of the salt monopo-
lies.* Foreign consuls insisted that the Qing government assume full
responsibility for the loans because the salt merchants, as operators
of the monopoly system, were agents of the state.> There is no ques-
tion that Wang Xianbin, Li Baoheng, and their colleagues borrowed
from the foreign banks and diverted at least a portion of the loans to
finance their own investments. Even though their total debts, both
foreign and domestic, amounted to almost 10 million taels, this was
not exceptional compared to the magnitude of other financial crises
that had plagued the coastal economy of China or the foreign im-
port crisis discussed in Chapter 6. Although the ten bankrupt salt
merchants could not repay all their debts in cash immediately, they
still had more than 3 million taels of salt inventory—in addition to
real estate, shares in industrial enterprises, and other assets including
the Cableway Company with a book value of over 2 million taels and
their share of 1 million taels in railroad stocks. Why did the state resort
to such drastic measures? To understand this episode, we need to
place it in the shifting zone between state and society in late Qing.
Expropriation was just one of the most visible results of a financial
crisis that gripped the city. Intense negotiations, debates, and politics
engulfed the merchants, their organizations, local government, pro-
vincial officials, ministers in Beijing, the banks, and the foreign con-
suls representing their national interests.

Borrowing Time

The crash had long been in the making. After the Boxer Movement,
the salt merchants found their city and businesses devastated. Scores
of native banks, which had financed the salt trade with more than 2
million taels, closed their doors after systematic looting by the Allied
troops. Redemption of the salt inventory seized by the Allied Expe-
ditionary Force cost over 1 million taels. Relocation of the depots
condemned by the Italians and Austrians as their concessions cost a
fortune in silver that the merchants did not have. With the state
struggling to finance the Boxer Indemnity and other reforms, the
salt merchants’ frequent pleas for loans tried the patience of officials.®
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In late 1901, Hua Xueqi obtained permission to borrow 34,900 taels
from the Russo-Asiatic Bank to finance the purchase of salt seized by
the Russian occupation force. On behalf of the Changlu Division, he
also arranged a 200,000-tael revolving line of credit from the bank. All
that was required was an official authorization letter (yutie, literally
“instruction slip”) from the commissioner and a collective guarantee
by all the merchants of the Changlu Division.”

From this modest beginning, successive Changlu commissioners
routinely granted the salt merchants permission to raise foreign bank
loans. In 1903, Tang Shaoyi (1860-1938), then circuit intendant of
the Tianjin Maritime Customs Service, even arranged and guaranteed
the salt merchants’ two-year loan of 400,000 taels at an annual inter-
est rate of 8.5 percent from the Yokohama Specie Bank.® With these
new sources of credit, merchants paid their taxes promptly and offi-
cials found relief from constant pleas for state loans.

One obstacle, however, remained. The foreign banks required
collateral or, in lieu of it, a state guarantee for the loans. To satisfy
them, Wang Xianbin and his colleagues improved on the authoriza-
tion letter with two additional provisos. The named merchant—not
the state or any of its agencies—would be responsible for repayment
of the loan, a principle conveyed in the phrase “merchant loan, mer-
chant repay” (shangjie shanghuan). Moreover, Wang Xianbin and other
head merchants were authorized to place in receivership monopo-
lies operated by any salt merchant behind in his repayment. Since
repayment was explicitly the merchants’ responsibility, some officials
saw little need of their involvement but understood the provision as
an additional guarantee of repayment by the merchants.” Essential
to any loan package, authorization letters were issued by the commis-
sioners, at times even retroactively.!’ Business between the salt mer-
chants and the foreign banks blossomed.!!

As a legal document, however, the authorization letter was flawed,
perhaps deliberately so. Officials might feel comfortable with the
document since the responsibility to repay the loans clearly rested
with the salt merchants, not the state, as specified in the phrase “mer-
chant loan, merchant repay.” But the clause providing for the appoint-
ment of official receivers was rife with complications. Foreign banks
interpreted the provision as an official guarantee of repayment—
making collateral from the salt merchants unnecessary. By implica-
tion, it even gave them the right to seize and operate the monopolies
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until the loans were repaid. For the salt merchants, the letter of
authorization was a convenient tool to secure loans without putting
up the requisite collateral. (They certainly knew that to use their
monopoly privilege as collateral was illegal.)

The key issue, however, was who would operate the affected monop-
oly in the event of receivership. The commissioner could appoint an
official receiver, perhaps even foreign ones, as in the case of expatri-
ates serving in the Imperial Maritime Customs Service or the Com-
mercial Guarantee Bank of Zhili. In actual practice, however, Wang
Xianbin and other head merchants enjoyed considerable latitude on
the two occasions the provision was invoked. In one case, the owner
of the monopoly sued unsuccessfully for illegal seizure, affirming the
legality of the provision and the head merchants’ authority.!? In the
other case, involving “Yuanfengrun,” Wang Xianbin arranged for an
acceptable manager to take over, allowing the bankrupted owner to
retain control of the monopolies.!?

Despite these ambiguities, the letter of authorization arrangement
worked smoothly so long as the salt merchants were able to service
the loans. Indeed, the ease with which credit could be obtained may
have led them to borrow excessively. In 1909, Wang Xianbin and Li
Baoheng petitioned Zhang Zhenfang for another letter of authoriza-
tion. To ensure delivery of salt to the districts on time, the salt mer-
chants needed a new 3-million-tael revolving line of credit from the
Russo-Asiatic Bank. Wang and Li were granted power of attorney to
act on behalf of their colleagues.!* Such authority was not unprece-
dented: Zhou Xuexi had once authorized the head merchants to
handle all matters related to the “sale” of the salt depot seized by
the Austrian concession. The two head merchants discharged this
additional responsibility efficiently—too well, perhaps, for their own
good.

Disaster

The beginning of the end for Wang Xianbin and his associates came
in May 1910. The Deutsch-Asiatische Bank asked Chen Kuilong,
governor-general of Zhili, to register (/i’an, literally “establish a file”)
loans totaling 1,080,000 taels made to the Changlu salt merchants,
noting that Wang and Li had diverted part of the loan to invest in
the Cableway Company and the Usine Caseo Sojaine at Colombes.!?
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The governor-general resented this additional responsibility, although
li’an was a routine administrative procedure, an official recognition
that such loans existed.!® Instructed to investigate, Zhang Zhenfang
immediately ordered Wang Xianbin and Li Baoheng to report on all
the loans the salt merchants had secured from foreign banks. On the
following day, before any answer could be expected, however, Zhang
reported to Chen that he could not fathom the request: loans ob-
tained by the salt merchants were private arrangements between the
merchants and the foreign banks, a private matter that did not con-
cern the state.!”

How the governor-general was soothed by maneuvers behind the
scene is unclear. A local paper reported that Zhang, without his supe-
riors’ knowledge, had affixed his official seal and signature to guar-
antee the loans—thereby involving the state in what had thus far been
a private matter.!® If true, he must have known that if the foreign
banks pressed their claim, the state would be responsible for the loan,
the principle of “merchant loan, merchant repay” notwithstanding.
Officially Zhang instructed the head merchants to repay the Deutsch-
Asiatische Bank immediately and prohibited any new loans. This ban,
if carried out, would have been disastrous for the bank, and Meng
Qi, its comprador, notified the head merchants on July 26, 1910, that
the entire matter was a clerical error. Not without a certain relish,
the salt merchants reported to the commissioner that despite their
repeated offers, the bank adamantly refused to accept repayment of
the loan.

Although this “unfortunate misunderstanding” was rectified, the
problem of the salt merchants’ solvency persisted. In the spring of
1911, the Banque de L’Indo-Chine declined to extend any more
credit. And when the salt merchants missed several payments, the
German consul again requested the governor-general to register the
loans from the Deutsch-Asiatische Bank. The Russo-Asiatic Bank and
the Banque de L’Indo-Chine soon followed suit with requests totaling
4,910,720 taels.!? They demanded that their liens be attached to all
the salt merchants’ monopolies, properties, and other investments.

An annoyed Chen Kuilong promptly passed the matter on to
Zhang Zhenfang who, three days later, once again instructed Wang
and Li to report on the extent of foreign bank loans. Criticizing them
for misleading him and procrastination, he charged them with mis-
using the letters of authorization as collateral and diverting a sizable
portion of the loan for their own use—charges he had earlier dis-
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missed. Revealing his knowledge of the merchants’ activities, he ad-
mitted that for nearly a year he had been urging the salt merchants
to repay all foreign bank loans. According to Wang Xianbin’s 1910
report, these loans totaled only some 3.2 million taels. The latest com-
munication from the foreign banks, however, listed loans of almost 6
million taels, with Wang and Li responsible for 3.28 million taels be-
tween them.?0 Under mounting pressure, Wang and Li finally divulged
that the Changlu Division owed 7 million taels in loans and interest
to various foreign and domestic banks.?!

Identifying the debtors, however, was far easier than solving the
problem—a task that occupied Zhang Zhenfang for months in intense
negotiations among the parties concerned while creating an economic
crisis for Tianjin. Initially the commissioner sought quick individual
settlements with each of the banks. He proposed that 1 million taels
worth of stock in the Tianjin-Pukou and the Loyang-Tongguan
railroads held by the Changlu salt merchants be transferred to the
Deutsch-Asiatische Bank to settle its claim.?? What he did not con-
sider, however, was how those merchants who did not borrow from
the foreign banks would be compensated for their railroad stock or
whether foreign ownership of the stocks would violate the railroad
companies’ charters. Not unexpectedly, the salt merchants balked at
Zhang’s decision, arguing that their property should not be used to
settle debts they had not incurred. The five-day deadline imposed by
Zhang expired without any action.

All the parties, however, continued their search for an acceptable
solution. Through the Chamber of Commerce, the salt merchants
submitted a proposal to reschedule the debts at a reduced interest
rate. For nearly a decade, the salt merchants argued, the revolv-
ing loan arrangement had functioned smoothly. They pleaded for
state assistance as dealers of foreign imports had received in the
1908 crisis. With more assets and less foreign debt than the importers,
they were better able to meet their obligations. If the loan payments
could be rescheduled and the interest charges reduced, all their debts
would be repaid—and, more-over, there would be no mass bankruptcy
to disrupt Tianjin and the region’s economy.?® Zhang endorsed the
chamber’s plan two days later, ordering it to open negotiations with
representatives of the foreign banks. The Deutsch-Asiatische Bank
agreed to extend the deadline for overdue payments by forty-five days
—half of the three-month grace period the chamber requested, but
a respite nonetheless.
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On the same day that Zhang authorized the chamber to negotiate,
Wang Xianbin and Li Baoheng submitted their own settlement plan.
After consulting with their colleagues, they proposed the consolida-
tion of all the salt merchants’ foreign debts to be repaid by install-
ments over eighteen years. The monopolies of the affected merchants
would be operated collectively by a trusted manager; the profits
would go toward repayment of foreign debts. Wang and Li pledged
the projected 300,000 taels of annual profit from the Cableway Com-
pany to repay what they owed.

Following a meeting at the Chamber of Commerce, the Changlu
salt merchants improved upon Wang and Li’s plan.?* An eighteen-year
extension became twenty-four years with the interest rate reduced to
4 percent in the merchants’ revised offer. They also proposed the
formation of a company (Changlu Baoshang Gongsi) to operate the
monopolies owned by Wang and Li and, as well, replacement of the
copper-cash and coin-based pricing system in the Changlu Division
with one based on silver. With credit tightening, they also wanted gov-
ernment loans in order to avoid delays in salt shipments.

The Changlu salt merchants were burying their differences. Just as
a solution seemed within sight, however, the foreign banks began
breaking ranks. The Banque de L’Indo-Chine, supported by the
French consul, refused to accept the chamber’s mediation because it
would make this international dispute a civil matter among merchants.
All negotiations, the consul insisted, must be between the foreign
creditors and the commissioner or his official delegate.

With the ball back in his court, Zhang made another attempt at a
quick settlement. This time he expanded on the idea of a company
to take over the insolvent salt merchants’ monopolies to include the
Cableway Company; profits of both would be applied to the debt.
The bankrupt salt merchants would pay a surcharge of 1 tael per yin
(totaling 300,000 taels)—which, together with 90,000 taels contrib-
uted by solvent salt merchants (calculated at 0.3 tael per yin) and
140,000 taels from the merchants’ share in the recent price increases,
would repay the foreign banks by installment.?> The Tianjin-Pukou
Railroad stock due the insolvent salt merchants would be transferred
to the solvent salt merchants to compensate them for their contribu-
tion. If the salt merchants rejected this settlement, some “shortsighted
and shallow official” such as himself would put all the affected monop-
olies in official receivership. Carrying out his threat that the remain-
ing salt merchants would not remain solvent for long, he ordered
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salt merchants contiguous to state-operated monopolies to move all
their retail outlets three Chinese miles (/i) from their respective dis-
trict borders to protect state sales.?

If Zhang Zhenfang hoped that the salt merchants would heed his
threats, he was mistaken. They remained deeply divided over who
should pay and how, while Zhang’s position became precarious as
“rumors” circulated about his corruption.?” He instructed the pre-
fect and magistrate to arrest the ten defaulting merchants and seize
their property. When the Chamber of Commerce protested, Zhang
cabled from Beijing a stay of his order.?

On the last day of the temporary stay, a majority of salt merchants
submitted yet another proposal: annual installments of 500,000 taels
from a surcharge of 1 tael per yin from bankrupt salt merchants and
0.3 tael per yin from solvent merchants, in addition to the 120,000
taels raised from the commissioner’s treasury. Any shortfall would be
met by the profits from the Cableway Company and, as a last resort,
would be the collective responsibility of the salt merchants in the
division.? The chamber, meanwhile, approached the Kailan Mining
Administration and the Commercial Guarantee Bank of Zhili, both
Sino-foreign enterprises, for a 2.2-million-tael loan, using the Cable-
way Company as collateral, to be guaranteed by the Changlu Division.
Although the companies responded favorably, the governor-general
and the commissioner forbade any more loans to the salt merchants.?

There is little evidence, at least to this point, of a conspiracy to
ruin the salt merchants. Much like the foreign import crisis of 1908,
the various parties involved—merchants (solvent or bankrupt), the
chamber, local officials, foreign banks, and consuls—proposed a vari-
ety of solutions. Zhang Zhenfang blamed his predecessors (perhaps
even Yuan Shikai, his relative), just as he was highly critical of Bei-
jing’s policy.?! But pressure from the diplomatic corps transformed a
private matter between salt merchants and foreign banks into an issue
not only public but international. Intervention by the central govern-
ment became inevitable.

Solution
The events between late May and early June 1911 cannot be recon-
structed in full, but the crisis had finally become a matter of concern
for Beijing’s statesmen. The 1911 trade report of the Imperial Mari-
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time Customs noted: “After several months of correspondence and
interviews, the foreign banks had gained their case: the minister of
the Board of Finance instructed the provincial authorities to take
over the gabelle’s indebtedness and liquidate the claim with promp-
titude.”? Zhang Zhenfang’s audiences in Beijing suggests that power-
ful ministers in the capital were now involved.

As a leading advocate for the centralization of Manchu authority
under a constitutional monarchy, Zaize might have taken this oppor-
tunity to seize for Beijing more power and revenue. Over the opposi-
tion of provincial governors, he had been appointed controller-gen-
eral of the Salt Administration—a post created ostensibly to reform
the system, resolve jurisdictional disputes between provinces over
boundaries and smuggling, and centralize personnel appointments
in his hands as well as all the gabelle due the central government.
Zaize probably had calculated that a nationalization of the bank-
rupted salt merchants’ monopolies would give the state control of
yet more revenue resources and, at the same time, curtail the power
of provincial governors who had taken control of salt administration
and revenue after the Taiping Rebellion.33

The strategy was not his alone. His Manchu colleagues in the
“Imperial” Cabinet shared the approach and had nationalized pro-
vincial railroads by borrowing 6 million pounds sterling from the
Four-Power Consortium.?* Serious disturbances in Sichuan and else-
where were a small price to pay for reasserting Manchu authority.
What began as a business dispute became a battle between the salt
merchants and the Qing state—and between local officials and the
central government—engulfing more and more groups and taking
on regional and national ramifications.

Under pressure from Beijing and charges of corruption, Zhang
Zhenfang confronted the salt merchants. On May 31, he again
ordered the arrest of the ten salt merchants and the seizure of their
property. Wang Xianbin and others presented themselves. But Liu
Shiying, one of the bankrupt merchants, disappeared, and officials
arrested Zhang Kangshu, his brother-in-law, instead. Officials also
detained Hua Xueqi’s son, Hua Yishu, in lieu of his father.3

Nor did Zhang stop there. On June 2, he ordered the Changlu
salt merchants to pay a surcharge of 1.5 taels per yin. The 600,000
taels collected each year would go toward the repayment of all for-
eign bank loans. Any merchant who failed to pay might lose his
monopoly. This time the salt merchants heeded the commissioner’s
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one-day deadline under the impression that the monopolies would
be spared an official takeover.® Their relief, however, was short-lived.
On the following morning, the commissioner elaborated on his
order: monopolies owned or operated by the bankrupt merchants
would still be confiscated and operated by the state. The salt mer-
chants were stunned. After all, the plan would not cost the state a
grain of silver, while the onerous surcharge would have reduced
their profits by as much as one-third. Somewhat belatedly, even Zhang
recognized that the scheme was unfair to those salt merchants who
had not taken out any foreign bank loans. He therefore allowed it a
quiet death.%’

But the problem remained, and Zhang formulated yet another
scheme—one that eventually formed the basis of the settlement
adopted by the state. Seven million taels were to be borrowed from
the Da Qing Government Bank to repay all the bank loans and
interest immediately.®® Salt merchants who had taken out bank
loans were divided into three groups. The ten worst offenders, in-
cluding Wang Xianbin and Li Baoheng, whose gross indebtedness
exceeded 6.5 million taels, would be declared bankrupt. The monop-
olies they owned or operated, some sixty-three in all, would be con-
fiscated and operated by the state. In the second group were five salt
merchants who owed a total of 250,000 taels. Although declared in-
solvent, these merchants possessed enough property to settle their
debts. A third class of twenty-five salt merchants with some 1.4 million
taels of bank loans were judged solvent but required to repay all
their loans by the end of the fifth month—that is, by June 25, 1911.%
This time the surcharge was set at 1.5 taels on each yin quota, or
900,000 taels each year. Thus with the merchants’ share of the price
increase, a total of 14,560,000 taels would be collected over fourteen
years. After making interest payments, the remaining 3.8 million taels
would reimburse those salt merchants who had not taken out any
bank loans but were nevertheless required to pay the surcharge.

Against his critics, Zhang defended his plan as necessary to pro-
tect China’s sovereignty and the state’s authority over an important
source of revenue—an argument he had dismissed when it was raised
by the salt merchants and other petitioners.* To prevent any recur-
rence of the problem, Zhang further declared that the state would
no longer recognize any loans, foreign or otherwise, to the salt mer-
chants. Indeed, the use of any salt monopolies, inventory, contracts,
and other non-salt-related properties owned by salt merchants, such
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as real estate and stocks, as loan collateral was explicitly forbidden,
and all the native and foreign banks in Tianjin were so notified.*!

Zhang’s plan sent shock waves through the economy of Tianjin
and beyond. As the price of silver soared and credit became impos-
sible to obtain, the remaining salt merchants found themselves under
siege.*? Zhang Hongjun, manager of a salt firm, submitted three
critical petitions against the commissioner’s plan. It was unfair, not
only to those salt merchants who did not borrow from the foreign
banks, but also to Chinese creditors whose loans had not been
addressed. In addition, with their current income seized and credit
dried up, the salt merchants could not finance the season’s shipments,
thereby jeopardizing the supply of salt to consumers. The commis-
sioner’s charge was to protect the salt merchants, not ruin them. His
actions would alienate a citizenry already unsettled by the state’s rail-
road nationalization scheme. The humble manager implored the
Chamber of Commerce to confront the commissioner.*?

With its chairman jailed, the chamber mounted a rescue effort.
Ning Xingpu, himself no stranger to the salt trade, organized the
merchant community of the city in a media campaign. Mass meetings
were held, and petitions urging the preservation of the monopoly
system so that the salt merchants could repay all their foreign and
domestic debts rained on the governor-general and the Provincial
Consultative Assembly.** Wang Xianbin should be released so that he
could dedicate himself, as he had so many times before, to resolving
the crisis confronting the city.%

Aiming at the source of the crisis, the chamber sent a delegation
to Beijing to plead for the bankrupted merchants. Zaize, however,
rejected its plea as a blatant attempt to interfere with state affairs.
He accused the merchants of trying to frighten Tianjin’s naive resi-
dents and instructed the governor-general to use the police to main-
tain public order. Fearing further aggravation of a tense situation,
the prefect of Tianjin refused to allow the delegation to brief the
chamber about its humiliating experience in Beijing.*’

The chamber was not the only merchant organization that pro-
tested Zhang’s settlement plan. Even the North China Society for
Commercial Studies, an organization of sojourning merchants from
South China long at odds with the chamber, filed a petition citing
the many public services of the salt merchants, especially Wang and
Li. Another petition submitted in the name of all the merchants and
commercial establishments of the city made the same argument—
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and was followed in short order by one from the importers of
foreign goods and compradors. Song Zejiu (1867-1956), merchant
activist and chairman of the Tianjin Society for the Study of Com-
merce and Industry, praised Wang as the single indispensable person
in Tianjin.*

Educational institutions, public services, and charities in which
the salt merchants or their donations played an instrumental role
also joined the petition drive, with graduates and principals of the
various schools pleading on behalf of Wang Xianbin.# Zhang Boling,
chairman of the Zhili Provincial Society for the Banning of Opium,
filed a separate petition citing Wang’s major donations to the society.>
In their petition to Zhang Zhenfang, the fire companies of Tian-
jin listed the services Wang had performed for the state during
the Boxer Movement. The commissioner, however, remained unim-
pressed. Although the petitioners were acting within the law, he
commented, their arguments were irrelevant.?!

With their livelihood at stake, the citizens of Tianjin demonstrated
unprecedented solidarity. They institutionalized that unity with the
formation of the Society for the Preservation of Tianjin (Tianjin Wei-
chihui) following a meeting of more than three hundred concerned
citizens. Liu Mengyang, Wang Mengchen, and Li Zihe, representing
a broad alliance of the city’s mass media, educational institutions, and
self-government bodies, were elected leaders.’> On their own initia-
tive, they explored various solutions to the crisis with the foreign
banks, including the possibility of repaying the loans by installment.
Armed with the bankers’ favorable response, they sought unsuccess-
fully to meet with Zhang Zhenfang immediately. When they did
meet in the afternoon of June 10, it was already too late: Zaize, the
controller-general, was now in charge. Early that morning, the order
had been issued for the expropriation of five more salt merchants.>

Determined to protect the economic viability of the city, the society
kept trying. It sent a delegation to Beijing for an audience with Zaize
and warned the Beile Prince that the state was jeopardizing the liveli-
hood of hundreds of thousands of people as well as the stability of
the realm.> Appealing to local sentiment, the delegation met with
Assistant Grand Secretary Xu Shichang and other Tianjin natives
serving as officials in the capital.®> On June 6 these officials, con-
cerned with the welfare of their city, met and considered whether to
impeach Zhang or to solicit the assistance of the governor-general.?

Indeed, dissatisfaction with Zhang Zhenfang, now identified by the
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Dagongbao as the enemy of the Changlu salt merchants, was wide-
spread. The Society for the Promotion of Constitutional Monarchy,
founded by head merchant Li Shiming, petitioned the governor-
general and pointed out the flaws of Zhang’s scheme. The profitability
of the Cableway Company and its reliability as a source to help repay
the debt were questionable. Moreover, the society believed that the
state would not profit from the confiscated monopolies to the extent
it expected, since it lacked the expertise to operate them. Remind-
ing Zhang of his disastrous experience as the official operator of the
Yongping monopolies before he became the Changlu commissioner,
he of all people should have known better.>” The society also noted
that the confiscation of the railroad company shares was improper, if
not illegal, since they were the collective property of all the salt mer-
chants of the Changlu Division and not the personal property of the
bankrupt ten. Furthermore, the merchants were the only buffer
against assumption of direct control and operation of the salt trade
by foreign interests.%

The many self-government assemblies, too, did not stand idle. After
a series of well-attended meetings, the municipal assembly criticized
Zhang’s neglect of debts to Chinese merchants and disapproved of
the provision requiring the twenty-five salt merchants who were
deemed solvent to repay all their bank loans within the month. A
strongly worded petition was delivered to the Provincial Consultative
Assembly for transmission to the governor-general and the Salt Ad-
ministration.”” Aside from the devastating effects this would have
on the local economy, the assembly questioned the ability of state-
appointed receivers to operate the monopolies efficiently: a huge
bureaucracy, the assembly pointed out, often meant corruption, dis-
ruption, and riots. Unaccustomed to such challenges to their authority
and competence, Zhang Zhenfang dismissed the municipal assembly’s
petition as absurd and Zaize called it “inflammatory.” When enraged
assembly members threatened to resign, it took no less than the
governor-general to coax them back to their posts.®

Equally strong antiofficial feelings found expression in the Pro-
vincial Consultative Assembly. Its members raised a series of pointed
questions: Why did Zhang arrest Wang Xianbin and others when the
foreign banks had yet to initiate proceedings against them?$! Why
did Zhang order the salt merchants to repay all bank loans—whether
foreign or Chinese—by June 25? If most salt merchants were solvent,
why must they repay all their loans? Had Zhang exceeded his authority
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in requiring the solvent merchants to pay the surcharge? Finally the
assembly asked whether Zhang, or his predecessors, were not them-
selves at least partly responsible for failing to supervise the salt
merchants. It then resolved to impeach Zhang Zhenfang for corrup-
tion and incompetence: since he became commissioner in 1909, the
assembly alleged, his secretary Huang Cheng’an had accepted a fee
0f 10,000 taels for every authorization letter issued and Zhang himself
had received a commission of 5 percent of the foreign bank loans.%?

Brushing aside all these charges, Zhang Zhenfang and his supe-
riors imposed their solution. The rescue plan for the Changlu Divi-
sion submitted by the Salt Administration to the throne castigated
irresponsible merchants for contracting loans and then defaulting
on them. To avoid losing its credibility and protect its sovereignty
over the salt monopolies, the state had no choice but to intervene.
The state plan differed from Zhang’s by calling for repayment of the
loan in fourteen years from various sources: 500,000 taels from the
profits of the monopolies confiscated and operated by the state;
180,000 taels from the salt merchants’ share of four price increases;
40,000 taels from the profits of the Tianjin-Wuqing monopolies; and
30,000 taels from the antismuggling budget. In addition, some 300,000
taels of annual profit from the state operation of the Cableway Com-
pany that Wang and Li owned and the Yongping prefecture monop-
olies would provide secondary security. As a guarantee, the commis-
sioner deposited twenty-eight forward-dated gabelle receipts with
the bank. A satisfied court approved these provisions on July 3, 1911
—as well as Zaize’s recommendation that the energetic Zhang Zhen-
fang, despite his negligent supervision of the salt merchants, be re-
tained as Changlu commissioner to ensure smooth operation of the
confiscated monopolies.53

Aftermath

Wang Xianbin and his colleagues were released on August 13 to the
custody of the Tianjin Chamber of Commerce, but the crisis lin-
gered on.% Widespread disturbances and suits filed by Chinese cred-
itors against the bankrupt salt merchants forced the state to intercede
again. His dislike of the offending salt merchants notwithstanding,
the commissioner finally offered to settle the claims of Chinese cred-
itors at a steep discount of 16 cents on the yuan.% The chamber was
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put in charge: posting notices, placing advertisements in news-
papers, requesting creditors to register their claims.%

One month later, besieged by hundreds of creditors, the chamber
appealed to Zhang Zhenfang. The auction of the salt merchants’
personal effects and real estate yielded only 320,000 taels, while their
debts had climbed to almost 1.8 million taels.®” Negotiations ensued,
and finally an additional 600,000 taels was borrowed from the Da
Qing Government Bank to be repaid by the expected profits of
the Cableway Company. Together with 100,000 taels supplied by
the Changlu commissioner and 110,000 taels in bonds secured by the
bankrupt salt merchants’ railroad stocks and bonds, the debts were
settled at approximately 50 cents on the yuan—inequitable no doubt,
compared with the settlement offered to the foreign banks, but a siz-
able improvement over the commissioner’s initial offer.6

Although the creditors were more or less placated, the contrac-
tual obligations assumed by the state remained an issue. Particularly
troubling were cases involving a bankrupt merchant who was a lessee.
According to the repealed bankruptcy code of 1906, third-party prop-
erty managed by a bankrupt merchant should be returned to the
original owners.® Could the state unilaterally assume the remainder
of the lease? Could the owners be compelled to allow state operation
of their monopolies until the loans were repaid? If so, on what terms?7
All these issues were eventually settled in the state’s favor—although
Zhang, almost as an afterthought, decided that since many of the
monopolies were leased by the bankrupt salt merchants, rent should
be paid to the lessors. He soon added the condition that the security
deposits held by the lessors must be returned in full to the state
before the rents could be paid. When this radical departure from the
merchants’ customary practice met with strenuous opposition, the
commissioner argued that the owners were partially responsible for
leasing the monopolies to such unworthy characters. As a concession,
he ruled that owners would receive half the rent until the security
deposit was fully repaid—yet another departure from the merchants’
customary practice, if not a violation of the Qing Code.”

The crash of 1911 was the last in a series of financial crises to hit
Tianjin before the fall of the dynasty. There is no question that some
salt merchants overextended themselves, not merely in business, but
also in their social services and political activities. But the forces
that shaped their downfall were complex. The actions of Zhang and
his superiors highlight the ambiguities and limitations of the salt
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monopoly system. Who actually “owned” the monopolies? What were
the rights and responsibilities (both legal and fiduciary) of the salt
merchants toward the state and other institutions with which they
had business dealings? Foreign interests in late Qing were clearly
more effective than Chinese organizations like the Zhili Provincial
Consultative Assembly in achieving what they wanted. Yet it was the
Qing state that, however weak and tottering in hindsight, had the
legitimacy and authority to impose its will on its subjects.

While Zhang Zhenfang was acting within a tradition of statecraft
that assumed the state’s primacy, he was also operating outside the law
and local custom. Several of his rulings were arbitrary: the require-
ment that all loans be repaid within the month, for example, and the
ban on salt merchants’ use of non-salt-related properties as collateral.
If the vigorous political, legal, and economic reforms of the golden
decade were designed to provide a foundation upon which the econ-
omy could develop, issues of enforcement remained—as well as the
question how theory, practice, and rhetoric would interact.

However one assesses responsibility for the salt merchants’ plight,
their privileged world lay in shambles. While arches built in their
honor stood proudly on the streets, these leading citizens were sent
to prison.” Wang could no longer afford to support local, much less
national, causes. Nor could his fellow salt merchants. After the Wu-
chang Rebellion broke out, a desperate Qing court approached the
Changlu salt merchants for contributions and loans to help restore
its mandate. But unlike their forebears under similar circumstances
during the Taiping Rebellion, or their counterparts in the Lianghuai
Division, the remaining Changlu salt merchants balked.” Others,
such as Sun Hongyi, went even further and almost succeeded in per-
suading the Qing garrisons at Luanzhou and Shijiazhuang to declare
independence and organize a provisional government in Tianjin.7
For the moment at least, the tables had been turned.



EPILOGUE

Tianjin of late imperial and modern times, beset by internal rebellion
and by invasion from without, underwent significant changes in its
relationship with the state. In this the dynamics were similar to, yet
different from, the idealized Western European experience. Since
the seventeenth century, the city’s merchant princes had been con-
structing their society and identity through economic activities, local
business and legal customs, culture, and social services. The Qing state
made “useful compromises” with these merchants, securing social and
revenue stability in the exchange. This interpretation of a Chinese
“civil” society is not based on the assumptions that state and society
must be mutually exclusive domains, forever locked in a zero-sum
game over power, or that a state must centralize all the instruments
of coercion as in the modern West.

As the foregoing chapters illustrate, the city’s dynamics of change
is different—not merely from its successful (and less successful) bour-
geois European counterparts but also from other parts of rural and
urban China. Compared to their counterparts in Furong, for example,
Tianjin’s merchant princes seem to have been a more consistent
source of civic pride and local managerial effort.! Unlike Quanzhou
where overseas Chinese returned to develop the city’s public services,
it was salt merchants who assumed these responsibilities in their
adopted native place.? Although Tianjin evolved with merchant sup-
port a host of grassroots organizations such as the firefighting shuihus,
it stopped short of neighborhood self-governments such as those
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found in Suzhou. Nor were they quite so bold as their Shanghai col-
leagues who argued that self-government institutions left no room
for autocratic state power. Instead, Tianjin offered collaboration as
well as challenges.? Its merchant princes had long learned how to
work with the state and its local representatives, had accumulated
political capital through cultural entrepreneurship to protect their
interests (if not claims), and had exploited the gap between the local
bureaucracy and the central government.

Mobilization of Tianjin’s salt merchants in local public affairs
reflected the particular history of the city. In participating in public
life, they were motivated less by a desire to compete against the
state than a complex of economic, cultural, social, and psychological
reasons. Countering the scorn heaped upon them, they led an exclu-
sive network of kin by marriage, wealth, business interests, and iden-
tity in funding local charities and urban services and providing both
regular and emergency relief to their fellow citizens. By late Qing,
the salt merchants supported local society by funding local militias,
schools, and the Chamber of Commerce. They had appropriated the
vocabulary of citizenship and nationalism and added their voice to
the discourse on state building.*

In outgrowing the subsidiary or even intermediary role as con-
ceived by officials, the merchants also added to the cacophony of late
Qing reforms. For the Manchu statesmen in the capital, the reforms
were but a means to recapture their authority thought to be lost to
Han Chinese provincial governors. For provincial and local officials,
the reforms promoted a new balance, not merely between the
central and local government, but also between the rulers and the
ruled. For students and intellectuals back from abroad, the pana-
cea for China’s woes—constitutionalism, national parliament, pro-
vincial assemblies, and local self-government bodies—would provide
the institutional means to create a new citizenry and realize a corpor-
atist vision of state and society.

Whatever their motives, promoters of late Qing reforms, in their
optimism to concentrate power and resources while mobilizing and
expanding social participation, overlooked the dangers, if not con-
tradictions, in their programs.® Under the threat of foreign invasion
and imminent colonialization, the center had to be strong enough
to hold the country together. Condemned to modernize, predatory
state-building strategies that violated centuries of useful compromises
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—strategies such as the seizure of salt monopolies from bankrupted
salt merchants or threatening the takeover of the remaining salt mer-
chants—were but a small price to pay.

In practice, too, a state-imposed program to cultivate a new citi-
zenry not only clashed with the imperative of a strong central gov-
ernment but served to divide local society. Indeed, the merchants’
growing activism destabilized Tianjin’s society—a development fed
by scholar-gentry who were forced by the abolition of the civil service
examination system in 1905 to find alternate careers to maintain
their lofty social status. In urban as well as rural China, degree holders
found themselves confronting not merely merchants but also unruly
graduates of new education institutions and peasant activists.® The
promulgation of local self-government through assemblies and coun-
cils further aggravated this conflict as the ink brush competed with
silver for funding, status, resource, and influence. A state-building
strategy thought to be the secret of the West or Japan might be trans-
planted to China. But for the new institutions to take root and acquire
legitimacy, the time was much too short and the forces of division
unleashed too great for the regime.

The end of the Qing dynasty thus began several months, if not
years, before what happened in Wuchang and was set in motion as
much by what some historians have called a golden decade of vigor-
ous political, economic, and social reform as by rebel soldiers. With
the fall of the dynasty, both state and society lost. In 1914, Yuan Shikai
declared his experiment in local government dead. The republican
state, denying local initiatives that had once been routine, asserted
itself. All matters pertaining to governance were guarded jealously
by the central and local governments.” China became locked in a
vicious cycle of confrontation and revolution. While the country could
ill afford more revolutions, warlordism feasted on what remained of
the state and society.?

Tianjin, of course, survived. Not all was lost for the remaining
merchants, but a new generation of the Chinese bourgeoisie would
have to battle over the same terrain again.’ Together with the city’s
capitalists, students, and intellectuals, they would find themselves
under the guns of rampaging soldiers and demanding warlords. In
the harsh times of modernity even Liu Bowen’s prophecy—water and
fire, not war, would ravage Tianjin—had lost its magic.
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also Jiang Shoupeng (1996) for a survey of commercialization in North China
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50. For estimates on transport costs see Jernigan (1905:230-231) and Shina
chutongun (Rikugan) Shireibu Otsu shokutaku kéanhan (1937:784).
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dated 9/12/1879. See also DGB, 3/19/1907 (to Hejian), 10/15/1910 (to Yang-
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53. ZB, 5/11/1895.
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55. QSLKXC, 7/14/1683.

56. See Ijuin Hikokichi (1907, 1:93).
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See Zhao Ying, “Baodingfu xinjian Tianshuiqiao ji” (Essay commemorating
construction of the Tianshui bridge), in Zhang Lt et al. (1494), juan 3, 9a; juan
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2/1/1906.
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al.(1756), juan 2, 8a.

59. On the junk fleet from Henan, said to be making three thousand trips a
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60. See Shina chutongun shireibu (1986:89 and 92-93).
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62. DGB, 12/15/1911.
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6/11/1868.
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65. DGB, 1/20/1931.
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5. Metzger in Willmott (1972:32-45) and Metzger (1973).
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Changlu, 2a.
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(see Chapter 4)? See Gugong bowuyuan Ming-Qing dang’anbu (1976:220).
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CLYFZJQ, juan 2, 12a, Qianlong’s decree dated 11,/25/1766.
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74. Kwan (1999:259).
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76. QDCD 145, memorial of Censor Cai Xuecun and decree endorsing Cai’s
recommendation dated 11/18/1824. The exchange rate between copper cash
and silver, according to the memorial, had been rising since 1810 and reached
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81. QYFZ, juan 23, 48b—49a; juan 24, 1a-3a; QDCD 145, memorial of Zheng
Yuanshan dated 9/27/1862.

82. QYFZ, juan 19, 5; ZB, 9/7/1896.
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Ming-Qing transition and Tianjin, 18

Ministry of General Accounts, 116. See
also Wang Xianbin

minshi, 51. See also legal system (China)

Mixian (monopoly), 58
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10, 106-107
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municipal assembly (Tianjin), 126, 127;
and merchant influence, 134-135

Mu Shen, 77

Mustard Garden, 82. See also Manor West
of the River

Mu Yunxiang (salt merchant), 106,
183n. 13. See also Big Eight
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Wang Yisun; Yan Xiu; Zhang Boling

National Consultative Assembly, 127—
128; factions, 132; salt merchant
participation, 133
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See also specific names of individual
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Ning Cunshu, 188n. 22

Ning Fupeng, 109, 111, 120, 189n. 30

Ning Xingpu, 109, 110, 185n. 34

north China: economy, 163n. 46;
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orthodoxy and orthopraxy, 74, 76, 83, 85
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property rights, 5, 8, 51, 65, 66, 67, 69,
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190n. 44; activism of, 149-150;
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Pu Songling, 7
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Shilin
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hold matters, 53, 60, 61, 62-64, 67;
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desiderata
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revenue farming, 2, 7, 41, 161n. 36;
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See also firefighting; hunhunr
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114-115

salt smuggling, 36, 46, 79, 80, 168n. 32;
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Sino-Japanese War, 45, 133
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also Confucianism; legal system
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176n. 30. See also Chen Bangxian;
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104; community spirit, 88; financial
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Tianjin prefect, 109. See also Ning
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Tianjin-Pukou Railroad, 130, 135, 142,
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Wang Shouji, 48

Wang Tingyang (salt merchant), 41-42
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138, 141-142, 145, 146, 150; and
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143; and stamp duty, 120
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Wang Yisun (salt merchant), 102,
182n. 71, 186n. 8, 188n. 8. See also
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household)
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Wang Zongtang, 108-110, 184n. 30
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Wengjian, 96. See also Zhang Jinwen

wenshan, 94. See also firefighting

Wen Shilin, 134, 190n. 62. See also Sun
Hongyi

Wenxian, magistrate of, 70, 71

White Lotus Rebellion, 43

widows: in business, 58; as custodians,
67-68; in household disputes, 61;
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specific names of individual widows

wojia, 29, 48, 55, 171n. 99

women: in business, 58, 68; Feng
matriarch, 62, 75; gender roles, 9, 61,
161n. 43; honored, 82; in marriage
network, 82, 123; and religious activi-
ties, 76; in scholar-literati house-
holds, 9, 68, 174n. 69. See also widows

Wuchang Rebellion (1911 Revolution),
152, 155

Wu Maoding, 108, 109, 110, 184n. 30

wushan, 94. See also firefighting

Wu Tingyu (salt merchant), 94

‘Wu Wen, 78

wuxi bu chengpiao, 57

Wuyi (monopoly), 69

Xiangcihou Bianjia. See Bian (household)

Xianxian (monopoly), 67

xianyin houke, 37

Xianyouhui. See Friends of the
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Xianzheng xieyihui. See Society for the
Promotion of Constitutional
Monarchy

xianzu, b6

xingzheng, 129

xishi, 50

Xiu’ai Tang (corporate name), 58.
See also Ning, Ms.

Xuantong Emperor, 123

Xu Guanggqi, 20

Xu Jingming, 20

Xu Shichang, 100, 102, 148

Xu Wei, 131

yanchuan hupiao, 34

Yan Daoheng (salt merchant), 53
Yan family, 53-54, 183n. 14

Yan Fengge, 134

Yang Cuixi, 124, 188n. 8

yangge, 74
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yanglianyin, 40, 47

Yangliuqing, 25

Yang Shixiang, 115, 117-118; and stamp
duty, 120

Yang Xiceng (salt merchant), 128,
188n. 21, 189n. 29

Yangzhou, salt merchants of, 7-8, 73-75,
180n. 29; and 1911 Revolution, 152,
194n. 73

Yang Zonglian, 70, 71

yanhutu, 48

Yan Kekuan (salt merchant), 53. See also
head merchants

Yan Xiu, 48, 53, 127, 131, 193n. 39;
career, 54, 99-100; and enterprises,
106, 107, 183n. 14; household, 53—
54, 100; as jinshi, 53, 99; and local
education, 54, 99, 100, 101-102;
network, 99

yanyunshi. See Changlu commissioners

Yan Zhen (salt merchant), 53

yanzheng. See salt supervisors

Yan Zhixing, 127

Yan Zhiyi, 106

Yao Lianyuan, 109, 110

yaopai, 93

Yao Xueyuan (salt merchant), 107.
See also head merchants

yazu, 56
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Yide (corporate name). See Big Eight;
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Yikuang, 112, 123, 124

Yimuju, 77. See also Zhang Lin

yin, 30, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 41, 48, 166n. 4
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yinzhuang, 45, 143
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Zhang Jinwen

Yokohama Specie Bank, 139

Yongcheng (corporate name), 67

Yongping (monopolies), 150
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See also Sanhe; Yan Xiu

Yuanfengrun (corporate name), 140
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mander, 123; Beiyang Mint, 114; and
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merce, 109, 111-112, 117; and mer-
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and stamp duty, 119-120

yuanzhuang yuanxie, 57

Yu Ji, 20

Yulu, 70, 71

yutie (letter of authorization), 139-141,
150, 191n. 7

Yutong (corporate name), 71-72

yuyin, 41

Yu Yingshi, 5

Yuyingtang, 92

Zaifeng, 123

Zaize, 120, 123, 131, 147, 148, 150;
and constitutional movement, 123,
128-129; as controller-general,
131, 145

Zaizhen, 112, 123, 124

Zeng Wenguang, 62

Zha (household), 74, 83; and civil ser-
vice degrees, 82, 178n. 66; as cultural
entrepreneurs, 81; disapproved by
literati, 83; gift to the Qianlong
Emperor, 82; Kuo (“Wide”) Zha, 82;
official positions, 82. See also Manor
West of the River

Zha Chun, 82

zhai’an, 90

Zha Li, 75, 82

Zhang Bing, 100, 102, 182n. 58,
189n. 29. See also Big Eight; Zhang
Jinwen

Zhang Boling, 100, 134, 148. See also Yan
Xiu

Zhang Can, 82

Zhang Chengben, 58. See also Ning, Ms.

Zhang Hubai, 84, 178n. 74. See also
Zhang Lin

Zhang Hongjun, 147

Zhang Jian, 132

Zhang Jinwen: and defense of Tianjin,
95-97, 103; as a diplomat, 97, 98; and
local literati, 99; proverb about, 98;
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neurship of, 78; disapproved by local
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78-80, 84. See also Li Guangdi;
Mingju

Zhang Mao (widow of), 68-70

Zhang Xishi, 77

Zhang Yilin, 123

Zhang Yingchen (salt merchant), 84
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Zhang Zhao, 80-81, 177n. 48

Zhang Zhenfang, 120, 131, 137, 140,
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Zhao Shengqiao, 81

Zhao Zhishen, 78

Zha Pu, 81

Zha Richang (corporate name), 78.
See also Zha Tianxing

Zha Shanhe, 82

Zha Sheng, 78-79, 81. See also Zha Youqi

Zha Tianxing, 78-79; as cultural entre-
preneur, 81; and firefighting, 94; as
a salt smuggler, 80; tampers with civil
service examination, 80; wife offers
redemption, 81, 177n. 46; wife
(second, née Wang), 82
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Zha Xiazhong, 78, 79, 81, 85

Zha Youqi (salt merchant), 75, 83-84.
See also Zha Sheng
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zhengke. See salt tax

Zheng Linsun (salt merchant), 62,
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Zheng Tang (salt merchant), 69-70
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Zheng Yueshan (salt merchant), 70

Zheng Zuoji (salt merchant), 62, 69-71

Zheng Zuolin (salt merchant), 62, 70
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Zhigu, 12, 14; Dazhigu, 16, 17; Piyansuo,
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zhi guafu, 63, 174n. 70. See also widows
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crisis, 118; educational system, 100—
101; electorate, 190n. 47; and mer-
chant troubles, 149; Provincial
Consultative Assembly, 131; repre-
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visors, 33; stamp duty, 120
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Guarantee Bank of Zhili

Zhili governor-generals. See Chen Kui-
long; Li Guangdi; Yang Shixiang;
Yuan Shikai; Yulu
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ning of Opium, 148. Se¢ also Zhang
Boling

Zhili Shangye Yanjiu Zongsuo. See Zhili
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Zhili Society for Commercial Studies,
113

Zhili ziyiju. See Provincial Consultative
Assembly

zhishang, 8. See also salt merchants, with a
responsibility

Zhou Shengchuan, 20

Zhou Tonghui (salt merchant), 68

Zhou Xuexi, 106, 115, 140, 184n. 19,
186n. 63; conglomerate of, 106.
See also Changlu commissioners

Zhuozhou (monopoly), 93-94. See also
Feng (salt merchant household);
Feng Xuezhang

Zhu Tongyi, 83

Ziyiju lianhehui. See Federation of Pro-
vincial Consultative Assemblies

Zizhengyuan. See National Consultative
Assembly

Zizhi Qicheng Yanjiuhui, 126

zouxiao, 32
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zu bu ya mai, 56

Zuo Guangdou, 20

zushang, 55
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