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The Grain-Salt Exchange System in Ming
(1368-1644) China

(A Summary)

LEE LUNG-WAH

In order to supply ! - border with provisions, the Ming government en-
couraged merchants to transport grain to the frontier posts in exchange for government-issued salt
tickets which could be used to receive government monopoly salt from designated regions. This
method was known as k'ai-chung fa ( B ##£), or the Grain-Salt Exchange System, and was put
into practice beginning in the sixth month of 1370.

Until the disastrous battle of T'u-mu Pao ( 17KF&) in 1449, the country was at peace.
During this period merchants purchased agricultural implements and hired poor inhabitants of the
frontier areas to cultivate grain there as a means of saving the costs of transporting grain from afar.
The merchants stored up the grain and waited for the government announcement about the rate of
exchange and the designated points to which to transport the grain and from which to obtain and
sell their salt.

change was unstable.

Before Yeh Ch'i’s Reform of 1492, the ratio of the grain-salt exc
| 10,2 piculs of grain for

Roughly speaking, the ratio was very high between 1370 and 138
one yin .of salt (yin 7| being the standard unit ‘of weigh 0 catties); it dropped
between 1382 and 1435 t ; round’ 0.2 to. 0.5 piculs: n, between 1436 and 1482 the ratio
ranged between 0.15 and 1.5 piculs, but mostly between 0.4 and 0.8 piculs per yin. Upon investi-
gation, it becomes apparent that a correlation exists between the exchange ratio and the political
and military situation. When the Ming state conducted military expeditions or when it was under
attack, the exchange ratio was high. Conversely, it was low when the state was not on a military
footing or when the boundary region was relatively quiet. Thus, we may conclude that the
~ exchange ratio was not determined by the market price but rather depended on the demand by the
government. If merchants were unwilling to transport grain to the designated military posts, the
government would sometimes induce them to comply by slightly lowering the exchange ratio or
by permitting them to pay in silver an amount equivalent to the grain which they were supposed
to transport to the frontier. This medium of exchange, using silver as payment for grain, gradually
became the practice in the Hsien-tsung period (1465-87).

After the Ming army was defeated by the mongols in 1449, foreign invasions were frequent.
During the Hsien-tsung reign, the foreign aggressors were contmually plunde g ‘inside the border
‘ ‘tock Hereafter the
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because the merchants felt that their lives and properties were endangered. Yeh Ch’i, the Minister
of Revenue from 1491 to 1496, with several years experience working in the north, understood
the reasons behind the general scarcity of provisions and the decrease of grain transportation; he
therefore decided to enact a reform to solve this problem. Merchants were allowed to pay silver
taels directly to the salt producing offices instead of transporting grain to the northern frontier
posts in exchange for the privilege of buying salt.

The reasons behind Yeh Ch’i’s reform may be analysed as follows:

(1) Military provisions were in great demand.

(2) The supply of provisions decreased because

quently plundered by the foreign invaders.

(3) The market price of grain progressively increased because the supply was not equal
to the demand.

(4) Merchants were reluctant to obtain salt tickets in exchange for transporting grain
to the frontier because
a. it cost too much to purchase or produce grain; and
b. they had to wait a long time to receive their salt.

(5) The obligation of transporting grain to the frontier might be commuted into silver
taels at a new rate favourable to the government; and from this cash revenue the
government might purchase grain or other military supplies at the frontier.

Yeh Ch’i established the new rate based on the grain m ¢ of 1 picul at 0.2 silver
tacls which was the price. current.in Kansu and N sia a ng Ying-tsung’s second reign
(1457-64) and Hsien-tsung’s reign (1465:87). »Accdrdmg to the pre-reform system, merchants in
the same period transpOr_;ed» 1 quarter picul of grain in exchange for one yin; in other words one
yin was worth 0.05-taels: The government set the exchange price in silver of one yin of salt ata
figure many times above the exchange price of the grain it previously received.

Unfortunately the frontier merchants abandoned their cultivation of grain and consequently
the grain price rose day after day. In addition to the problems of the sudden increased need for
military supplies and of the government’s transportation expenses, the cash revenue of salt was not
sufficient to finance the army. Sometimes there was just no grain to purchase in some northern
frontier posts even though they were allocated silver taels by the central government to buy this
grain. Therefore some later politicians and historians dwelt on this problem to criticize Yeh Ch’i’s
reform. As a matter of fact though, the old system of the exchange of grain for salt tickets was not
entirely abolished after the reform. One month before Yeh Ch’i’s retirement in 1496, emperor

Hsiao-tsung announced that merchants should transport grain to Liao-tung i hange for the salt
tickets. i

During the Wu-tsus ~SaExc ange System was partially revived
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in some areas as a means of supplying some frontier posts. This revival was formally legalized in
1529. From that time on, the exchange method evolved into a new form; merchants were to trans-
port grain to the frontier in exchange for quota-salt and deliver silver taels to the salt producing
offices in exchange for surplus-salt. But the grain-salt exchange was not revived entirely, because
there was much trouble on the frontier and the merchant-cultivation system was never restored
until the end of the dynasty. The cash revenue of surplus-salt silver, which amounted to over one
million taels annually from 1542, became an important item of state income.

After transporting grain to the frontier or delivering silver taels to the salt producing offices,
merchants received salt tickets to collect salt from designated producing regidgs;“The quality and
quantity of salt varied among the different producing regions an: gions; moreover, the
designated distribution areas for the merchants differec _Therefo hants were required to
gather their salt from ; roducing different quality salt. This was called as
“distribution-receipt met| ' 1440, the annual salt production was classified into
two categories. Eighty per cent of the total was kept in normal circulation, called “regular stock”
("Hi%); the remaining 20% was kept in reserve for urgent military needs and called “reserve
stock” (7£f%). After 1449 the ratio of the regular stock to reserve stock varied periodically.
Originally merchants received the reserve stock immediately upon sending tickets to the salt
producing regions. If the government oversold the tickets, merchants also had to wait to receive
the reserve stock salt just as they had to wait for the regular stock salt.

To solve the problem of the merchants’ wait for receiving salt, the government allowed them
to obtain salt from other less attractive salt regions by permitting them to exceed their quota by as
much as two times. Another solution was to compensate the merchants with paper money. In
1489, emperor Hsiao-tsung allowed the waiting merchants to purchase the non-quota salt directly
from the salt producers. This was the origin of the method of delivering silver taels to the salt
office in exchange for surplus-salt; the merchants would have icket price and the non-
quota salt cost as well.

In order to solve the probler of frontlar mesrcﬁ aiting to receive salt, they were per-
mitted to gather the salt from the salt boats in the river without unloading to the gamers and the
inspection offices. Some merchants who hoarded salt tickets bought them at a low price from the
interior merchants and like the frontier merchants received their salt directly from the salt boats.
This arrangement was prohibited in 1568 and abolished in 1578 because the salt supply began to
dwindle; the merchants had to wait for a long time to receive their salt. In 1553, aiming to increase
the revenue, the government forced the salt producers to produce the “wage salt” ( T4 )
which was half of the sum of the quota salt in the Liang-huai region. This was abolished in 1565
because the amount of “‘wage salt” was increased to one million yin, thereby seriously delaying the
normal production. In short, the government could not fundamentally improve the salt adminis-
tration, and this fact influenced the grain-salt and silver-salt exchange systems; the former could
not be entirely restored and the latter could not be readily financed.




