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Pawnshops and “Accumulation of Interests
through Lending Capital to the Merchants”
during the Ch’ien-lung Reign

Lai Hui-min

Abstract

In the Ch’ing Dynasty, the Imperial Household Department constituted the
emperor’s “personal bureaucracy.” From the K’ang-hsi reign, the monetary
revenue of the Imperial Household Department had gradually increased, reaching 10
million tales in the Ch’ien-lung reign. In the early years of the Ch’ien-lung era, the
Emperor had ordered a portion of the silver to be used for opening up pawnshops.
There were 26 pawnshops in total, and the fixed rate of interest was set at 12% per
year. However, there also existed many private pawnshops at Beijing competing
with the royal ones, hence the overall rate of interests even for the royal pawnshops
would often lie well below 12%. Owing to that, the Emperor ordered most of the
royal pawnshops to be closed down, and the money to be lent to the merchants
instead. This became known as “accumulation of interests through lending capital
to the merchants.” (FHER ) _

The interest rate of the capital lent by the Imperial Household Department to
the merchants was set at an average of 12% per year, which was comparatively
lower than that of the private sector. The period of loan was set to run frbm 10 to
20 years, therefore the total amount of interest was more or less equal to the original
borrowed amount of capital, turning the loan into quite a heavy active debt.

Moreover, part of the loan was being invested in salt production and sales, another
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was to be paid as donations to the government on various accounts. The three salt
merchants and their lineages described in this article, Wang Chih-te ( FZ&{# ), Fan
Ch’ing-chi (JE7E¥ ) , and Wang T’ing-hsien ( FZEE ) , were all under the
Emperor’s patronage, enjoying the privilege to monopolize the salt business.
During the 18th century, both the production and trade of salt were confronted with
many difficulties, while the Emperor kept asking for more money from these
undertakings. The merchants went bankrupt as a result of the heavy loans and
donations, and the Emperor dispatched officials to confiscate their properties.
Hence it can be concluded that the Emperor tried to maintain his own wealth at the

cost of the merchants’.

Key Words: Imperial Household Department, pawnshop, loans, merchants
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