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The Eunuch Superintendents of Maritime
Trade and the South China Sea Trade
—Studies of the Eunuch
Superintendents of Maritime Trade in
Guangdong Province in Ming Dynasty( 1368 — 1644)
( Abstract )

The Eunuch Superintendents of Maritime Trade refer to eu-
nuchs in charge of the offices {or affairs) of maritime trade a-
long the southeast coast of China. The historical role that they
played in the history of the South China Sea trade, together with
the genesis, development and decline of the system of eunuch
superintendence, was a subject worth inquiring into.

The prosperity and decline of the system of eurmch super-
intendence almost synchronized with the beginning and end of
the traditional system of maritime trade. Funuch superinten-
dents originated in the Lingnan Area ( the South of the Five
Ridges), and ended in Guangdong and Fujian Provinces at the
same time. As far as the offices of maritime trade in Guang-
dong, Fujian and Zhejiang are concemed, they began first in
Guangdong Province and lasted the longest there. In terms of
dynasties, although there were eunuch superintendents in Tang
(618 -907), Song(960 - 1279) and Ming( 1368 ~ 1644) Dy-

8

nasties, the system of eunuch superintendence was the most
complete in development and the most tvpival in manifestation in
Ming Dynasty( 1368 ~ [644) . Therefore. studying the Ming eu-
nuch superintendents of maritime trade in Guangdong can basi-
cally reveal the process of the system of eunuch superintendence
from prosperity to decline and the historical role that eunuch su-
perintendents played in the South China Sea Tracle.

The hook consists of six chapters.

In Chapter One, the author review the research history and
the related study.

In Chapter Two. the author discusses the appellations of e-
unuch superintends in history, and points out the reasons eu-
nuch superintendence originated in Lingnan Area. In addition.
the author gives a brief account of the developmental process of
the system of eunuch superintendence and points out the histori-
cal role that eunuch superintendents plaved in the South China
Sea trade before Ming Dynasty.

In Chapter Three, with the general tendency of the over-
seas communication in Guangdong in Ming Dynasty as the back-
ground, the author elaborates on the process how Ming eunuch
superintendents gradually seized various privilege and gives and
account of the basic situation of offices of maritime trade in
Ming Dynasty.

In Chapter Four, the author makes a case study of he
Guangdong eunuch superintendent, Wei Juan. Wei Juan took
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up the post in the middle of Ming Dymasty (during the reign of
Xian Zhong). While communicating with envoys and traders
from Thailand and Arabia, he extorted both by tick and by
force, and took part in smuggling, thus plundered lots of
wealth. The present paper makes use of the archaeological dis-
coveries in the tomb of We Juan which was unearthed in
Guangzhou in 1964.

In chapter five, the author makes a case study of the
Guangdong eunuch superintendent, Li Feng. Li Feng assumed
office at the end of Ming Dynasty (during the reign of Sheng
Zhong). While associating with the merchants from Portugal
and Holland, he took bribes, extorted avariciously and perse-
cuted merchants, thus aroused mass uprisings and caused the
comemotions in Guangdong and Macao. The present paper makes
use of the extant related cultural relics in Guangzhou and the
newly discovered carved stones in the Mazu Temple in Macao in
1996, and makes a comparativstudy of Wei Juan and Li Feng.

In Chapter Six, the author compares the great changes in
the basic situation of China and Europe, gives an account of the
declining process of the system of eunuch superintendence in
Guangdong in Ming Dynasty. In concluding sentences, the au-
thor points out that eunuch superintendents were not only the
exploiting tools of the emperors but also the destroyers of the
system of eunuch superintendence , in spite of the historical role
that they played in history of the South China Sea trade.
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