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Abstract  The ever-normal granary system was an official granary management 
system in ancient China. Throughout its existence, the system functioned as a 
major means of adjusting the price of grain and provided disaster relief. Few 
studies on the system touches upon the relationship between grain price 
fluctuation and the development of the grain market, or the ever-normal granary 
system and its related economic school of thoughts. Starting with the development 
of the grain market and the relationship between the price of grain and grain 
reserves, and through a systematic review of the debate on the ever-normal 
granary system and grain prices among high-level officials of the Qing 
government in the 13th year of Emperor Qianlong’s reign (1748), this paper 
analyzes the historical process and reasons for the change in thoughts on the 
ever-normal granary system and discusses the historical path of how economic 
phenomenon gave rise to the clash of economic thoughts that influenced the 
evolution of this economic institution. 
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1  Introduction 

The ever-normal granary system (常平仓  Chang Ping Cang) was of great 
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importance in ancient China. The ever-normal granary system was first 
established in the Han dynasty as a means of price stabilization (Deng, 1984). In 
the Qing dynasty (AD 1644–1911) systems were set up in every county to offset 
regional food shortages in years of crop failure. The system can be traced back to 
Guan Zhong (723–645 BC) in the Spring and Autumn period (770–476 BC) and 
Li Kui (455–395 BC) in the Warring States period (475–221 BC), both of whom 
proposed a role for government in storing and distributing grain. For many years, 
the ever-normal granary system was used as a means to stabilize grain prices and 
relieve famine, thereby acquiring the dual attributes of a system of 
macroeconomic adjustment and a policy for social security. In the Qing dynasty, 
the ever-normal granary system reached its climax as it became mature enough in 
terms of system completeness. There is a great deal of research on the role and 
effects of the ever-normal granary in the Qing dynasty’s disaster relief policy, 
particularly the functioning of the ever-normal granary, and its development and 
changes over time (Li, 1995; Shiue, 2004, 2005; Wang, Miao and He, 2015; Will 
and Wong, 1991). The school of thoughts on the granary went through significant 
changes in the Qing dynasty. As the price of grain kept rising, contrary to the 
objective of the ever-normal granary system, the great debate on the ever-normal 
granary in the 13th year of Emperor Qianlong’s reign (1748) was sparked. Many 
high-level government officials investigated and debated about the ever-normal 
granary system, market development, and the rise of the grain price. Existing 
research, particularly writings from a historical perspective, has paid attention to 
this debate, focusing on the reason behind the rise of the price of grain, but the 
interaction between this great debate and the ever-normal granary system still 
deserves careful and in-depth investigation.  

The ever-normal granary system was an important traditional policy for 
stabilizing grain supply in China, and its operation interplayed with market 
integration. Existing research proposes that the ever-normal granary, to a certain 
degree, promoted the integration of grain markets between the northwestern area 
of China and the rest of the country during the mid-Qing dynasty. However, as 
the market developed and market integration increased, the market became 
capable of replacing the ever-normal granary by fulfilling the functional 
requirement of stabilizing the price of grain. As a result, government intervention 
policies, including the ever-normal granary system, gradually stepped down from 
the stage of history (Perdue, 1992; Rowe, 2016).  
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As existing research indicates, from the mid-Qing period on, the price of grain 
showed a continuous upward trend. Scholars generally believe the main causes of 
this trend were currency fluctuations, population changes, the 18th century’s 
price revolution, and changes in the climate (Chuan and Kraus, 1975; Lin, 1997; 
Mio, 1978; Peng, 1954; Wang, 1972; Wang and Hwang, 1999). Some scholars 
have noted that the large-scale grain procurement by the government under 
guidance to accumulate high-levels of grain reserves might have been the main 
reason for the rise of the grain price (Chang, 1991; Gao, 1995; Jiang, 1989). 
There were also discussions on whether the ever-normal granary could actually 
be effective in controlling grain prices as intended (Chuan and Kraus, 1975; Will, 
1990).  

The debate of 1748 on the ever-normal granary and grain prices was an 
important issue that concerned the academia. By investigating the relationship 
between the ever-normal granary and the rise of grain price during that period of 
time, as well as the connection between grain market development and the fall of 
the ever-normal granary system, scholars have further considered issues 
concerning the market and government intervention in the economic school of 
thoughts of the Qing dynasty (Chuan, 2012; Dunstan, 1996, 2007; Li, 2016; 
Rowe, 001; Tang, 1994; Wu, 1986; Wu and Ge, 1988).  

The degree of market integration, an important indicator of market 
development, affects the social division of labor and also long-term economic 
development. Because of this, whether the market integration of the traditional 
Chinese society caused the “Great Divergence” has given rise to many 
discussions on market integration during the Qing dynasty.  

Existing works on the grain market integration of the Qing dynasty fall into 
three categories. First, many scholars focused on market structure and market 
relationships within a certain region (a province or an economic zone), and 
investigated the degree of grain market integration within the region through 
quantitative methods (Chen, 1992; Chuan and Kraus, 1975; Marks, 1991, 1992; 
Perdue, 1992; Wang, 1992; Wong et al., 1990; Zhao, 2018). Second, scholars 
looked at the grain market integration of the Qing dynasty from the macro level 
and made comparisons with contemporary Europe (Brandt, 1985; Sands and 
Myers, 1986; Shiue and Keller, 2007). Third, current research covers not only the 
measurement of market integration degree but also pays attention to institutional 
and geographical factors and how they influenced market integration (Bernhofen 
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et al., 2015; Cheung, 2008; Yan and Liu, 2011). 
The research on the ever-normal granary has mostly reviewed the system at 

various points in time, or depicted the relationship between the ever-normal 
granary and the public granary, with a focus on observing the core features and 
evolution of the ever-normal granary. Less attention has been paid to the 
influence of extrinsic factors, such as economic development. In the early Qing 
dynasty (1644–1735), the development of the grain market weakened the price 
adjustment function of the ever-normal granary. In grain-importing areas, grain 
shortages became normal and the amount of grain in storage fell far short of 
people’s daily demands. In response, the government changed the guidelines on 
grain price adjustment to reduce the storage in ever-normal granaries and 
encourage grain circulation. This was a typical case of how economic 
development led to changes in an economic system. Hence, the question of how 
the development of the grain market led to changes in ideas about grain control, 
resulting in further changes to the ever-normal granary system, is deserving of 
further consideration.  

Based on 29 memorials to the throne from the First Historical Archives of 
China, and starting with the development and establishment of a grain market in 
the early Qing, this paper reviews the great debate on the relationship between 
the ever-normal granary and grain prices between officials of the Qing 
government in the 13th year of the Qianlong Emperor’s reign (1748). This paper 
also analyzes the historical reasons for, and the dynamic mechanism behind the 
transition of thoughts on the ever-normal granary system. We find that as market 
integration and the degree of the division of labor were enhanced; due to the 
spatial separation of grain production and consumption, the influence of the grain 
market upon grain prices was continuously growing while the price adjusting 
function of the existing granary system weakened. During this time of price 
fluctuations, the practice of selling grain at an average price from the 
ever-normal granary had very limited effects in offsetting price fluctuations and 
might have even aggravated grain shortages in grain importing areas suffering 
from famine. In the great debate during the 13th year of the reign of Emperor 
Qianlong, officials recognized the significant influence of the grain market upon 
grain prices and suggested decreasing the country’s reliance on the ever-normal 
granary. Such changes in economic thoughts broke through the old 
understanding of the ever-normal granary, resulting in a policy change during the 
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reign of Emperor Qianlong which stopped the enlargement of the ever-normal 
granary’s storage quota. The ever-normal granary, as an observation sample for 
examining the change of government behavior, effectively reflected the change 
in the understanding and mindset of the Qing government during this time and 
showed how the Qing government sought a balance between tax revenue and 
market circulation. 

2  Changes of Grain Production Areas in the Qing and the 
Formation of a National Grain Market 

2.1  Changes in Farming Structure in the Jiangnan Area and the Rise of 
Grain Production in Hunan and Hubei 
 
Since the Song dynasty (960–1279), the Jiangnan area has been an important 
region for grain production. In the period of the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing 
dynasties (1644–1911), grain production in the Hunan, Hubei, and Jiangxi 
provinces began to develop and became an important source of grain for the 
whole country. The change in grain production areas was caused partly by the 
economic development in the Jiangnan region, which had led to population 
increase and structural changes in agricultural production, and partly to the 
natural and geographical conditions of Hunan and Hubei. By the late Ming and 
early Qing dynasties, production intensity of grain, especially of rice in the 
Jiangnan area, had reached a very high level. Meanwhile, the status of cash crops 
began to rise, and the structure of agricultural production started to change. The 
expression “mulberry and cotton contending for fields with grain,” was a 
manifestation of the change in farming structure, with cotton and silkworms 
becoming crop varieties of equal importance with rice (Xu, 1992, 2000). The 
farming structure gradually changed from a single grain crop to “grain plus cash 
crops.” The increase of population and changes in farming structure, with an 
emphasis on cash crops in the Jiangnan area, altered the area’s traditional role as 
a grain supplier to one of grain importers. The huge demand for grain boosted the 
profitability of grain production, stimulating areas with the right conditions to 
produce more grain and transport it to the Jiangnan area. The area of Hunan and 
Hubei, located in the middle of the Yangtze basin and endowed with plentiful 
sunlight and a rich river system, was naturally suited to grain production. 
Meanwhile, its close proximity to the Jiangnan area, coupled with a convenient 
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water transportation system, resulted in relatively low transportation costs. The 
Hunan and Hubei area thus became an important grain production area during the 
Qing dynasty. According to The Chronicle of Kangxi Emperor1, in 1709 (the 
48th year of Kangxi Emperor’s reign), Hunan and Hubei had good harvests of 
rice, while the price of rice soared in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Civil and military 
officials made vigorous efforts to crack down on merchants who stored rice, and 
encouraged them to transport supplies from Hunan, Hubei, and Jiangxi, to 
Jiangnan and Zhejiang areas, thereby stabilizing the price.  

  
2.2  Transportation and Distribution of Grain during the Qing Dynasty 
 
Following the wars in the early Qing dynasty, the Chinese population 
experienced a period of continuous increase for more than 200 years. As Figure 1 
depicts, by the late 18th century, the Chinese population exceeded 300 million.2 
The rapidly increasing population brought a huge demand for grain. The 
mismatch between population distribution and grain production zones led to 
trans-regional transportation of grain on a larger scale and the formation of a 
national grain market.  
 

 
Figure 1  Population in China from the 17th to 19th Century 

Source: Cao (2000, 2001). 

                                                        
1 See The Chronicle of Kangxi Emperor, vol. 238. 
2 Although population figures in Qing are very controversial, population statistics provided by 
Cao (2001) are well accepted by many economic historians such as Chen and Kung (2016). 
We use this figure as a rough indication to illustrate the rapid growth of the population during 
the Qing dynasty. 
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There were three main routes for the transportation and distribution of grain in 
the Qing dynasty. The first was along the Yangtze River and centered around the 
Yangtze River Delta. The route went from Sichuan via Hubei to the Yangtze 
River Delta, gathered grain from Hunan and Jiangxi on the way, and transported 
grain from the distribution center to cities, towns, and villages in Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang. The second route went along the Yangtze River from Sichuan via 
Hubei, gathered grain from Hunan and Jiangxi, then turned north when it arrived 
in the Yangtze River Delta, following the canal to the Zhili and Shandong areas. 
The third route transferred grain from the Yangtze River Delta to the Zhili and 
Fengtian areas by sea to supply the capital city. The yearly total of grain 
transported by land amounted to 62 million dan.3 If grain transported by sea is 
included, the number would rise to at least 80 million dan (Deng, 1994a, 1994b, 
1995).  
 
2.3  Formation of the National Grain Market 
 
The change of the agricultural production structure in Jiangnan was accompanied 
by an increase in business activity. The routes of transportation and distribution 
of grain, which were mainly waterways, connected the sources of grain 
production to the areas with grain shortages. They provided for the exchange of 
commodities and materials, while the formation of national grain and trade 
markets provided a solution to the problem of grain shortages in the Jiangnan 
area (Fan, 1990). In the early Qing, the scale and range of grain transportation 
was so large that it covered almost 18 provinces and areas of the inland.4 Almost 
all the areas with waterways had boats for transporting grain, whereas in areas 
without waterways, grain was transported by carts and porters.  

                                                        
3 A measurement unit in Qing, 1 dan equals about 112.5 kg. 
4 The 18 Inland Provinces, a term commonly used in Chinese history, refers to the 18 
provinces that the Qing dynasty set up based on the 15 Provincial Administration 
Commissions within the dominion of the Ming Dynasty. Huguang was divided into Hunan and 
Hubei, South Zhili was divided into Anhui and Jiangsu, and part of Shaanxi was demarcated as 
Gansu. These 18 provinces were separated by the Great Wall from the three regions under the 
control of generals, the birthplace of the Manchu Nationality, and regions such as Xinjiang, 
Mongolia, Qinghai, and Tibet. The concept and scope of the 18 inland provinces generally 
remained the same for more than two centuries from the Kangxi period until the Guangxu 
period. 
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3  Development of Ideas about the Ever-Normal Granary in 
the Qing Dynasty 

3.1  The Basic System and Operation of the Ever-Normal Granary in the 
Qing Dynasty 
 
Before the Qing dynasty, the government directly intervened in the grain market 
through buying and selling, mainly with the aim of stabilizing the price of grain. 
It can be said that the ever-normal granary was the institutional reflection of the 
concept of government-dominated adjustment by intervention. In the Qing 
dynasty, the operation of the ever-normal granary essentially followed the 
practice of previous dynasties. Due to frequent wars and chaos in the early Qing, 
the reserves in the ever-normal granaries were considerably depleted. As the 
political environment of the Qing dynasty became more stable, the ever-normal 
granary system gradually began to recover. In 1654 (the 11th year of Emperor 
Shunzhi’s reign), an imperial edict was issued pronouncing that “Daoyuan [道员

a rank of district official in Qing] are instructed to manage all ever-normal 
granaries, local public welfare granaries, and public granaries in prefectures and 
counties of various provinces, and their activities and performance should be 
reported by relevant governors. Records should be compiled twice a year and 
reported to the Ministry of Revenue, and the performance of the district should 
be appraised based on the size of the grain reserves.”5 Then, in 1655, “It has 
been decided that various prefectures and counties should manage the atonement 
money by themselves, keep silver deposits, and collect grain in autumn and 
winter to store in ever-normal granaries for relief in times of famine.”6 During 
the reign of Emperor Kangxi (1661–1722), the management and responsibilities 
of the ever-normal granary were stipulated in more detail. A granary was built in 
1680 in Mukden in preparation for emergency allocations. Later, in 1685 it was 
pronounced that “It has been approved that grain reserves will be kept in 
Shanhaiguan (山海关), Gubeikou (古北口), and Zhangjiakou (张家口) to prepare 
for years of poor harvest in Mongolia. Meanwhile, it has been ordered to build a 
granary in Moergen of Heilongjiang to store grain.”7 In 1748, the 13th year of 
Qianlong Emperor’s reign (QL13), the reserves in ever-normal granaries 
continuously increased by means of government procurement and donation, to 
                                                        
5 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 490).  
6 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 490). 
7 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 490). 
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the extent that some officials believed half of the grain production of the country 
was collected in government granaries (Zhang, 1993).  

There were three sources of grain for the ever-normal granary: government 
procurement, extraction of taxed grain, and donation. Among these, government 
procurement was the main source. Extraction of taxed grain was also a common 
practice, in which grain collected as tax in lieu of money would be sold by the 
government at less than market price to stabilize the price of grain, or stored in 
the ever-normal granary to prepare for times of increasing prices or famine. 
Donation was another important source, as in 1679 when the central government 
“ordered local officials of each province to persuade officials, the nobility, and 
the people to donate grain to the ever-normal granary.”8 Since ever-normal 
granaries were government entities, grain procurement was directly funded by 
the central government, and the administration was also directly controlled by the 
central government, while local governments had very limited powers to take 
independent action. The ever-normal granary was supervised by local 
governments, inspected and managed by Daoyuan officials, and records were 
compiled twice-yearly and reported to the Ministry of Revenue.  

 
3.2  The Rise of the Grain Price and Development of the Ever-Normal 
Granary in the Early Qing 
 
Evidence suggests that the price of grain was high in the early Qing, and that it 
started to fall during the reign of Emperor Kangxi (Chuan and Wang, 1959; Peng, 
1954; Peng, 2006). During the time of Emperor Yongzheng (1722–1735), the 
price was fairly stable for a long period. Then, during the reign of Emperor 
Qianlong (1735–1796), there was a 13-year period of continuous price increases 
(Figure 2).  

There are various factors that can influence food prices, including changes in 
climate, harvest yield, agricultural structure, and population growth. In 1742 
(QL7), Guangdong suffered from drought. In 1743 (QL8), east China suffered 
from persistent heavy rainfall and flooding. After 1785 (QL50), Hubei, in the 
middle reaches of the Yangtze River, suffered badly from drought and flood 
disasters, which caused a significant rise in the regional price of grain (Zhao, 
2017). 

                                                        
8 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 490). 
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Figure 2  Rice Prices in the Qing Dynasty 

Source: Lu and Peng (2005). 

 
From the research of Zhao (2017), we know that in 1743 (QL8), the middle 

and lower reaches of the Yangtze River, Guangdong, Guangxi and provinces in 
southeastern China witnessed a significant rise in the price of grain, forming the 
first price peak in the Qianlong reign (Zhao, 2017). At that time, some scholars, 
including Hong Liangji (1746–1809), thought that the rise in price was caused by 
food shortage due to population growth (Hong, 2001). The system of crop 
rotation of rice and wheat was applied in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, 
but the wheat production had a limited influence on stabilizing the grain market 
(Xie, 2012). 

During the reign of Emperor Kangxi (1661–1722), the Qing dynasty gradually 
established a grain price reporting system that included records of weather 
conditions and grain prices.9 The grain price reporting system in Qing was first 
recorded in 1693 (the 32nd year of Emperor Kangxi’s reign) when the official in 
charge of Suzhou’s weaving business presented a memorial to the throne on local 

                                                        
9 One study shows that during the Ming and Qing dynasties the focus on farmers’ material 
well-being changed from production to consumption. Policies at the state level were 
formulated to steady the supply of grain and other goods. The Qing established a complex 
grain supply system to manage the grain supply (Wang, 1987). Its core focus was to build up 
and maintain a warehousing system for grain, which indicated that the government took 
responsibility for the public’s material welfare (Wong, 2008, pp. 104–105). 
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weather conditions and the price of rice. During this period, there was no fixed 
time for grain price reporting, and the grain varieties reported were not uniform. 
Worse still, the measurement units were not standardized. After Qianlong 
succeeded to the throne, the system was standardized through the introduction of 
monthly reporting, and in 1738 (QL3), the format of the grain price report sheet 
was established.10 The system continued until the end of the Qing dynasty. The 
grain price reporting system was established to provide the Qing government 
with complete information in the face of continuously rising grain prices, thus 
enabling it to respond immediately as circumstances required.  

During this period, the reserves in ever-normal granaries continued to increase, 
corresponding with one manifestation of the resurgence of the ever-normal 
granary in the Qing dynasty. The standard reserve of the ever-normal granary as 
approved in 1692 (the 30th year of Emperor Kangxi’s reign) was “5,000 dan for 
large counties, 4,000 dan for medium counties, and 3,000 for small counties.”11 
In the 43rd year of Emperor Kangxi’s reign “the standard of grain reserves in 
ever-normal granaries of each province was changed after discussion to 10,000 
dan for large prefectures and counties, 8,000 dan for medium ones, and 6,000 
dan for small ones.”12 In the 5th year of Emperor Yongzheng’s reign (1727) “1.4 
million dan was added to the reserves of Zhejiang ever-normal granaries, the 
previous reserves of which were 0.7 million dan.” Meanwhile “the practice of 
grain donation in Hunan and Hubei was started.”13 In the 9th year of Emperor 
Yongzheng’s reign (1731), following the increase of reserves in Sichuan and 
Jiangsu provinces, “rice stored in Jiangsu increased to 15,000 dan for large 
counties, 10,000 dan for mid-size counties, and 8,000 dan for small counties; 
reserves amounts for grain would double. Total reserves of rice and grain in 
Sichuan were 420,000 dan, and the province was ordered to increase that to 

                                                        
10 In the 1st year of Emperor Qianlong’s reign, the governor of each province was responsible 
for dispatching special messengers before the month of May to report the grain price in their 
jurisdiction. During this time the system was being improved, leading to the cancellation of 
special messengers, but adding the requirement that comparisons by month and statements on 
prices were to be provided. The grain price report system thus became a fixed rule and was 
inherited from Qianlong’s reign. After the 5th year of Qianlong’s reign, every county delivered 
reports on the 10th, 20th, and 30th of each month. The Government Secretariat then 
consolidated the reports and submitted the results to the Emperor during the middle ten days of 
the following month. 
11 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 490). 
12 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 492). 
13 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 492). 
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600,000 dan within three years.” 14  The reserves of Guangdong province, 
Chongming county, Guangxi province, and Xiamen were also increased by 
10,000 dan each.  

Although the reserves of ever-normal granaries were gradually increased, and 
more rigorous systems were established for grain procurement, the role of the 
ever-normal granary as a government tool to stabilize grain prices was not a 
success. Along with the continuously increasing reserves of grain, the 
continuously rising price of grain would suggest that the scheme’s 
implementation did not well serve its role to make grain prices “ever-normal” but 
instead boosted the rise in the grain price.  

4  The Transition of Thoughts on the Ever-Normal Granary as 
Reflected in the Great Debate in the 13th Year of Emperor 
Qianlong’s Reign 

4.1  Cause of the Great Debate 
 
From the time of Emperor Qianlong (1736–1795), some areas suffered from 
flood, the upper and lower reaches of the Yangtze River had bad harvests, thus 
the grain price rose. At first, it was believed that the increase of the grain price 
was caused by winemaking, so a ban on wine workshops was issued, though it 
was not implemented because of some officials’ dissension. Afterward, the grain 
price continued to rise and even triggered waves of grain plunder riots, which 
became a serious social problem. “Some women gathered in Xiaoxian county 
requiring relief, otherwise they would go to local govement’s office(萧县有妇女

多人, 聚集求赈，声言欲塞县署) ”15，“People in Qingpu county Songjiang 
Prefecture prevent merchants from trading rice and destroy merchants’ property 
((松江府青浦县民)阻遏米客, 打坏行家房屋器物)”16. To contain the grain 
price and relieve famine, the government used grain reserves, enhanced disaster 
relief, and took a series of measures including implementing universal tax 
                                                        
14 See Wang, Sun and Hong (2015, p. 495). 
15 See The Chronicle of Qianlong Emperor, vol. 313. 
16 See The Chronicle of Qianlong Emperor, vol. 314. According to The Chronicle of Qianlong 
Emperor(vol.313−316, 319), in 1748 extensive grain shortage and grain purchase bans 
occurred in Yuyao, Songyang, and Leqing in Zhejiang, Ouning and Xiamen in Fujian, Peixian, 
Xiaoxian County, Qingpu, Tongzhou, Rugao, Wujiang, and Suzhou in Jiangsu, and Yanggao in 
Shanxi, etc. According to Mio Kishimoto, these social events reflected the open and unstable 
grain market in the mid-Qing dynasty (Mio, 1978). 
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exemption. It sold stored grain at a controlled price, responded to problems in 
distressed areas by extracting and allocating taxed grain, encouraged merchants 
to trade grain and strictly forbid them from storing and decreasing supply for the 
sake of profit, and encouraged grain imports and forbid exports (Tang, 1994). 
However, these measures did not fulfill their purpose of stabilizing grain prices, 
which continued their upward trajectory. 

In December of 1747 (QL13), Ou Kanshan, the official in charge of the 
discipline of public functionaries in Jiangnan, reported on the practice of 
stockpiling grain. Emperor Qianlong had noticed that the prevailing policy of 
encouraging grain collection and reserves may have contributed to the rising 
grain price, so he called officials to put forward their views of the situation. As 
stated by the emperor, “I have been thinking that rice is needed daily by people, 
but the price of rice has been rising in recent years, and poor people simply 
cannot bear the brunt of higher prices. I have been thinking about this over and 
over again, but still cannot understand the cause, neither can I find a good 
solution. Since I ascended the throne, I have labored incessantly to fulfill my 
duties, and often tried to understand the pain of the people. I [the emperor] am 
concerned that our state requisition of vast amounts of grain through the 
ever-normal granary system could lead to shortages in the grain market and 
difficulty for our people to satiate themselves, although the main purpose of the 
requisition is not to earn financial profit.”17 When establishing the ever-normal 
granary system, the government had intended to intervene in the market using 
grain reserves to stabilize the price of grain and provide relief in times of famine. 
However, as seen by the increase of reserves in ever-normal granaries and a high 
grain price, the measures apparently failed to fulfill the purpose of 
price-stabilization. Some court officials believed that excessive storage in the 
granary took grain away from the market and caused the higher price. As 
Imperial Secretary Zhang Tingyu stated in his memorial to the throne, the 
production volume of rice was relatively fixed, and if the government controlled 
too much, then people would inevitably suffer shortages.18 

It was in December 1747 (QL12), that the emperor called on provincial 

                                                        
17 See Shiluguan (实录馆) (1986, Vol. 204). 
18  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折), Financial Category (财政类), Zhang Tingyu (张廷玉), Archive No. 
04-01-35-1146-002. 
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governors to report the causes of the rise in the grain price, and by 1748 (QL13) 
at least 29 memorials had been submitted to the emperor by local governors, 
including Yin Jishan (Governor-General of Jiangnan and Jiangxi), Chen 
Hongmou (Governor of Shaanxi), and Yang Xifu (Governor of Hunan). This 
government-led debate ended in March of 1749 (QL14). Peng (2006) reported 
that “such large-scale debate about a specific economic issue among high-level 
officials was really rare at that time.” Officials investigated the causes of the rise 
in the grain price from various aspects including population, grain reserves, 
circulation, donations to obtain positions as students in Guozijian (Imperial 
Academy), the production structure in agriculture, and the demand from 
wine-making. But it was population and grain reserves that were thought to be 
the main factors. Officials from different areas had different understandings 
about the relationship between grain reserves and the rise of the grain price, but 
there was a general consensus on decreasing procurement and increasing 
circulation.  

 
4.2  Opinions of Officials from Grain Production Areas 
 
The main grain production areas in the Qing dynasty included the Sichuan, 
Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi, and Shandong provinces. According to the memorials 
submitted by officials from the five provinces, aside from the generally 
recognized factor of population, the provincial governors in charge of military 
and civil administration in four of the provinces, Shandong, Jiangxi, Hubei, and 
Hunan believed that procurement for grain reserves was the main cause of the 
price increases. However, some officials thought the procurement by other 
provinces led to the shortage of grain and price increases in their provinces, 
while others believed that excessive procurement by the ever-normal granaries of 
their own provinces was one of the reasons for the rise in price. They also 
thought that the reduction of grain reserves (or the amount of grain for disaster 
relief) would increase the circulation of grain and stabilize the grain price. 
Generally speaking, officials from grain production areas advocated a reduction 
in grain reserves so as to increase circulation.  

Kaitai (?–1763), the Governor of Jiangxi, believed that grain procurement to 
replenish grain reserves was the cause of the rise of the grain price, but he also 
maintained that the grain reserves of Jiangxi did not harm grain circulation 
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because “grain reserves in the whole province of Jiangxi total over 1.7 million 
dan,” which “is an equivalent of only about 50 to 60 percent of that of a large 
county.” The reserves in the ever-normal granaries did cause the grain price to 
increase in some areas, but Jiangxi was not one of them. Kaitai believed that 
“Buyers transport and trade grain so that disaster relief can be supported; 
accumulation for times of famine is proper preparation. However, it is also 
difficult to establish whether or not the rise of the grain price is because of 
that.”19 

Yang Xifu (1700–1768), the Governor of Hunan, held that although Hunan 
was a grain-producing province, the price of grain still went up because “I, in my 
humble opinion, think that rice and grain are expensive because people who buy 
them are too many.” He believed that excessive official procurement hampered 
people’s ability to obtain grain, causing the price to rise. He reasoned that the 
government grain reserves should have a limit and believed that “The reserves 
should be enough if it is sufficient for famine relief, and there is no need for 
excessive storage.” Therefore, regarding grain sales each year, the rule of “store 
70% and sell 30%” should not be imposed; rather “sell more when the harvest is 
poor.”20 He thought the relatively high reserve standard of the ever-normal 
granary was also the reason for the rise in the price of grain in Hunan province. 

Meanwhile, in Hubei, another grain-producing province, Peng Shukui 
(1710–1775), the Deputy-Governor, believed that the increase of population was 
the main reason for the rise in the grain price. Grain transported from Sichuan to 
Hubei had decreased, while officials and merchants who came from other 
provinces to buy grain were numerous. As a result, grain became expensive. 
According to Peng Shuki, “Though Hubei is a rice-producing area, in recent days 
households are increasing so there is barely a surplus of rice for the local 
population, and there are also fewer merchants who trade and transport rice from 
the south of Sichuan to Hubei. Besides, officials and merchants come to purchase 
grain in Hubei one after another, causing the price in the market to rise day by 

                                                        
19  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆). Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category (财政类 ), Kaitai (开泰 ). Archive No. 
04-01-35-1142-026. 
20  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折), Financial Category (财政类), Yang Xifu (杨锡绂). Archive No. 
04-01-35-1142-025. 
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day.” Peng Shukui objected to excessive procurement and suggested that all 
procurement other than the normal official procurement should be stopped. He 
stated, “Please issue an order to allow provinces whose grain reserves fall below 
the stipulated limit to replenish their stocks, but ask those who purchase 
60%–70% for extra accumulation to stop.”21 

Aligun (?–1769), the Governor of Shandong, gave a detailed analysis of how 
population increase led to the high price of grain. He thought that “the state has 
been recovering for over a century, and now households flourish to the extent 
that no previous dynasty since the ancient time could compare.” Especially in 
recent decades, the number of households had multiplied, resulting in an 
increased demand for food. At the same time, the increased population required 
more land for the construction of houses and tombs. “The population becomes 
larger each day while the land is scarce. The rise in the price of rice and grain is 
because of this.” The cost of grain transportation by merchants was also 
considered to be one of the reasons for the high price of grain. Aligun also put 
forward an idea similar to the economic theory of “money illusion.” He thought 
that the decrease in the exchange rate of money to grain gave people the feeling 
that grain had become expensive. So, if the government could reduce taxes on 
transportation for merchants, “there is no reason why the price of grain should 
continue to increase.” 22 Aligun thought that tax reduction and enhancement of 
circulation were strategies that could counteract the increasing price, and that the 
expenditure for disaster relief should be reduced so that the procurement for 
grain reserves would go down accordingly. 

 
4.3  Opinions of Officials from Grain Importing Areas 
 
Gucong (?–1754), the Governor of Zhejiang, believed that there were three 
reasons for the high price of rice. First, rice plants had been replaced by various 
other plants in the Jiangnan area. Second, there were many paper manufacturers 
and blacksmiths in Zhejiang, who were demanders rather than suppliers of grain. 

                                                        
21  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折), Financial Category (财政类), Peng Shukui (彭树葵). File No. 
04-01-35-1142-008. 
22  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category (财政类 ), Aligun (阿里衮 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1382-019. 
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Third, maritime merchants took away rice and grain.23 These observations had 
obvious local characteristics and were also in line with the state of economic 
development in Zhejiang province. 

As early as in 1739 (QL4), Lu Zhuo, who was then the Governor of Zhejiang, 
pointed out that the rice supply of his province was often insufficient to feed 
people, regardless of good or poor harvests, leading to a reliance on the supply 
from traveling merchants. However, during the harvest season, priority was 
given to official procurement, leaving barely any grain for merchants to buy. As 
a result, even in years of good harvest, Jiangsu and Zhejiang were still short of 
rice. The government procurement to replenish grain reserves hindered the 
circulation of grain and led to price increases in areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
where traveling merchants were relied upon for the grain supply. Therefore, Lu 
Zhuo suggested “opening the trading market,” because “When the trading market 
is open, the price of rice must decline, and people’s food will be cheap and 
abundantly supplied.”24 Namin (?–1749), the Governor of Anhui, also believed 
that the procurement for grain reserves, rather than grain hoarding by the people, 
had increased the price of grain, stating, “it seems right to suspend procurement 
to contain the prices.”25 

Zhuntai (dates of birth and death unknown), the Governor of Shanxi, pointed 
out that “The recent high price of grain in the southeast area is due to extensive 
grain reserves and frequent procurement. Adding up the grain reserves of 
Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Anhui, Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi, and Sichuan, the amount of 
grain stored in government granaries exceeds 10 million dan. Despite times of 
grain shortage between harvests, before half of the stored grain has been sold, 
autumn harvests have already been purchased by officials and gathered in 
granaries.” He also stated that, Shanxi province “lying by mountains and rivers, 

                                                        
23  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category (财政类 ), Gucong (顾琮 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1143-016. 
24  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category (财政类 ), Lu Zhuo (卢焯 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1111-0232. 
25 See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials ( 宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category ( 财政类 ), Namin ( 纳敏 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1143-004. 
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has limited and barren land, and is rarely visited by merchants.” 26 In the case of 
an emergency, Shanxi would be completely reliant on government granaries. 
Zhuntai wanted to draw support from private merchants to improve the grain 
supply. He discussed the function of granaries and thought that merchants and 
granaries should complement each other. In places where the market was open, 
grain reserves should be reduced and commerce encouraged, while in places 
where the market was not open, granaries should collect grain. 

Chen Hongmou (1696–1771), the Governor of Shaanxi identified three main 
reasons for the high price of grain. First, it was only expensive in some places 
because of differences in transport costs and grain hoarding. Second, government 
procurement to replenish grain reserves caused price fluctuations. Third, the 
price of grain would rise because “Population thrives where the land is 
comparatively meager.” Chen Hongmou thought grain reserves and 
transportation for trade were not responsible for the high price of grain. In the 
case of government procurement, they had set an upper limit for the price of 
grain and would not purchase if the price was any higher. In practice, however, 
people in the marketplace would increase the price when they heard about 
government procurement, so the amount government bought to fill the granaries 
made no difference in the price. Moreover, 30% of the rice collected in 
government granaries would be returned to the people, so the blame should not 
be on the granaries. This was also in line with Chen Hongmou’s views when 
disaster struck the autumn harvest in 25 prefectures and counties in 1748. “Rice 
and other grain are not forbidden materials. It is normal to sell them at a low 
price or high price. There is rice everywhere, and rice can be bought everywhere. 
Everyone has rice, and everyone wants to sell it. Trading should not be banned, 
nor can it be banned. In this year of poor harvest, everyone wants to sell rice at a 
high price. If the government wants to purchase rice at a low price, nobody is 
willing to sell, so there is not much rice on the market. There is less and less rice, 
and the price is getting higher and higher, resulting in tension between the poor 
and the rich as well as more and more social problems in various places.”27  

                                                        
26  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category (财政类 ), Zhuntai (准泰 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1142-039. 
27  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折), Financial Category (财政类), Chen Hongmou (陈宏谋). File No. 
04-01-35-1143-013. 
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Chen Hongmou believed that government procurement in years of bad harvest 
was undoubtedly one of the reasons for the price increase, but he also thought 
that government procurement was absolutely necessary for the circulation of rice. 
Yin Jishan (1695–1771), the Governor-General of Jiangnan 28  and Jiangxi 
thought that “the gradual increase of the price of grain should be ascribed to the 
heaven in some cases and to the people in others.” Here, “heaven” was blamed 
for the increase of population, while “people” were culpable for granary 
procurement and wine-making. He focused his discussion on the consumption of 
grain in wine-making. As a Governor-General in the southeast area, he also 
observed the influence of the circulation of grain on the grain price. “When 
merchants do not come, the rice will be expensive. Boats rarely come so grain is 
blocked from the market. As soon as there are any signs of short supply, people 
get alarmed and the price of rice soars.” Therefore, he suggested that the 
government should desist from regulation “Probably the marketplace should just 
be put at the people’s disposal.”29 

Huang Tinggui (1690–1759), the Governor of Gansu, held a similar opinion to 
Yin Jishan’s. He believed that grain reserves were absolutely necessary for 
Gansu, a place “embraced by high mountains and lofty hills, where grain of 
merchants cannot get out of its borders.” Gansu had comparatively barren land 
and impoverished people, so the limited number of merchants who operated in 
the region was not a cause for concern. Due to geographical transportation 
difficulties, at the time of bad harvests the only solution was to ask merchants in 
the province to sell grain at a lower price, because external aid was almost 
impossible. However, when there were rich harvests for consecutive years, grain 
could not be transported out of the province, so “Grain gets too cheap in years of 
plenty, which arouses concern that land will be laid to waste.” 30 Therefore, the 
high price of grain in Gansu had nothing to do with merchants, grain hoarding, or 
population, but was caused by government procurement in years of bad harvests. 
Huang Tinggui considered the blocked market, hence problems in circulation, as 
the major reason for the necessity of grain reserves.  

Shuose (?–1759), the Governor of Henan, thought grain reserves, trading, and 
                                                        
28 Jiangnan includes Anhui and Jiangsu provinces. 
29  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折), Financial Category (财政类), Yin Jishan (尹继善). File No. 
04-01-35-1143-043/04-01-35-1143-030. 
30 See The Chronicle of Qianlong Emperor, vol.313. 
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transporting of grain were the reasons for high prices. He proposed that grain 
hoarding should be strictly prohibited and procurement be constrained at harvest 
time.31 Nasutu (?–1749), the Governor-General of Zhili, laid the blame on 
procurement officials and merchants, who rushed to buy whenever gain appeared 
in the market.32 

Officials from grain importing areas had different opinions according to the 
different levels of economic development and commercialization of their areas. 
In provinces like Zhejiang where the level of commercialization was high, 
officials tended to encourage circulation of grain. In areas where the level of 
commercialization was relatively low, officials still attached some importance to 
grain reserves, but there were also voices (like Yin Jishan’s) that emphasized a 
market solution. Generally speaking, most officials agreed on the necessity to 
strictly prohibit grain hoarding to increase circulation, and they also agreed that 
government procurement would bring about a rise in the price of grain, but they 
had different understandings of the connection between grain reserves and price 
increases depending on their specific local conditions. 

In general, those officials’ analysis of the grain price fluctuation was based on 
the framework of supply and demand. The analysis of grain demand involved 
population growth and grain demand of the non-agricultural population. On the 
supply side, factors of aggregated grain supply, grain circulation, and 
transportation cost were considered. Officials from both the grain production 
areas and the consumption areas generally recognized grain circulation as a 
primary factor in alleviating the high price of grain, while the rigid government 
granary policy would aggregate the price increase and further lead to the 
phenomenon of “famine in the year of good harvest.” Their opinions showed that 
government and market in the grain market could both be successful to a certain 
degree. Between them, the dominant mechanism depended on the degree of the 
local grain market integration. When the function of market in restraining price 
fluctuation was hampered by factors like geographical environment, the 
government was then required to take administrative measures of grain storage to 

                                                        
31  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials ( 宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category ( 财政类 ), Shuose ( 硕色 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1142-001. 
32  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category (财政类 ), Nasutu (那苏图 ). File No. 
04-01-35-1142-003. 
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intervene; otherwise, government intervention was not necessary. 
 

4.4  Transition of Ideas on Grain Control after the Great Debate 
 
Having received various memorials, Emperor Qianlong identified excessive 
grain reserves as the main reason for the increase of the grain price, and issued an 
order in July of 1748 (even before the debate was concluded): “In recent years, 
the grain price in all the provinces is increasing daily, the reason for which 
cannot be discovered after repeated research…Through people’s discussion, 
many believe that excessive procurement is responsible for the continuously 
increasing price of grain. Considering that the quantity of grain is fixed, too 
much has been accumulated in government granaries, leaving too little for the 
people. I (the emperor) now know that the initial intention of grain reserves has 
been violated and I must therefore consider changes to the system … The amount 
of grain stored in ever-normal granaries of each province should be adjusted to 
the previous amount of the years of Kangxi and Yongzheng, while the additional 
accumulation in the granaries should be sold.”33 It has been said that “the policy 
marked a complete reversal” (Gao, 2012). 

In December of 1748 (QL13), the imperial secretaries and others replied as 
follows: “After thorough calculation, stored grain in 19 provinces should amount 
to 33.79 million dan, 14 million dan less than the standard of 48 million dan as 
established in the years of Qianlong.”34  The grain policy returned to the 
orientation of “strictness” as in the time of Yongzheng, and after 1749 (QL14), 
the grain price gradually decreased and stabilized. As remarked by Zhong (1993), 
“From the early years of Qianlong’s reign, as the mismatch between grain supply 
and demand became increasingly prominent, decreasing government granary 
storage and increasing private circulation of grain became the common call both 
in the court and among the people, and also became a basic guideline of the Qing 
government for the ever-normal granary system.”35 Although the ever-normal 
granary system still played a role in containing the grain price, encouraging 
circulation became an important policy. 

The transition from the overall regulation by the government to market 

                                                        
33 See Shiluguan (1986, Vol. 319).  
34 See Shiluguan (1986, Vol. 396). 
35 See Zhong (1993, p. 65). 
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regulation was a result of the consideration on the cost and effect of regulation. 
However, overall, it was the vigor and efficiency of the continuously developing 
and expanding grain market nationwide that compelled the government to change 
its thoughts about regulation. Memorials to the throne from various provincial 
governors in charge of military and civil administration show that although the 
reduction of grain reserves was not the favored policy of all officials, most of 
them were in favor of suspending purchases to help stabilize the grain price. The 
reduction of the reserve standard of ever-normal granaries implemented by the 
government reflected the awareness of officials of the relationship between grain 
reserves and prices. Thoughts on grain control in the Qing dynasty had changed, 
and the government began to try using the market to control grain prices and 
relieve disasters. In fact, at an even earlier time, Qianlong himself had an 
understanding of the boundaries of the ever-normal granary’s function, stating, 
“It is really an unalterable truth that there will be deficiency if the emperor 
should support the people, but there will be affluence if the people support 
themselves.” If “the matter of living, clothing, and food is all trusted to the 
government,” since grain stored by the government was limited, “how can the 
government help everyone?”36 “Perhaps in the matter of goods (especially those 
in daily-use), the market should be allowed to circulate them. Once it is in the 
hands of the government, though the original intention is to benefit the people, 
the implementation may not work out well and often go against the original 
intention.”37 

Before 1748 (QL13), the grain price control by means of the market was 
already practiced by some officials. For example, in the 32nd year of Kangxi’s 
reign (1693), in response to soaring grain prices in Xi’an, the Ministry of 
Revenue recruited rich merchants and appropriated government funds for them to 
buy rice and grain from other provinces. The merchants would then sell the rice 
in Xi’an, then the government would take back the original funds and leave the 
profit to the merchants.  

In 1738 (QL3), Hangzhou and Jiaxing of Zhejiang province suffered from bad 
harvests, so Lu Zhuo, the Governor of Zhejiang, recruited rich merchants from 
the province, appropriated funds, and asked them to make certain commitments. 
These merchants transported and traded grain in Hangzhou and Jiaxing, then the 

                                                        
36 See Shiluguan (1986, Vol. 695). 
37 See Shiluguan (1986, Vol. 314).  



The Transition of Thoughts on Grain Control in the Qing Dynasty  47 

government took back the original funds without any profit. Zhuntai, the 
Governor of Shanxi, attempted to build roads to attract merchants so as to 
guarantee the grain supply. Ideas about protecting the interest of grain merchants, 
encouraging merchants to take an active part in the transportation and sale of 
grain, and relaxing restrictions on the price of grain were proposed one after 
another.  

At the policy level, the government came to encourage grain circulation, as 
demonstrated by the government’s ban on trade restrictions, the policy of tax 
exemption and merchant protection, and so on. In 1742 (QL7) and 1766 (QL37), 
the emperor issued an official ban on the limiting trade in grain. In the early 
years of Qianlong’s reign, he approved tax exemptions for grain transportation to 
and trade in disaster areas, and then expanded the enforcement of the policy 
nationwide. Additionally, Qianlong encouraged imports of rice in Guangdong 
through the following measures: “If a cargo ship for foreign trade that comes to 
trade in Fujian and Guangdong provinces carries 10,000 dan of grain or more, 
cargo tax can be reduced by 50%, while those that carry 5,000 dan or more, 
cargo tax can be reduced by 33%. The rice they have brought should be fairly 
sold at the market price” (Dai, 1992). This policy encouraged merchants in the 
border areas to buy grain from overseas, resulting in the constant flow of grain to 
China from elsewhere in Southeast Asia. In 1760, Hu Baoquan (1694–1763), the 
Governor of Henan, reported, “Last year, we respectfully followed the imperial 
decree to ensure merchants could carry out their businesses without being 
obstructed.” Referring to the current year’s rice and grain trade and 
transportation, Hu Baoquan said that he adhered to the policy of taking care of 
merchants and ensuring that no sales were restricted, while also making and 
submitting reports about the situation: “As the number of merchants has 
increased, I am very careful in making sure that there is no restriction on them or 
on the trading of rice. I frequently instruct my people to carefully observe the 
situation, make regular reports, and consolidate all the reports for monthly 
submission.”38 In 1793 (QL57) the emperor issued an order to Jiqing, the 
Governor of Shandong, decreeing that the local government should allow 
merchants to freely circulate grain on the market: “Let these merchants circulate 

                                                        
38  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials (宫中朱批奏折), Financial Category (财政类), Hu Baoquan (胡宝瑔). Archive No. 
04-01-06-0001-006. 
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grain on the market of their own accord so as to fill the deficiency with the 
surplus. By no means prohibit or restrict the transportation and trade of grain. 
Meanwhile, the government should not impose management which may interfere 
and make the merchants hesitate. Just leave matters to their own convenience. 
Considering merchants seek for nothing but profit, if they hear about where the 
grain price is high, they must flock to that place.”39 

 
4.5  Why Did the Debate Happen in 1748? 
 
The year 1748 was a very special and important time in the Qianlong Emperor’s 
60 plus year reign. Because his father’s (Yongzheng’s) reign lasted 13 years, 
there was a prophecy that “the country will experience something that goes 
against our will” in the 13th year, and later Qianlong himself thought that some 
events in that year were “unexpected.” The prince imperial died on the Chinese 
new year’s eve of the 12th year of his reign, and his empress died in March of the 
13th year of his reign, affecting him greatly. Also, the defeat in the Jinchuan 
Battle to suppress the revolt in Sichuan hit him badly. These events resulted in 
the emperor becoming more autocratic and harsher, however they also made him 
more eager to see results on the issue of grain policy. Therefore, when the news 
about the defeat in Jinchuan arrived, Qianlong issued his order: “Almost for 
every dispatch on the defeat of the battle, there was a new decision made (on the 
grain policy)” (Gao, 2012).  

5  Conclusion 

From the population increase and change of production structure in agriculture in 
Jiangnan, to the change of production areas and the formation of a national grain 
circulation market, and finally to the government’s thinking on grain control, 
China has gone through a process of mutual influence and interaction between 
economic phenomena, economic thought, and economic policy. Against the 
background of the formation of a national grain market, grain production areas 
and importing areas began to show obvious differences during the time frame 
studied in this paper.  
                                                        
39  See The First Historical Archives of China (第一历史档案馆), Court Comments on 
Memorials ( 宫中朱批奏折 ), Financial Category ( 财政类 ), Jiqing ( 吉庆 ). File No. 
04-01-06-0003-002. 
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The people became more reliant on the grain market to meet their daily needs, 
while the role of ever-normal granaries in regulating grain prices and relieving 
disasters and famine became relatively small. This is because it was found that 
when the grain price varied, relying solely on ever-normal granaries to buy and 
sell grain had only a limited impact upon prices. In years of famine, when 
deficiency of supply in grain-importing areas became acute, market circulation 
became the principal way to increase supply. According to Will and Wong 
(1991), in 1748 the storage standard of the ever-normal granary was 48 million 
dan. Calculated according to the rule of “70% stored and 30% sold,” the amount 
of annual procurement for grain reserves was about 14 million dan. It became 
more common for market circulation to assume the primary role in the grain 
trade when the standard was reduced to 28 million dan in 1748. The function of 
the market was increasingly brought to the attention of the executive level 
administrators, and this in turn came to influence popular thoughts on grain 
control. Therefore, in the discussion of the rise of grain prices in 1748, officials 
predominately agreed on the importance of grain circulation, and also had a 
similar communal understanding of the relationship between grain reserves and 
the grain price. In this way, the Qing government’s encouragement of grain 
circulation was the result of the change of officials’ thinking, which itself 
reflected the development of the grain market.  

Although the government encouraged the market to play a bigger part in grain 
circulation, the ever-normal granary was still an important means for the 
government to control the grain price during emergencies. The daily supply of 
grain was to be provided by market circulation. 

From the time of the Western Han, the ever-normal granary had been a 
state-dominated institutional arrangement to adjust grain reserves. From the 
middle of the Tang dynasty, there were evidences of market orientation.40 
During the time of the Song and Yuan dynasties, state domination on grain 
distribution further weakened, and in the late Ming and early Qing, the national 
grain market slowly came into shape and developed, preparing the foundation for 
the important transition in thoughts on the ever-normal granary system in China. 
During this period of time, economic thoughts in China began to show a 

                                                        
40 During this period, the government began to understand how merchants could be utilized to 
adjust grain reserves with the help of the market. For example, they put forward the idea of 
“not containing price” and objected to the “ban on rice procurement.”  
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laissez-faire tendency. The development of pragmatism in the Ming and Qing 
dynasties, and the break-down of the traditional school of thoughts that 
prioritized agriculture over industry and commerce were reactions to the 
influence of a developing commodity school of economic thoughts during this 
historical period. The discussion of the ever-normal granary in 1748 and the 
adjustment of the ever-normal granary system that followed were demonstrations 
of the transition of economic thoughts towards laissez-faire in the mid-Qing 
dynasty.  
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