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Travel and Consumption Culture in Late Ming China:
A Case Study of the Jiangnan Region

Wu Jen-Shu’

Abstract

This paper investigates the development of travel and the consumer culture
that surrounded it in the late Ming period. By this time, travel had become
commercialized and market-oriented, as seen in the increasing composition and
publication of travel books, new modes of transportation, and the thriving business
of providing lodgings. Tourist guides and package tours demonstrate that travel
became a new fashion that was widespread not only among upper and lower gentry,
but also included travel for pleasure by commoners. Moreover, travelers placed
great emphasis on comfort, which thus also marks a distinguishing feature of travel
during late Ming.

The new fashion for travel gave rise to an important debate. Although some
gentry criticized it as a wasteful and decadent form of consumption, others noted its
useful economic effects. The final section of this paper explores the mentalities of
the late-Ming gentry through an examination of their discourse about travel. Some
gentry clearly associated travel with social status, and sought to define new tastes in
travel that would distinguish their travel culture from that of commoners. Taken
as a whole, this paper suggests that the tourism specifically and a consumer society
more broadly developed in China at least as early as in Western Europe, if not

earlier. Furthermore, some features of the consumer culture of travel during late

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica
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Ming indeed corresponded to the characteristics of consumer culture commonly

associated with “modernity.”

Keywords: travel, late Ming, consumption, fashion, taste, modernity
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