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A CHINESE VIEW: CHANG HAN

This passage was written early in the sixteenth century, right after the postclassical
period and more than a half-century after the Ming dynasty had stopped its
international trade expeditions. Of the three authors in this chapter, Chang Han
came the closest to having merchant experience of his own. He came from a family
that had made a fortune in the textile industry, but he himself was sent to Confucian
schools and became an official in the Ming dynasty. His background helps explain
the combination of Confucian and reformist remarks.

ESSAY ON MERCHANTS

Money and profit are of great importance to men. They seek profit, then suffer by it
yet they cannot forget it. They exhaust their bodies and spirits, run day and night,
yet they still regard what they have gained as insufficient....

Those who become merchants eat fine food and wear elegant clothes. They ride
on beautifully caparisoned, double-harnessed horses—dust flying as they race
through the streets and the horses’ precious sweat falling like rain. Opportunistic
persons attracted by their wealth offer to serve them. Pretty girls in beautiful long-
sleeved dresses and delicate slippers play string and wind instruments for them and
compete to please them.

Merchants boast that their wisdom and ability are such as to give them a free
hand in affairs. They believe that they know all the possible transformations in the
universe and therefore can calculate all the changes in the human world, and that
the rise and fall of prices are under their command. They are confident that they
will not make one mistake in a hundred in their calculations. These merchants do
not know how insignificant their wisdom and ability really are. As the Chuang Tzu
says: “Great understanding is broad and unhurried; little understanding is cramped
and busy.”

Because I have traveled to many places during my career as an official, I am

trouble with foreign pirates would cease. These Southeast sea foreigners are simple
people, not to be compared to the unpredictable Northeast sea foreigners. Moreover,
China’s exports in the Northwest trade come from the national treasury. Whereas the
Northwest foreign trade ensures only harm, the sea trade provides us with only gain.
How could those in charge of the government fail to realize this?
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Turning to the taxes levied on Chinese merchants, though these taxes are needed
to fill the national treasury, excessive exploitation should be prohibited. Merchants
from all areas are ordered to stop their carts and boats and have their bags and
cases examined whenever they pass through a road or river checkpoint. Often the
cargoes are overestimated and thus a falsely high duty is demanded. Usually
merchants are taxed when they enter the checkpoint and are taxed again at the
marketplace. When a piece of goods is taxed once, the merchant can still make some
profit while complying with the state’s regulations. But today’s merchants often are
stopped on the road for additional payments and also suffer extortions from the
clerks. Such exploitation is hard and bitter enough but, in addition, the merchants
are taxed twice. How can they avoid becoming more and more impoverished?

When I was Vice-President of the Board of Public Works in Nanking, I was also in
charge of the customs duties on the upper and lower streams of the Black Dragon
River. At that time I was working with Imperial Censor Fang K’o-yung. I told him:
“In antiquity, taxes on merchants were in the form of voluntary contributions based
on official hints, not through levies. Levying taxes on merchants is a bad policy. We
should tax people according to their degree of wealth or poverty. Who says we
cannot have good government!” Fang agreed with me, so we lowered the taxes on
the merchants some twenty percent. After the taxes were lowered, merchants
became willing to stop at the checkpoints. All boats stopped when they should and
the total tax income received from merchants increased fifty percent. From this
example one can see that the people can be moved by benevolent policies.

From Patricia Buckley Ebrey, ed., Chinese Civilization: A Sourcebook (2nd ed., New
York: Free Press, 1993), 72-74, 216-18. Copyright © 1993 by Patricia Buckley
Ebrey. Reprinted with the permission of The Free Press, a division of Simon &
Schuster Adult Publishing Group.
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