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CONSUMPTION AND PRODUCTION
in a GREAT EMPIRE :

RETHINKING ECONOMIC and SOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT in HUIZHOU
PREFECTURE (ANHUI) during the

MID-TO-LATE IMPERIAL ERA

Harriet T. Zurndorfer*

One of the many major contributions by Professor Ch’ian Han-sheng
(Quan Hansheng) to the study of Chinese economic history was the
assessment of massive amounts of silver from the New World into the

economy of Ming and Qing China'. Since the publication of his pioneering

* Sinologisch Instituut, Rijksuniversiteit Leiden o

! Among the many publications by our honoured scholar on this topic, his studies
{ Quan Hansheng 1957, 1966 and 1969 ) seem the most relevant here.



4. HRE BRERARERTYTALE

investigations scholars have built upon his work and, sought to understand
the relationship between the influx of silver and the expansion of China’s
commercial economy during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’.
Although silver was an effective form of exchange in China before the
major importation thrusts from Japan and the New World’, its use as a
preferred form of payment, especially in the purchase of land and the taxes
thereof, seems to have taken on new dimensions by the late sixteenth
century4.

But modem scholars debate the origins and long-term effects of the
commercialization of the Chinese economy which may have been fuelled in
part by these vast amounts of foreign silver. Philip Huang in his study of
the rural economy of the Yangzi Delta from 1550~ 1988 has raised doubts
on the fundamental premise that commercialized development fostered
prosperity and real economic growth’. And in an examination of money
and monetary policy from the Song dynasty to 1700, Richard von Glahn
challenges those experts who cast late Ming and Qing China into the ‘early

See Atwell 1998; Wakeman 1986; von Glahn 1996. Historians whose main focus of
interest is the development of Europe have considered Quan Hansheng's work as
instrumental for understanding ‘the rise of the West’ . See Frank 1998. See also
Zumdorfer 1998 on how research on the Ming-Qmg era since the 1960s has affected the
writing of Chinese history by China scholars based in North America and Europa.

Brook 1998, pp.xx-xxi, 68-69; von Glahn 1996, pp.83-112; for further details, see
Peng Xinwei 1994, vol. 2, pp. 563-572; 596-616.

von Glahn 1996, pp. 159-60, basing himself on Kishimoto 1990; and see my critique
of von Glahn, in Zurndorfer 1999a, pp. 406-411. On the Single Whip Tax Reform,
see Ray Huang 1974.

* Philip C. C. Huang 1990.
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modem’ paradigm, “predicated on reified conceptions of modemity informed
by the historical experience of Europe” °, in other words, just because
China’s economy was monetized, both in the public and private spheres,
and the “canons of social hierarchy upon which it rested” overturned, does
not mean, in von Glahn’s view, that Chinese development at this point
resembled the European trajectory of change’.

These scholars, and others, notably those with a preference for the
“market-driven model” of historical development®, and hence a focused
interest in the forces of production, or the supply and demand side of the
Chinese economy, have in my view neglected another aspect of economic
expansion, i. e. consumption’. Admittedly, consumption is more difficult to
measure and may even seem theoretically less significant than the forces of

production and distribution, but in a society like that of late imperial China

% Von Glahn 1996, p. 2. Compare Goldstone 1998.
7 Other factors present in Ming China which von Glahn considers to have led others to
compare it to early modern Europe include: “the dissolution of servile social

relations and the emergence of free labor markets, regional specialization in
agricultural and handicraft production, rural market integration, ‘privatization’ of
commerce and the growing autonomy of merchant and artisan guilds, the stimulus of

foreign trade, and the sanction accorded to the pursuit of wealth in both public and
private morality------ ”

Here one must refer to those proponents of the Marxist-inspired ‘sprouts of
capitalism’ analysis which views the implications of handicraft processing and
manufacturing in the Ming and after. For a comprehensive synthesis of this idea, see
Wu Chengming 1985; and for an excellent appraisal of how the concept of capitalism

has penetrated Chinese historical writing during the twentieth century, see Brook
1999,

’ Hamilton and Lai 1989.



6. BREIRBRERREFGTBEH

where levels of wealth, power, and rank were often in flux and even
people’s location within a social structure “fluid” ', the acquisition of
goods, including the accoutrements of daily life, was a constant marker of
one’s status, and consequently, an indicator of economic and social change,
in a number of his publications the Chinese art historian Craig Clunas has
drawn attention to the importance of commodification to the elite of Ming

China'', and another Ming expert Timothy Brook in his study, 7he Confusions
of Pleasure, has shown how new commercial wealth’ altered and apportioned

Ming society into a clear divide of ‘haves and have-nots’ ', in Ming China

both conspicuous and inconspicuous consumption became a way of life™.
Both Clunas and Brook view the merchants of Huizhou prefecture

(Anhui province ) as pivotal figures in the transformation of Ming China

into a commodity economy ( shangpin jingji ) **. Over the centuries Huizhou

10

Ho Ping-ti 1962, p. 73 referring to the pronouncement of Gui Youguang ( 1507~
71) on the “blurriness” of the status distinctions among scholars, peasants, and
merchants in his lifetime.

Clunas 1991, in his 1991 book Clunas is concerned with how the late Ming literati
elite wrote about strategies of discretion and understatement in order to undo the
effects of 'nouveau riche' and the well-connected to rise socially simply on the basis
of wealth.

Brook 1998. Brook sketches the situation whereby the process of acquiring goods
could be disconnected from general economic well-being or depression.

11

 Brook 1998, pp. 190-98 emphasizes the ordinary goods for consumption, i. e. grain

and textiles.

Both Clunas 1991 and Brook 1998 cite passages from the writings of that well-
known Ming contemporary Zhang Han ( 1511~93 ) who observed the habits of

merchants throughout the empire in his essay “Shangguji” (On Merchants ) . See
also Brook 1981a.
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