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The Reformation of Tribute Grain in Jiangnan in the Background of
Financial Dilemma in the Late Qing Dynasty

ZHOU Hui-ging

( College of History,Nanjing University, Nanjing 210046)

Abstract: From the reign of Xianfeng emperor, the Taiping Rebellion and the migration of the Yellow
River obstructed the Grand Canal. The system of tribute grain via Canal was criticized by many offcials. The
modern ship industry led maritime shipment of tribute grain fast, safe and economical. In the reign of
Guangxu emperor, the constantly domestic wars and the establishment of new industries all required to in-
vest more fund.The central government which was originally in budgetary deficit had great financial difficul-
ty to implement new industrial plan. Practical officials like Zhang Zhidong suggested that if the tribute grain
in Jiangnan changed to levy currency could relieve the financial crisis, and the problem of food demand in
Beijing could be completely solved through the market. In order to control the officials of Jiangnan, the
Qing government ignored the basic laws of the economy, which caused them unwilling to levy currency.
Moreover, they refused to reform stubbornly,on the excuse of currency levy might damage the interests of
the country and the people. The essence of dispute about the reformation of tribute grains in Jiangnan was
the conflict between economic rationality of local officials and the consistent monarchial political thinking.
Local officials tried to solve the financial crisis with reasonable market methods. But the Qing court tried to
preserve the system of the Canal transportation for tribute grain to balance the power of the southeast gover-
nors and strengthen monarchial control.
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