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“Frontier, State, and Market: The Origins and Histories of Chongqing
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The history of Chongqing’s merchant community in the Qing is marked by several
special characteristics. First, because of the full-scale depopulation of Sichuan
during the Ming-Qing transition, Chongqing’s market emerged out of absolute
desolation, starting in the late Kangxi period and became, by the Jiaging reign, one
of the fastest-growing and most active inland ports of the empire. Secondly, the
market was dominated by immigrants from other provinces, which produced a
particularly diverse community of merchant sojourners at the core of the city’s
burgeoning urban culture. Thirdly, Sichuan’s place in the Qing military strategy on
the western frontier led to special fiscal policies that created a heavily-taxed and
highly profitable market in wholesale and agricultural products at Chongqing. The
lack of well-established merchant groups, the diversity of the city’s merchant
constituency, and the complex and heavy tax burden on the booming market
combined to create a crucible for the development of social and state institutions
designed to govern commerce in the city.

This talk surveys some of the forms of commercial organization employed by the
merchants of Chongging in this special environment. It reviews the functions of
these organizations, and proposes a series of conclusions about how and why the
merchant groups of Chongging seem to differ from the more well-studied merchant
groups in the commercial cities on China’s eastern seaboard. It concludes with
some suggestions about how the trajectory of merchant group development in
Chongging invites a different interpretation about the history of state-building,
economic growth, and social organization at the local level throughout the Qing.



