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From Restraint to Encouragement of Commerce:
An Investigation into Ideas and Policies

Li Ta-chia”

Abstract

From the Qin-Han through the Qing dynasties, China consistently
practiced the policy of encouraging agriculture while restraining commerce.
The “Four Peoples Thesis,” which stated that persons were divided according to
social function—gentry/scholar, peasantry, artisans, and merchants—attributed
inferior status to merchants. This thought was generally accepted by both
officialdom and the populace. However, since the Tang and Song dynasties,
some scholars expressed dissent. During the Ming and Qing period, Wang
Yangming and others went further and proposed the equality of the Four
Peoples, with the hope that this tradition would be changed. But this “New
Four Peoples Thesis” had little effect on the subsequent development of
industry and commerce. It was not until the second half of the nineteenth
century, when China faced powerful threats from the West and Japan, that
intellectuals realized the importance of “commercial war,” which really shook
their faith in the “Four Peoples Thesis.” In order to overcome this crisis, the
Qing government had to establish new policies to encourage commerce,
resulting in enhancing the status of businessmen and merchants.

Keywords: four peoples thesis, commercial war, mercantilism
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