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The Tr;ae between China and the Philippines
during the Late Ming Period

(A Summary)
HAN-SHENG CHUAN

I

other for more than
an ship, the Empress of China,
set sail in 1784 - ew York, via the Cape of Good Hope, for Canton.
After the dichf~ r of the New World, the Spaniards soon conquered
Mexico, and by 1533 they had annexed Peru and other parts of the
America. After Ferdinand Magellan landed on the island of Cebu in
1521, it was only a matter of time, about four and a half decades, before
the Spaniards also occupied the Philippine islands.

China and America had been trading with
two hundred ‘

Ocean routes between Europe and the Orient were still under the
control of the Portuguese, with the Pope’s blessing, and the Spaniards had
to remain content with a sphere of influence limited to the expanse of the
Pacific that lay between the Philippines and Mex1co. In.order to main.
tain political ties between the two areas, s operated regular
shipping services. .. 02 o or three galleons
each year made tl ong voyagé befween Acapulco in Mexico and Manila
in the Philippines. " This part of the Pacific could be justifiably called a
Spanish lake. =~

On the Philippine end of the travel route, the economy was exceeding-
ly backward and resources greatly undeveloped. The island’s inhabitants
were unable to offer consumer goods or raw materials which appealed to
the trading appetites of the Spaniards. However, to the west of the Philip-
pines some 700 miles away, lay China, more developed in the production
of necessaries and luxury goods and possessed of a large work force of
skilled craftsmen.

became interested

Chinese traders in the s1xteenth century ‘
i ‘ : odities such as silk began to find

in trade with the.
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a ready market with the Spaniards. Trade picked up when Chinese traders
found that the Spaniards were willing to exchange large quantities of silver
for silk. The widespread use of silver for monetary transactions in China
had always depended on the sufficient supply of that bullion. When the
Chinese found they could buy large quantities of silver, trade between the
two parties quickly increased and soon became an indispensable element in
the expanding commercial netwerk in the Pacific during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

Chinese vessels had been sailing to the Philippines for over three
hundred years before the Spaniards arrived in the islands. However, trade
had been restricted to a very low level because of the inability of the na-
tives to offer goods which Chinese merchants regarded as sufficiently valu.
able to buy in large quantities. After the Spaniards arrived, conditions
quickly changed and trade with China accelerated. The following three
factors explain this expansion.

The first factor was the rising demand for silver in China. Paper
money had been in wide use since the tenth century

‘Even in the early

deficits. As t uantlty o paper notes increased, people lost faith in its
purchasing power, and the velocity of note circulation rose greatly. Con-
sumers and merchants gradually rejected these paper notes in favor of
silver which was regarded as a more reliable unit of account and medium
of exchange. There were few good silver mines in China and the output
of silver failed to keep pace with demand. By the middle of the fifteenth
century the price of silver had risen to a very high level.

Meanwhile, silver output in South America had increased greatly. In
1545 the rich silver mine in Potosi of upper Peru (present-day Bolivia),
located on a mountain more than 16,000 feet high, had been discovered.
The average annual output from this mine; ‘between 1586 and 1600 was
254,000 kg. or roughly a little over 60 per cent of the world output. Be.
tween 1624 and 634 the average ‘annual output was valued at 5,232,425
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pesos. The total output from the year of discovery to 1789 was estimated
at a value of £234,693,840 sterling. As time went on, the silver output
in Potosi began to diminish when the mine was getting exhausted, but from
the later years of the seventeenth century, Mexico became a primary world
producer of silver. The supply of silver from Spanish America gave the
Spaniards an important commodity for the Philippine trade, one which
Chinese merchants valued greatly. Conditions were .appropriate for
Chinese merchants to promote the export trade to'the Philippi

CCo1 \ de *‘e:cpansmn was the relaxing of
government rest ons on fo elgn trade. Its main objective was to treat
the people of the tributary states kindly in order to win their hearts, and
to avoid violent encounters with Japanese pirates. The ships of the tribu.
tary states were permitted to enter China’s ports, exempt from import
duties, but this tributary trade had many restrictions concerning terms of
tribute, numbers of ships, etc. Private merchant ships were not permitted
to sail abroad in order to avoid contact with Japanese pirates. Exports
were strictly controlled. Throughout the fifteenth century the more
heavily populated coastal centers suffered under these trade restrictions.
In Fukien province where land was scarce and the large population was
unable to live from agriculture, many left
smuggling.

It was only : of the Portuguese and other Europeans on
the China coast seeking trade that the Ming government decided to reverse
its former restrictive trade practices. The Portuguese were permitted to
settle in Macao in 1557 and an important trading post was soon established.
The Court in 1567 designated Chang-chou in Fukien as a port from which
Chinese merchants were permitted to sail abroad for purposes of trade.

The final factor encouraging Sino-Filipino trade expansion was that
the Spaniards eagerly sought the merchandise produced in China. At first
the Spaniards found they had to depend on Chinese traders to acquire the
necessary provisions and ammunition to maintain peace and order in the
islands. When silk made its appearance in trade, it became a highly valued
article of trade for the Spaniards. It was not lo before large quantmes
of silk were assembled in Mamla f nt te
the silk trade, the Spani
a galleon link betw

Mex1co nd the Phllippines.
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III

While trading with the Chinese in Manila, the Spaniards also dis-
covered that commodity prices were very low compared to prices at home.
Around 1575 Juan Pacheco Maldonado reported to Felipe II that “the
prices of everything (from China) are so moderate, that they are to be had
almost for nothing.” Governor Santiago de Vera was also to write on June
26, 1587 in an official despatch that “the fders) sell so cheaply
that we can but thmk that either p »raised in thelr country with-
out any labor, t the find the w1thout money.”

The cheapness of Chinese products is explained by the fact that
China’s highly skilled craftsmen, low cost labor, and abundant raw mater-
ials combined to make for much lower production costs than were attain.
able in the Philippines. Meanwhile, the growing awareness by Chinese
people of the convenience and value of using silver instead of paper notes
and copper cash had greatly increased the demand for silver. The purch-
asing power of silver had steadily climbed during the fifteenth century.
Manila merchants with silver to sell found that Chinese commodity prices
were exceedingly low. Moreover, the Spaniards, accustomed as they
were at home to an economy of a hlgher pri lfwhere silver’s purch

Despite the fact Chinese goods sold at much higher prices in Manila
than in China, the Spaniards were eager to trade and Chinese merchants
earned high profits. Domingo de Salazar wrote from Manila in 1590 that
“goods are sold at a very low cost in China; and, no matter how little
profit they make there, when these objects are sold here they yield large
profits.” The high profits to be earned naturally motivated Chinese
merchants to make every effort to expand their export trade with the
Philippines.

By measuring the amount of taxes collected o
Chang-chou we can show the growth of the Sir
taxes on Chang-chou’s fOI'elgn trade
the period 1567

n_ships arriving in
o trade. Total
~ ;  taels each year in
060 taels in 1573, 10, 000 taels in 1576, more than
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20,000 taels in 1583, and an amount exceeding 29,000 taels in 1594.
Thus, in roughly a quarter of a century, trade duties in Chang-chou in-
creased nearly ten-fold. After 1594, these duties declined, but their level
still exceeded that of 1567-72 by eight-fold. Because the largest share of
taxes was collected from ships involved in the Chang-chou-Manila trade,
we may conclude that this increase in trade duties provides a rough
measure of the expansion of Sino.Filipino trade.

Aside from Chinese records, Filipino -and Spanish documents also
shed considerable.li h . the obscure character of Sino-Filipino trade
during the late Ming pe hese documents show that, if galleons
from Mexico are excluded, most of the foreign ships that arrived yearly
in Manila came from China. The percentage of annual custom duties on
imports of Chinese goods alone amounted to 70 and 80 per cent during
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Sometimes this share
even ran as high as 90 per cent or more. These statistics indicate
something of the great importance of Chinese goods in Filipino trade
during the last years of the Ming Dynasty.

v

During the sixteenth and seve teen h‘icent yain dominated the
Pacific trade between the '] ‘ nd ‘the Philippines. Chinese
merchants shar this trade con51derably. Both parties mutually
benefited from the exchange of silk and silver and made concerted efforts
to maintain trade and increase it. The growth of exports from China to
Manila increased employment at home and accelerated the inflow of the
urgently needed silver from America. For the Spaniards, their con-
sumption needs were satisfied, defense of the Philippines was strengthen.-

ed, and their galleon trade earned enormous profits.

Yet, in spite of close and satisfactory economic relationships between
the two cultures, conflicts and misunderstandings were frequent during
these centuries. These naturally reverberated on trade itself, causing
many unhappy incidents. However, because both. parties regarded the
long-run advantages of trade t be\ more i disputes were readily
resolved, and trade




