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Overseas Chinese Remittance and Trade Balance
in Late Qing China
H. B. Morse and Modern Chinese Maritime Customs 1892 — 1907

Takeshi Hamashita *

Introduction

In an economy like that of “modern” China, where the traditional sector
played a major role in the relationship with the western world, intermediate func-
tions such as the collection of maritime customs by the Foreign Inspectorate of Cus-
toms occupied an influential place in financial activity.

It is by now well — known that fundamental socio — economic changes occurred
in China during the latter half of the 19th century, and particularly after the second
Opium War and the Taiping Rebellion. Among these major economic changes were :

1. A reorganization of rural districts and of agricultural production, accompa-
nied by an expansion of the gentry economy as a consequence of the Taiping Rebel-
lion;

2. Changes in the management of foreign trade in the wake of the inroads made
by foreign merchants in coastal and inland trade and the increasing competition with
Chinese guild merchants, and through the initiation of the Foreign Inspectorate of
Chinese Maritime Customs, this latter also being a consequence of the Taiping Re-
bellion ;

3. A decline in public finance capabilities and the promotion of the Self —

strengthening Movement by government and local officials, accompanied by the so-

* o HAIRERE SR AR

1806



Overseas Chinese Remittance and Trade Balance in Late Qing China

liciting of foreign loans and initiation of a public bond policy.

As regards the third change, one of the major financial problems the Qing Gov-
ernment faced was how to repay the growing amounts of foreign loans and indemni-
ties China had incurred. Among the solutions put forward by officials were measures
to increase income from tax revenue. @ In any case, reform and indebtedness had
by the turn of the century, a period of crisis and great change, become a key issue
for both foreign and domestic financiers like Robert Hart and Hosea Ballou Morse in
the Chinese Maritime Customs and Zhang Zhi — tong and Sheng Xuan — huai, Qing
Government officials who had to try to cope with the new situation. @

The first and second of the economic changes mentioned above paralleled and
were at least partially linked to the financial changes occurring at the government
level. As for the rural economy, both gentry and peasants gradually became more
closely tied to financial organizations in the cities in order to facilitate the sale of
their goods. With respect to the changes in foreign trade, the era of foreign mer-
chant princes had essentially ended by 1870, while foreign banks had begun to mo-
nopolize the exchange business Foreign banks were starting to extend so — called
“Chop — loans” (short — term loans) to Chinese native banks or Qian zhuang $%:1,
and also to lend money to the Qing government, accepting part of the government
taxes as security on the loans. However, it must be pointed out that Chinese mer-.
chants were also active, even aggressive, in both foreign and domestic trade as it
expanded after the 1860’s.

In the context of the historical conditions of the time, we can say that proposals
by Robert Hart ( Inspector General of the Chinese Maritime Customs, 1862 —1908)
and by H. B. Morse (Secretary of the Statistical Department of the Chinese Mari-
time Customs in Shanghai) concerning how to deal with and balance China’s inter-

national accounts and how to reform finances and increase revenues for the Chinese

(D Many reports on Chinese finance were written during this period by Foreign Inspectorates of the
Chinese Maritime Customs. Among them are: Memorandum by Sir Robert Hart concerning the In-
demnity to be paid by China, presented to the Commission appointed by the Diplomatic Body to
consider what resource possessed by China should be applied to the payment of the Boxer Indemnity
(1901) . Land Tax: the Inspector General’s Suggestions re Collection Appropriation, etc. , 1904.

@ Albert Feuerwerker, China’s Early Industrialization. Sheng Xuan — huai ( 1844 - 1916 ) and
Mandarin Enterprise, Cambridge, Mass. , 1958.
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Government , emerged as typical and concerned responses to these underlying finan-
cial changes.

Morse’s career in the CMC may be summarized as follows. After graduating
from Harvard in 1874, he was appointed in August the same year to Shanghai as 4"
Assistant, and then to Tianjin (Tientsin) . He was sent to the London office as 3"
Assistant in 1880, and spent two years there. Between that time and until his retire-
ment through bad health in 1909, he moved among a number of treaty ports center-
ing on Longzhou ( Lungchow) and Beihai ( Pakhoi) in southern China. Besides
Morse, there were three other Harvard graduates of 1874 who were recruited to the
CMC at the same time: William F. Spinny, Henry F. Merrill and Charles C.
Clarke. Morse was appointed secretary to Gustav Detring, the Commissioner at
Tianjin, on November 10, 1884. Morse played an important role in revising how the
current economic scene in China was perceived at the time, both within the country
and abroad. This was largely due to the pattern of his career in China. Following
his service in Tamsui ( Danshui) , Taiwan, he moved around various parts of south-
ern China, including Yunnan, Guangxi, Hunan, and Guangdong. Thus he was fa-
miliar with regions outside the areas of northern and central China whose economic
picture was better — known. Morse discussed Chinese balance of international pay-

ment during his work at Statistical department at Shanghai Custom.

A. Balance of International Payments

Toward the end of the nineteenth century the increasing excess of imports over
exports became a matter of concern. As shown in Table 1, imports exceeded exports

by almost one third at the turn of the century.

Table 1 The Value of Merchandise and Treasure, 1894 —1903.

(1000 Hk. Tis. )
MERCHANDISE RECORDED MOVEMENT OF TREASURE
YEAR
Imports Exports Import Export
1894 139569 144690 13613 °
1895 150244 160697 30061 *
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