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Preface

Huang Guosheng’s Pioneering study of the Qing maritime
customs in the pre-Opium War period is a remarkable work of
historical scholarship and synthesis. This masterful institutional
study for the first time provides a holistic view of the institution-
al framework and operational features of this important institu-
tion in all of the four southeastern coastal provinces during the
period of its origin and maturation from 1684 to 1830. While pre-
vious studies have generally centered on the customs and trade in
one specific port or a single discrete coastal region, Huang’s
work enables one to see the operational coherence of the system
as a whole and its critical importance in linking, stimulating, and
integrating maritime trade on the coast and its extension overseas
during the Qing period.

The book sheds new light on the innovative role of the
Kangxi and Yongzheng Emperors as skilled institution builders.
It is clear from this research that these two emperors carefully
crafted the maritime customs to insure the security and social
stability of the coastal region and its population whose liveli-

hoods depended on plowing “fields from the sea”. They designed

the customs to implement Qing maritime policy a policy that
sought to achieve pacification through prosperity. This policy re-
flected the early Qing ermpphasis on stewardship of the coastal e-
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conomy as a means of achieving security. The customs system
was a tool of Qing maritime policy, and its systemic coherence
created the conditions that led to the dramatic expansion of the
commercial and commodity economy on the coast and the politi-
cal and economic integration of the coastal region into the em-
pire. Yet, at the same time, Huang shows that the inherent con-
tradictions in the Qing linkage between economic well-being and
security that led to periodic restriction of foreign trade ultimately
emerged in the mid-Qianlong reign and acted to inhibit the devel-
opment of Chinese domestic and overseas trade after 1756.

Professor Huang’s scholarly work is also significant for its
thorough treatment of the impact of the Qing maritime customs
on the development of Chinese maritime trade and shipping. He
shows how the expansion of the customs networks in each of the
four maritime provinces and the creation of branch collection, in-
spection, and patrolling stations fostered the economic growth of
clusters of smaller ports and their economic hinterlands. At the
same time, the institutional and regulatory coherence of the cus-
toms system sparked the enormous expansion of inter-provincial
maritime trade extending to the northeastern ports. As a result
of the explosive development of domestic maritime trade and
shipping on the coast, this region emerged as the lynchpin of
Chinese trade and shipping networks that extended to the interi-
or and overseas and gradually pulled the “natural” agrarian econ-
omy seaward.

Professor Huang’s study has important revisionist implica-

tions for scholars of Qing maritime history, especially those in
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the West. First, this work challenges “orientalist” cliches that
characterize Qing management of maritime trade and security as
backward, irrational, and inefficient. Second, it corrects the
Canton-centeredness of Western scholarship that emphasizes Eu-
ropean trade at Canton in the post-1756 period and, consequent-
ly, fails to see foreign trade and the Canton system as but one
part of a larger dynamic coastal trading system whose origins
date back to innovations in the Kangxi and Yongzheng reigns.
Finally, this work draws attention to the importance of PRC
scholarship on Chinese maritime history and the need to increase
scholarly communications between scholars in the PRC and
abroad. Then works of scholarly excellence, such as Huang
Guosheng’s study of the Qing maritime customs, will find a

wider and welcoming audience overseas.

Jane Kate Leonard
(Ph. D. Cornell University 1971)
Professor of History

University of Akron
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