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An Essay-Review
Europe and China Compared’

Eric Mielants

hina has been regarded as one of the most glorious civilizations

throughout human history. In the Middle Ages, China was prob-
ably the most developed of all regions: socioeconomically, politically,
and militarily. By about 1100 it had a population of almost 100 mil-
lion people, the economy had a high level of monetization (use of
paper money, written contracts, mercantile credits, checks, promis-
sory notes, bills of exchange) while the largest cities must have had
up to a million inhabitants (Elvin, 1973: 159; Kracke, 1969: 11).
Medieval China’s economic advance outshone anything in Europe.
Militarily speaking the Chinese Emperor was the strongest overlord
of the entire Eurasian landmass: in the twelfth century AD he could
easily mobilize about one million soldiers (McNeill, 1982: 40). A visi-
tor from outer space who would have compared Medieval China
with Medieval Europe in 1000 AD, would have staked his bet on
China as far as socioeconomic, military, and technological develop-
ment was concerned (Lippit, 1987: 37-38; Deng, 2000). Yet, 800
years later, Europe dominated the globe politically, militarily, eco-
nomically, and technologically. Was the Chinese Empire incapable
or unwilling to develop by conquering, subordinating, and systemati-
cally exploiting its peripheries as western Europe would? Tradition-
ally, scholars have located the “great divergence” between China and
Europe in the period of the Industrial Revolution, which then opens
up the question why China “failed” to experience an Industrial Revo-
lution (e.g., Elvin, 1973), and the benefit of recurring growth.

Pomeranz’s (2000) recent study is a major contribution to the
field of world history as it attempts to present, by way of Charles

* I would like to acknowledge my gratitude to Norihisa Yamashita (Hokkaido Uni-
versity), John Chaffee (Binghamton University), and George Satterfield (SUNY-
Morrisville) for their comments and suggestions on the first version of this article. Of
course, no one but myself is responsible for any errors of fact or interpretation.
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Tilly’s (1984) “encompassing comparative method,” a convincing
explanation of why the West experienced recurring growth and
China (or India) did not. Pomeranz challenges the traditional (Euro-
centric) position of Western social scientists who continue to believe
that more “perfect competition,” and more free labor in Western
markets than elsewhere enabled a take-off to occur in Europe (2000:
17), as if the Industrial Revolution in Europe was an almost inevita-
ble event, due to its unique internal features. Pomeranz does a great
job in carefully going over the available literature to dismiss Eu-
rope’s uniqueness (or predisposed natural or teleological path to
uniqueness) prior to 1800. He undermines any scholarly attempt to
explain the “rise of the West” (or the emergence of capitalism within
Europe) by solely looking at Europe (e.g., Bois, 2000; Lachmann,
2000) or by explaining Europe’s advantage in terms of cultural and
religious peculiarities to the region (e.g., Park, 1995).

He repeatedly points out that Europe was not the motor behind
world history before the Industrial Revolution, that there existed
multiple cores prior to Europe’s domination of world trade in the
nineteenth century, and that these areas were all experiencing mod-
est per capita growth as well. In his words

the most developed parts of western Europe seem to have
shared crucial economic features—commercialization, com-
modification of goods, land, and labor, market-driven growth,
and adjustment by households of both fertility and labor allo-
cation to economic trends—with other densely populated core
areas in Eurasia (Pomeranz, 2000: 107).

In his careful and thorough overview of the literature, Pomeranz
rightfully debunks Eurocentric myths, but unlike Frank (1998), he at-
tempts to re-evaluate the era before the nineteenth century as a
fundamentally “polycentric world with no dominant center” (Pomer-
anz, 2000: 4, 273).

Although Pomeranz distances himself from world-systems anal-
ysis by claiming that “the exploitation of non-Europeans—and access
to overseas resources more generally—[is] not the sole motor of
European development” (2000: 3), his focus on the unique exploit-
ative relations of western Europe with the New World, “and the
exceptional scale of the New World windfall” (2000: 11) which this
generated, the importance he attributes to the link between “capi-
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talism, overseas coercion and industrialization” and his emphasis on
the visible hands of

political-economic institutions of European capitalism and
violent interstate competition, combined with some very lucky
(for Europe) global conjunctures, [which] made European
(especially British) relations with the rest of the world unique
among core-periphery relationships (2000: 185)

comes closer to the world-systems paradigm than he seems willing to
admit.

Like Wallerstein (1983), Pomeranz (2000: 187) is quite critical of
O’Brien’s (1990) outright dismissal of European profits generated
outside of Europe, and like Wallerstein (1974) the conquest of the
New World (in turn “the result of intense military competition with-
in Europe”) is considered to be crucial to explain Europe’s rise
(Pomeranz, 2000: 282). More importantly, Pomeranz himself insists
on the importance of fundamental differences between European-
dominated peripheries, and the relations China had with its own
peripheries (2000: 255, 267, 289).

While Pomeranz’s book should be appreciated for its efforts to
underscore once more the vitality and importance of the non-
European (especially East Asian) arena in terms of socioeconomic
developments—since world-systems analysis sometimes stresses the
increasing power of Europe and the “passivity” of the to-be-incorpo-
rated external arena—the study is nevertheless problematic from the
point of view of Braudel’s longue durée.

I contend that both the structural (geographical, demographic,
geopolitical) constraints and limitations China was facing on the one
hand, and the agency and policy choices made by elites, in the face
of internal and external challenges on the other, have to be taken
into account in order to comprehend the different political/eco-
nomic trajectories of Europe and China in the long run. Although it
has lately been in vogue to dismiss either the impact of European
influence to a very limited period in time (e.g., Frank, 1998) or to
attribute it (mainly) to a military/technological breakthrough because
of the Industrial Revolution,' I will attempt to trace the roots of the

! Pomeranz also regards the Industrial Revolution as the watershed that ultimately
transformed the world, and in various parts of his book he discusses the debates on
(proto)-industrial developments (2000). The obsession of equating modernity with the
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great divergence in the thirteenth-fifteenth centuries. Only by
looking at the historical trajectory of China and Europe in the long
run (from c. 1200 on) can one assess the specific divergent trajecto-
ries (or path dependencies) at play.?

THE CHINESE SOCIOECONOMIC REVOLUTION
DURING THE SUNG DYNASTIES (C. 900-1280).

Pomeranz is of course correct in claiming that the scale of trade
networks and the multitude of goods exchanged in Asia were daz-
zling when compared to Europe throughout most of the premodern
era (2000). From the tenth century, the Chinese took to the seas in
increasing numbers with junks of 200 tons. Although some scholars
have suggested that mostly luxury products were transported by the
Chinese merchants in the Indian Ocean (e.g., Lewis, 1978: XI, 462),
it appears that already under the Sung dynasty significant amounts
of bulk goods such as “rice, porcelain, pepper, lumber, and miner-
als” were transported overseas (Shiba, 1983: 104).2 During the Sung,
joint ventures in shipping and leases of vessel services had become
“quite common” (Deng, 1997a: 102), and “forms of commenda and
societas maris” also came into use (Shiba, 1983: 108). Although the

Industrial Revolution (e.g., Vries, 2001: 435; Vries, 2002: 122, 126) is however an unfortu-
nate recurrent theme (see Mielants, 2000) which prevents social scientists from raising
questions about the path dependence of different political economies in the long run.
The Industrial Revolution only enabled the West to achieve economic growth more
rapidly and more intensely (which ultimately widened the gap between the core and the
periphery even more) after c. 1800 AD (see the debate between Wallerstein, Hicks,
Furtado, and others in Guarducci [1983: 695-746] and essays in Prak, [2001]). Moseley
reminds us that even before the Industrial Revolution “there had already been a radical
shift in the global balance of power in favor of Europe, particularly by virtue of its
control of the seaways of world trade” (1992: 538).

% On the use of path dependence in historical sociology cf. Mahoney (2000).

* In the internal Chinese market many bulk commodities (e.g., rice, tea, and salt)
were exchanged over long distances (Golas, 1980: 299), which is probably related to a
series of impressive technological innovations that in turn stimulated market activity and
rural productivity (Rawski, 1972: 96-98). But in this article I will focus on the exchange
between China and non-China; hence a comparison can be made with Europe, as to the
manner wherein the capture and dominance of international markets were crucial for
the establishment of a capitalist system. I do not imply that local or regional markets
were less significant, but when one deals with the creation of a capitalist merchant class,
one has to focus on the highest levels of profit, i.e., long distance trade networks (Ptak,
1994: 35).
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causes of the economic boom can be traced back to the late T’ang
dynasty (Balazs, 1969: 16), it was under the Sung that Chinese gov-
ernmental revenue, obtained from taxes on trade, reached an unpre-
cedented peak.* When during the Sung maritime technology im-
proved even further (Shiba, 1970: 5-6) and the Chinese government
embarked upon massive ship building programs (Dawson, 1972:
167), a “major upsurge in trade” occurred (Hall, Kenneth, 1985:
194), parallel with a subsequent “change of commodity structure”
(Xiyu, 1991: 220-21). During the Sung and Yuan dynasties, the “pro-
duction of immediate material means of subsistence” and the
transport of these bulk commodities had become central to overseas
trade (Kai, 1991: 232).5 Aside from the increasing silk trade (Ma,
1999), the massive trade of porcelains probably became the main
export commodity loaded in the oceangoing ships (Xiyu, 1991: 221),
although large quantities of perishable foodstuffs were transported
overseas as well, for example to Japan and Korea (Shiba, 1970: 88).
Under the Sung, people were “gradually induced to turn to commer-
cially oriented farming or to take to nonagricultural pursuits” (Shiba,
1975: 39), and—even more important—“an active foreign trade policy
was formulated to promote trade relations with overseas countries”
(Ma, 1971: 33). That trade flourished was therefore a direct result of
Imperial government policies (Filesi, 1972: 10; Lo, 1969a: 24). “The
relationship between the state and the merchant associations during
the Sung was more intimate than at any other period in the history
of China” (Ma, 1971: 90). This was related to the fact that although
officials “were prohibited from participating in any form of trade,
privately many of them engaged in commercial ventures [as] they
exploited their specially favorable position and carried on busi-
nesses” (Ma, 1971: 129).° By the end of the twelfth century, revenues

* In the mid-twelfth century, as much as 20% of the state’s cash income was derived
“from the tariff on the maritime trade” (Xiyu, 1991: 217).

® According to Xiyu, it took large ships 40 days to sail from Canton to Sumatra, and
60 days from there to the Arabian peninsula (1991: 220).

¢ Ma states that because of their position, governmental officials

evaded taxes in business transactions, cornered their commodities, and paid no
transportation cost on their goods by using government boats and free labor.
They even invested government funds as private capital (1971: 130).

For officials, it was “common practice to put the ownership of [their] commercial estab-
lishments under the names of the official’s close relatives or even his servants” (Ma, 1971:
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from indirect taxes on tea, salt, and wine was about 70% of the total
state revenue (Deng, 1999: 316). Thus, the principal wealth of China
under the Sung—more than at the end of the Ming or during the
Ch’ing—came from commerce and craftsmanship (Gernet, 1982:
323). Whereas in the early Sung revenues were still mostly derived
from the taxation of agriculture, “after the middle of the Northern
Sung period, the state drew an increasing proportion of its revenue
from trade” (Shiba, 1970: 45). Thus, China was by the twelfth cen-
tury not a state living on the extraeconomic coercion of its peas-
antry, but rather a state attempting to survive the growing might of
nomadic incursions by fostering revenues derived from trade. The
Southern Sung depended even more on trade (Deng, 1999: 314)
since because of the threat of nomadic invasions it “constantly
turned for help to big merchants” (Balazs, 1969: 19). These had
emerged in the Sung period when the expansion of trade led to in-
creasing urban development and growing divisions of labor, particu-
larly in the mining, porcelain, and salt industries, which seemed to
have developed identical features of capitalism as in Europe’s textile
and mining industries, only on a much larger scale (e.g., Weiji,
1992).” This is confirmed by the fact that commercial activities in
Fukien, Chekiang, and Kwantung occurred “on a far larger scale
than that of the European countries” (Gernet, 1982: 326). Accord-
ingly, the standard of life must have been much higher in China than
in Europe in this period (Needham, 1969: 171), which probably con-
tinued to be the case for a very long period of time, as Pomeranz
points out (2000: 94). Related to this upsurge in international trade
was the ever growing threat from the nomads which created a “Sung

134), since officials were legally forbidden to partake in any form of business (Dawson,
1972: 176). During the Sung, not only officials but also even “members of the court held
shares in shipping and manufacturing companies” (Lo, 1969a: 24). In eleventh century
Quanzhou, for instance, “local officials traded privately with the merchants” despite the
fact that international trade was then still prohibited in that port (Clark, 1995: 58).

7 This is actually not surprising, given the fact that in Sung China “wheat and barley
yield/seed ratios were about 10:1, and a good deal better for rice, [while] the typical
medieval European yield/seed ratio for wheat was 4:1” (Maddison, 1998: 31). Chinese
agriculture, however, was “persistently self-sustaining” (Maddison, 1998: 32), while the
Europeans, in order to achieve a division of labor in their continent, found it expedient
to construct a periphery through a systematic colonization process, first within Europe,
later abroad (Wallerstein, 1974). Moreover, a structural bullion drain to the East (see
below) resulted in a relative shortage of capital, which often caused high interest rates,
in turn limiting agricultural yields (Clark, 1988).
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mercantile policy [that] sought by all means to increase the national
wealth through the expansion of trade” (Shiba, 1983: 110). In this
the Chinese government became very successful: trade with South-
east Asia flourished (Willmott, 1966: 23), but commercial contacts
with other parts of the world grew more intense as well, most no-
tably with the Philippines (Hall, Kenneth, 1985: 227), India (Dawson,
1972: 174), East Africa (Chittick, 1970), Arabia (Chou, 1974: 103),
and even Egypt (Scanlon, 1970). The fact that Chinese naval power
was very impressive (Lo, 1955) was no coincidence either: this was a
direct result of the nomadic incursions (Dars, 1992: 10). Since 1126-
27 (the conquest of North China by the Jurchen) the “last good
Asian pastures” were cut off from the Sung while the caravan routes
through Central Asia became closed to them (Hall, Kenneth, 1985:
196). This forced the Chinese government to “compensate for its ir-
reversible shortage of horses by creating a powerful navy” (Smith,
Paul, 1991: 306). It was thus the growing threat of nomadic incur-
sions that

encouraged the Southern Sung to build a navy in order to man
all waterways which stood between them and their northern
competitors. This construction produced techniques and skills
which proved beneficial to the economy (Hall, John, 1985: 46;
Dawson, 1972: 164).

According to Gernet, it was because China was “blocked in its expan-
sion to the north and north-west, [that] the Chinese world turned
resolutely to the sea and its center of gravity shifted towards the
maritime regions of the south-east” (1982: 328).

Thus, because of the growing threat of Chin and Mongol inva-
sions, the Sung government was forced to first, stimulate trade for
the sake of increasing its revenues to be able to counter the military
danger, and secondly, expand its navy into a formidable force (in
order to counter the nomadic threat since the build up of a large
cavalry was no longer an option). This in turn had a positive impact
on maritime trade (due to the lowering of protection and informa-
tion costs).

It is probably because of state intervention (through the con-
struction of huge ships) that the Chinese ships had become much
larger than their European or Arab counterparts (Xiyu, 1991: 222).
At the same time, the combined prospering of the South and the
nomadic warfare in the North lead to an enormous influx of mi-
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grants from North to South (Shiba, 1970: 181), which in turn in-
creased the demand for all kinds of commodities (Lippit, 1987: 39),
and propelled technological innovations in that area (Jones, 1988:
77). Thus, the enormous and unprecedented mass migrations from
northern to southern China in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
can not be separated from the economic “boom” (agricultural spe-
cialization, commerecialization, increasing urbanization and industri-
alization) in the South after 1127 (Dars, 1992: 35; Elvin, 1973: 113-
79) and the subsequent increase in maritime trade (Ebrey, 1996:
141-44).% In thirteenth-century Fujian, for instance, the regional
economy was “transformed from a subsistence economy based on
the cultivation of rice and hemp into an export-oriented economy
producing luxuries [as well as] a range of finished artisan goods,
including stoneware, porcelain, and metal” (Clark, 1995: 70). The
region become so commercialized that rice had to be imported to
Fujian “from areas of surplus production, such as the Jiangnan
provinces of the Yangzi River valley and Guangdong” (Clark, 1995:
70). Essentially, it was “the Sung combination of state investment
and greater market freedom that accounted for the release of
productive energies” (Jones, 1988: 78) on an unprecedented scale.
Despite the enormous profits merchants made during the Sung,
the Empire remained in firm control of certain sectors of the econ-
omy, as state monopolies were imposed upon the most lucrative
commodities: salt, alcoholic liquors, incense, and tea (Rossabi, 1970:
140-41). Profitable industries (such as the silk industry) were con-
trolled by the government (Shiba, 1970: 111), an entirely different
situation from the conditions in western Europe. The Chinese gov-
ernment “did not allow private enterprise to touch these trades ex-
cept in areas where it could not itself supervise transport and distri-
bution” (Gernet, 1962: 81). Nevertheless, “despite the competition
from the state, private traders flourished during the 12th and 13th

® Because of the massive migration from northern to southern China (related to
nomadic incursions in the North),

the sudden increase of population in Southern China, where cultivable lands
were limited, had forced people living in the southeast coastal areas to participate
in marine trade to earn their living (Hui, 1995: 31).

The population growth in South China has been estimated at 4 million households in 750
AD and grew to 12 million in 1290 AD while population in northern China fell from 10.5
million households in 1110 AD to below 1 million in 1235 AD (Kracke, 1955: 480).
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centuries” (Gernet, 1962: 77). In addition, because of the decrease of
transaction costs (due to governmental building of canals, and
security within the realm), Sung China witnessed the formation of a
national market (Elvin, 1996: 25), which was capable of achieving
intensive growth (Curtin, 1984: 110). It is not an understatement to
label the eleventh and twelfth centuries the era of a Chinese com-
mercial revolution (Fairbank, Reischauer & Craig, 1973: 132; Elvin,
1978: 79), which was based on a division of labor, regional specializa-
tion, and overseas trade—and which was more impressive than
anything in western Europe at that time (Gernet, 1982: 320; Fu & Li,
1956: 239). Indeed, the Imperial state itself, because of its wealth,
can be considered as a driving force behind much socioeconomic
development as it triggered demand, built roads and canals, printed
paper money, and implemented a policy of “strict currency control
designed to prevent as far as possible any flight of Chinese currency
beyond the confines of the Empire” (Filesi, 1972: 9). The state
“turned itself into a merchant and producer, by creating workshops
and commercial enterprises run by civil servants and by systemati-
cally developing the state monopolies in order to provide for the
maintenance of its armies” (Gernet, 1982: 323). Unlike Europe, the
Imperial state was capable of pacifying the national (internal)
market, which in turn made the increase of Chinese iron and steel
production possible (Hartwell, 1966; Curtin, 1984: 110). During the
Sung—not for nothing labeled “China’s greatest age” (Fairbank,
1992: 88)°—“the production of ceramics experienced an unprece-
dented expansion” (Gernet, 1982: 321); archeological studies dem-
onstrated that large amounts of Chinese porcelain went all over the
Indian Ocean, up to coastal East Africa (Filesi, 1972).

More importantly, the balance of long distance trade was unques-
tionably in China’s favor (Lo, 1958: 154). Its imports were (with the
exception of textiles) mostly raw materials (horses, hides, gems,
spices, medicines, and other luxuries) (Deng, 1997b: 271) while its
exports were (with the exception of minerals) mostly manufactured

9

The best economic performance of the Song as measured by per capita produc-
tion was probably not surpassed in China before the twentieth century” (Feuerwerker,
1992: 765). Some scholars assert that the degree of economic expansion during the Ming
dynasty surpassed the commercial revolution under the Sung (e.g., Zurndorfer, 1988:
154; see Dixin & Chengming, 2000). Yet, the commercial expansion under the late Ming
is beyond the temporal scope of this article. In addition, it is not necessary to elaborate
on it in the context of the arguments presented here.
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commodities (porcelain, silk textiles, books, art objects, and iron and
steel products) (Fairbank, Reischauer & Craig, 1973: 136) but also
tea, lead, tin, and other precious metals (Balazs, 1972: 63; Deng,
1997b: 272-73). During the Sung, the biggest Chinese ships were
probably 550 tons (Xiyu, 1991: 218), and under the Yuan some grain
carriers were as big as 1350 tons (Deng, 1997b: 263). This is clearly
much larger than in medieval western Europe.'® By the early fif-
teenth century the Chinese constructed ships of 2,000 tons, much
larger than any European ones (Chang, 1974: 349). Thus, up to the
mid-fifteenth century, China was technologically far ahead of Eu-
rope’s maritime capabilities (Chang, 1991b: 21)." That the Sung
government relied on overseas trade resulted in the increase of
societal status of merchants from the twelfth century onward (Ma,
1971: 125). Clark even goes as far as to speak of an exceptional “cul-
tural transformation: the growing acceptance of merchants and mer-
chant careers among elite society” (1995: 71).'* But a major problem
which impeded the transition towards a capitalist environment

' Thirteenth-century Hanseatic cogs generally had a loading capacity of 130 tons,
which by 1400 had increased up to 300 tons (Schildhauer, 1985: 149).

1 Schildhauer estimates that the entire Hanseatic League could muster c. 1,000
vessels in the mid-fifteenth century, which represented a freight capacity of c. 60,000 tons
(1985: 150). When I refer to Europe’s technological inferiority in terms of naval power,
this does not imply that European city-states could not construct huge ships: 1000 ton
nefs were used by Venice in the Eastern Mediterranean in the beginning of the thirteenth
century (Hocquet, 1995: 549). But it was the multitude of warships that China could
construct which was so impressive (Gernet, 1962: 72). Indeed, in 1257 the Sung mobil-
ized in only three prefectures 20,000 ships for warfare against the Mongols (Lo, 1970:
171). In addition, some individual Chinese merchants must have been enormously
wealthy since the wealthiest traders could own 80 or more sea-going vessels (Shiba, 1970:
188; Deng, 1997b: 278), something unprecedented for thirteenth-century Europe. 1
therefore think it is erroneous and Eurocentric to claim that private businessmen in
China were not capable of “accumulating capital on as large a scale as European entre-
preneurs managed to do in early modern times” (McNeill, 1992: 119).

12 Before the eleventh and twelfth centuries, merchants had been excluded from

elite circles; orthodox Confucianism had designated them the least prestigi-

ous members of society. In a society experiencing soaring prosperity so clearly

derived from commerce, however, such stigmas were no longer viable and were

increasingly ignored (Clark, 1995: 71).

Clark’s assessments are certainly correct, but most likely refer to the coastal provinces
around Fukien and Kwantung, not the whole of China (Ptak, 1994: 42) since merchants
continued to be “legally ranked at the bottom of society” (Chang, 1994: 65; Kracke, 1955:
485). What was exceptional was that under the Sung the state was so desperate for revenue
based on trade that “honorary ranks were awarded to merchants who were especially
successful in promoting foreign trade and inducing foreign merchants to bring their
wares to China” (Dawson, 1972: 166).
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which was clearly occurring under the Southern Sung (Ma, 1971: 86;
Kirby, 1954: 141), was the fact that impressive socioeconomic devel-
opments did not result in the growing political and military might of
the Chinese inside Eurasia.

CHINA AND THE MONGOLS

These impressive patterns of socioeconomic growth did not pre-
vent the Mongol conquest of China in the late thirteenth century
(Davis, 1996). The destruction this brought about was enormous, es-
pecially in northern China (Roberts, 1996: 171) and central China
(Smith, 1992: 670-72), but also in Persia (the Khwarazm Empire)
(Marshall, 1993: 53-57). Jones estimates that as many as “35 million
Chinese were killed by the Mongols [or] one-third of the population
in the thirteenth century ... the death toll in China alone at the time
of the Mongol conquest was so large that it must have obliterated
economic life over wide areas” (1988: 109-10)." The Mongol inva-
sion of Sung China has also been referred to as a “crisis of capital-
ism” (Jones, 1988: 110; Kirby, 1954: 153). Alan K. Smith goes as far
to claim that “after the overthrow of the Sung dynasty by the invad-
ing Mongols in 1276, ... the country was subjected to a devastating
foreign rule [and] China never regained the dynamism of its past”
(1991: 27-28). Buell considered the Mongol invasions as nothing
more than “an unparalleled disaster for the sedentary states and em-
pires surrounding Mongolia” (1992: 2). Thus, it is quite common to
blame the Mongols for economic failures later on (Jones, 1988: 113)
while, though the initial onslaughts must have been devastating,
these should not be exaggerated (e.g., Huang, 1989: 147). In any
case, the Mongol conquest of Sung China can not be the sole reason
why the transition to capitalism did not occur, but one has to take it
into account as an important variable (Hartwell, 1962: 162; Gernet,
1962: 18; Chase-Dunn & Hall, 1997: 47).

'* Although Jones’s (1988) estimate is quite extreme, there is a consensus that “the
campaigns of Chinggis Khan and his successors down to the 1250’s were murderous to
adegree recent history can scarcely equal” (Dreyer, 1982: 14). Even to thirteenth-century
contemporaries “the extent and frequency of massacres committed by the Mongols were
profoundly shocking” (Phillips, 1998: 67).
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One of the key questions is therefore: who really benefitted from
the Pax Mongolica in the long run? The Mongol rulers themselves
certainly benefitted from their military conquests in the short run.
Needless to say, many merchants saw their protection costs decrease
once the Mongols established their rule (Rossabi, 1990: 356). But
were the Europeans in general not most “blessed” of all in the long
run?'* Increasing amounts of knowledge, such as navigation tech-
niques and gunpowder, were passed on to Europe (Needham, 1995;
Chou, 1974: 115), and a subsequent lowering of protection costs for
commerce, on which the city-states depended for their survival, was
obtained. Even in terms of geopolitics the Europeans benefitted in
the form of an indirect weakening of their Muslim enemies in Egypt.
Alliances between the Mongols and Western powers against the
Mamluks never materialized (Boyle, 1977: xiii), but the Mongol wars
against the Mamluks (Amitai-Preiss, 1999) certainly delayed the fall
of several Crusader outposts in the Eastern Mediterranean. The only
Europeans who did suffer substantially were the Russians whose ter-
ritories were ravaged and whose principalities were brought under
tutelage.”

Because of the Pax Mongolica, which resulted in a rare period of
political unity in Central Asia (Adshead, 1993: 78), an “uninter-
rupted flow of European traders” (Ray, 1991: 83) but also envoys,
artisans, and missionaries, ventured safely into East Asia (Needham,
1954: 188; Rossabi, 1997: 81). Yet during the same period the main
brunt of the Mongol campaigns directed towards Burma, Vietnam,
Japan, Java, and Central Asia (Dars, 1992: 328-43), fell upon the
Chinese population (Dreyer, 1982: 14). In the part of the Eurasian

' In the short run mostly Turkish Muslim and Uighur merchants profited as they,
more than any other group, were used as tax-farmers in the Mongolian Empire (Endicott-
West, 1989: 146; Allsen, 1989: 116). But some western European merchants also bene-
fitted in obtaining offices under the Mongols (Richard, 1976: xxx) while others pene-
trated deep into Asia and made significant profits (Lopez, 1975: 83-186). Indirectly,
Western merchants benefited tremendously from the Pax Mongolica “qui avait créé les
circonstances politiques favorables a I'expansion économique des Occidentaux” (Nysta-
zopoulou, 1973: 570; see Balard, 1992: 29).

'* The traditional explanation of the Mongols’ sudden withdrawal from Europe in
1241-42 after their successful engagements against European armies in Liegnitz and
Sajo, is attributed to the death of the Grand Khan (Fletcher, 1986: 47). Yet logistical and
geographical problems that plagued the Mongol armies in their failed attempts to
conquer Syria (Smith, 1998: 61-62) may also have been a variable to explain why the
Mongols did not renew any major offensives in Europe (Sinor, 1972; Sinor, 1999: 20;
Morgan, 1986: 141).
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landmass controlled by the Mongols, elaborate networks of “postal
relay stations” were installed which insured rapid communication
between various parts of the Mongolian Empire. These stations must
have reduced costs of many foreign merchants as they provided
safety, supplies, and lodging facilities (Rossabi, 1990: 354), but ulti-
mately the “maintenance of the stations was a heavy burden on the
sedentary populace” (Allsen, 1983: 264), specifically in northern
China (Schurmann, 1967: 72). Moreover, it was “western merchants”
who used the horses of the official mail to further their own com-
mercial interest, despite the fact that they were unauthorized to do
so (Lopez, 1943: 172-73)."® The increased exploitation of the
Chinese peasantry under the Yuan coincided with a major increase
of commerce across the Eurasian landmass and a continuation of
large-scale commerce with southeast Asia (Ptak, 1998). This is no
coincidence: the increased levies exacted from the sedentary popula-
tion by the Mongol overlords “gave them a sizable surplus to ex-
change for products, which they needed. This in turn stimulated
crafts and manufacturing” (Schurmann, 1967: 5). But of course this
upturn, though stimulated by greater expenses of the nobility, by an
initial growth of commerce due to the increasing economies of scale,
and by a decrease of protection costs and the “introduction of a
nationwide system of paper currency which replaced the local cur-
rencies which had been in circulation” (Schurmann, 1967: 8) could
not last. The intensified exploitation of the peasantry augmented
“the surplus available for the Mongols and thus reinforced the basis
for the great expansion of commerce. However, since in the long
run neither agricultural production or productivity increased, the
material basis for continued commercial expansion was lacking”
(Schurmann, 1967: 8). For China the Mongol heritage was quite
negative in the long run (Dawson, 1972: 209; Dars, 1992: 46-48)
since it was “not only a handicap to the further growth of the coun-
try’s economy, but also the cause of its regression” (Rodzinski, 1979:
184). Especially the fact that most of the trade was in the hands of
foreign merchants (Rodzinski, 1979: 185) and that most profits
derived from trade were taken out of China (Dars, 1992: 49), was
quite harmful. Thus, once again, for western Europe the “pacifica-

'® In addition, foreign merchants could easily make up charges of theft or robbery,
thereby “defrauding the local population [since] by Mongolian law the locals were made
collectively responsible for all goods lost by traveling merchants” (Allsen, 1989: 99).
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tion” of the Eurasian landmass implied nothing but benefits: because
of increasing contact with the East, it would come to know about
superior Eastern nautical technology'’ (e.g., compasses), gunpowder
(Ling, 1947), printing (Chou, 1974: 115), and much more (Need-
ham, 1969: 213; Kuhn, 1981: 52).

In the long run, the Mongols just squeezed too much out of their
subjects until they finally rose up in rebellion.'®* When the Mongol
Yuan dynasty was finally driven out of China by 1368, after seven-
teen years of bloody wars and uprisings (Mote, 1988), the victorious
Ming Dynasty was preoccupied with maintaining its power. The
Mongol threat was alive and well under Tamerlane up to his death in
the early fifteenth century, and with the Oyirat Mongols. Hence, the
main interest of the Chinese Emperor had to be focused once more
on the safety of the Middle Kingdom against nomadic invasions, and
on the stabilization of the countryside since many peasants had suf-
fered tremendously during the uprisings against Mongol rule (Mote,
1977: 197). The Ming dynasty thus no longer looked upon naval
power as necessary; adequately defending the Great Wall had be-
come important once more (Mote, 1999: 610-11). It is therefore
ironic that it was precisely the early Ming dynasty that was behind
the famous maritime expeditions of Zheng He that caught the
attention of so many scholars (e.g., Ptak, 1996). Nevertheless, it has
to be emphasized that “the climax of the Chinese sea- and ocean-
going activities occurred in Sung-Yuan times, not in Ming” (Deng,
1997a: 57)." The nature and goals of the short-lived expeditions by
Zheng He have to be interpreted within the context of the resurgent
Chinese Empire.

17 This is demonstrated by the fact that in the early fifteenth century a flotilla of
Zheng He was capable of making “a direct crossing from Sumatra to Mogadishu, a
straight run of 3,700 miles” (Morton, 1995: 128).

¥ Di Cosmo claims that the Mongol government “was plagued by the proliferation
of an extraordinarily wasteful administration . .. the Mongols’ attitude to governance
remained erratic and negligent” (1999: 34).

1 “The Ming court had no sustained interest in seafaring, no grasp of the
possibilities of sea power. The Ming voyages were not followed up but remained isolated
tours de force” (Fairbank, Reischauer & Craig, 1973: 199).
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MING CHINA AND EUROPE: DIVERGENT PATHS

Although the maritime voyages by Zheng He in the early fif-
teenth century had an economic component (Ju-kang, 1981), it was
not so much the interest in trade itself, or monopolistic rights (priv-
ileges) in the market place that dominated these voyages, but rather
the political component (international prestige) which was important
(Wang, 1970b: 375-401; Morton, 1995:128), in order to make the
“barbaric” people, living on the fringe of the Middle Kingdom, fit in
the tributary trade system (Abu-Lughod, 1989: 343).% Indeed,

selling desired products such as silk, porcelain and lacquer-
ware to barbaric peoples was viewed by the Chinese as a mani-
fest demonstration of cultural superiority [as] Chinese culture
itself was China’s greatest commodity, while valued wares were
testimony to that culture’s excellence (Finlay, 1991: 6).

Thus, the notions of diplomatic and cultural prestige—through the
demonstration of Chinese wealth and power—were central to Zheng
He’s voyages (Dawson, 1972: 230).%' Not so for the ships sent out by
the puny European city-states, which from the late Middle Ages on-
ward, systematically designed and implemented a foreign policy of
direct conquest, political control, and commercial exploitation in

It is estimated that on Zheng He’s voyages an average of 27,000 men traveled with
him on 60 large vessels (Chou, 1974: 127). This exceeded by far “anything Europeans
were able to dispatch to the same waters in the next century” (McNeill, 1998: 229). Their
termination was very important since the success of the Portuguese, and later the Dutch,
in capturing vital emporiae and crucial strategic locations throughout the Indian Ocean,
was only feasible because the huge Chinese vessels no longer patrolled the seas. In that
sense, “China’s abdication was Europe’s gain” (McNeill, 1992: 113). When the Chinese
naval power withdrew, the Portuguese had a “clear technological superiority over all
Asian competitors” (Ptak, 1999: VII, 105). The maritime superiority of the European
powers, combined with their skillful exploitation of internal strife among South Asian
powers (Scammell, 1995: XI, 8), enabled the former to reap enormous profits in East
Asia. Ironically, as Toussaint reminds us, “it was the European navigators from the other
side of Africa, guided by the compass known to the Chinese, and equipped with arms
invented by the Chinese” who were to establish their colonial thalassocracies throughout
the Indian Ocean (1966: 79).

2! Especially Emperor Yung-o, an early Ming usurper, felt the need to publicly
demonstrate that the new dynasty had obtained the Mandate of Heaven, and the tributes
obtained from distant countries were central in this respect (Chou, 1974: 128; Roberts,
1996: 185) which explains why “after his death the motivation of seeking recognition no
longer applied” (Roberts, 1996: 185-86). Moreover, the low return of Zheng He’s
voyages eventually led to the abandonment of the project (Deng, 1997b: 256).
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order to ceaselessly accumulate capital from their peripheries
(Mielants, 2000: 254-55). The Chinese, however,

thought in terms of ritual submission, ceremonial barter and
formal recognition as developed for centuries in the context of
a superior, powerful civilization condescending to a host of
distant, petty and relatively undeveloped principalities (Finlay,
1991: 7).

The Europeans of course also had notions of religious superiority
vis-a-vis the “infidels” they encountered, but in the European in-
tercity-state system—itself a product of the long-distance trade routes
to the East—territoriality was framed in the context of economic ex-
ploitation (e.g., Balard, 1989). It is therefore striking that the “the
Ming expeditions were not seeking territory to conquer or sea lanes
to monopolize” (Finlay, 1991: 8) although they could have easily
done so (Mote, 1999: 616). This was in stark contrast with the Eu-
ropean experience where the Hanseatic city league fought wars with
the Dutch because it wanted to preserve its trade monopoly in the
Baltic. The “pursuit of monopoly rent for its merchants” was central,
if not almost its raison d’étre (Spruyt, 1994: 123). The same was true
in the Mediterranean, where city-states fought bloody wars for the
monopolization of trade routes, markets, and the maintenance of
“their” colonies (e.g., Balard, 1983; Budak, 1997: 166).*

The death of a doge in Venice would not have been able to re-
verse this economic policy, given the situation of equally strong city-
states competing for the access to their lifelines to Eastern markets.
Yet, the death of Emperor Yung-lo who initiated the naval expedi-
tions enabled the Confucian bureaucrats to cease further expedi-
tions (Wang, 1970a: 376). Only one more expedition, in 1433, took
place, but when in 1435 a child became Emperor,

2Tt is true that competition among merchants involves “a need to eliminate others,
to win the race for favorable production factors-cheap labor, including women, children
and slaves—and to increase productivity by enforcing longer working hours and stricter
supervision” (Sprengard, 1994: 17). But the usage of state legislation and state violence
to guarantee and safeguard monopolies is one of the most profitable practices, which is
most often overlooked (Baratier, 1970: 338-39). Not surprisingly, Europeans were most
successful in Asia when they were able to establish monopolies (Wong, 1999: 228), and
to achieve this governmental support was crucial.
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the Confucian bureaucracy came to dominate policy even
more, the Treasure-ships were allowed to deteriorate and the
shipyards were starved of labor ... within a generation, the
Chinese lost the knowledge of how to build Treasure-ships,
and private Chinese vessels ceased venturing beyond the
straits of Melaka (Finlay, 1991: 12).%*

In the Chinese Empire, merchants were not considered important
enough to be backed up by the military power of the state, according
to Fairbank (1965: 51), because the Chinese state and its bureaucrats
upheld the agrarian sector at the expense of the systematic develop-
ment and support of the merchants (see also Wong, 2001: 28). The
latter may even be an understatement. As Needham pointed out:

A pre-dominantly mercantile order of society could never arise
in Chinese civilization because the basic conception of the
mandarinate was opposed to the value-systems of wealthy
merchants. Capital accumulation there could indeed be, but
the application of it in permanently productive industrial
enterprises was constantly inhibited by the scholar-bureau-
crats, as any other social action which might threaten their
supremacy. Thus, merchant guilds in China never achieved
anything approaching the status and power of merchant guilds
of the city-states of European civilization (1969: 197; cf. South-
all, 1998: 149).

Essentially, the military policy of the Ming should be seen as a
clear break with that of the Southern Sung and the Mongol Yuan,
which both actively promoted maritime trade (Deng, 1997a; Hui,
1995: 31-32; Ptak, 1993: 8)—the Sung out of sheer necessity for its
political survival, the Yuan for their military expeditions overseas
against Japan and Java.” Indeed, by the mid-fifteenth century “the
landlord-bureaucrat faction at the Ming court was able to have the

» This had profound consequences in terms of the existing balance of power: by the
early seventeenth century Chinese junks were no longer a match for Dutch vessels, which
contemporary Chinese considered “huge” for their standards (Chin-keong, 1997: 249).

* The societal prestige of merchants can be illustrated by the fact that from the Sung
dynasty on merchants were “still prohibited from taking the civil service examina-
tions”(Ma, 1971: 125). This prohibition continued until the Ming (Elman, 1991: 12).

» The scale of these naval expeditions is enormous: according to Xiyu, 4,400 ships
with 140,000 soldiers invaded Japan in 1281 (1991: 226).
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operations discontinued and the maritime activity severely curtailed”
(Findlay, 1992: 4). Zheng He’s maritime expeditions were thus
exceptional in the sense that, having expelled the Mongols, China
wanted to reassert itself symbolically by uplifting its battered prestige
through the entire region (Xiyu, 1991: 226).* When this was
achieved, there was little sense in pursuing the matter, that is, from
the perspective of the elite that was in charge (Wang, 1970a: 224-
25). “The costs of this expansion,” notes Snooks, “far exceeded the
benefits, and therefore it was brought to an end [as] China became
increasingly introspective, isolationist, and relatively backward tech-
nologically” (1996: 318). The last is a definite overstatement: the
Chinese Empire was a formidable power, certainly when compared
to some of the weak emerging nation-states in Europe. Not that it
was able to conquer anything it wanted—the bloody battles which
were vainly fought in Vietnam during the fifteenth century indicate
the limits of its strength (Lo, 1969b: 60). But the main point is that
the elite in charge, and especially the Confucian bureaucracy,
strongly opposed foreign interventions (Mote, 1999: 615). Even
when massive chain-migration from southern China (mainly Kwan-
tung and Fukien) continued, the Chinese government did not offer
the “overseas Chinese” any backing or protection, nor did there exist
a political desire to assist the abandoned subjects of the Celestial
Dynasty (Sun, 2001: 72; see also Hudson, 1964: 354). Quite the
contrary: after 1371 the Ming attempted to “reduce the size of the
growing overseas Chinese communities [as it] branded private sea
merchants ‘bandits,” ‘thieves’ ” (Hui, 1995: 35) or “pirates” (Chang,
1991b: 26).%” All Chinese who wanted to build ships and venture
overseas in pursuit of trade were outlawed (Mote, 1999: 720). By
1410, the Imperial Chinese court even “requested a Javanese tribute
mission to help send Chinese immigrants back to China” (Chang,
1991b: 17). In contrast, European powers offered protection for

% Rossabi goes as far to label Zheng He's voyages an “aberration” of Chinese history
(1997: 79). Mote calls them “the great anomaly” (1999: 616).

%7 The illegal Chinese maritime diaspora and the extensive trading network which
relied on it indicates that Chinese merchants were very much prepared to take risks and
challenge governmental authority (Ptak, 1994: 36-37). It is thus unfair to state that
Chinese commercial classes “remained so thoroughly subject to an imperial bureaucracy
as to inhibit large-scale independent enterprise on their part” (McNeill, 1992: 113).
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their nationals, wherever they traded, and often used their distress
as a pretext for military intervention on their behalf.?®

The logical question is what China could gain from a policy of
expansion to nearby surrounding tribes and kingdoms, all secondary
in wealth and technological prowess. The Ming’s isolationist pol-
icy—in 1371 an Imperial edict banned overseas trade for private mer-
chants—was essentially a return to previous preoccupations with the
nomadic threats. The early Ming dynasty, as it reinforced royal
control in the realm (Dardess, 1973: 169), expelled not only the
Mongols but all other foreigners as well (Phillips, 1998: 112). For-
eign traders did, of course, continue to travel through China, but it
is important to note that the Chinese Empire reflected a different
attitude towards foreign merchants in its country during the Sung
and Yuan dynasty on the one hand and the subsequent Ming and
Ch’ing dynasties on the other (Lopez, 1943: 181).

But the most important factor in terms of China’s socioeconomic
development is, in my opinion, the lack of adequately backing up
Chinese merchants with various forms of state support during both
the Ming and Ch’ing dynasties when it was not permitted to
“Chinese merchants to travel abroad for trade [because] abroad the
government could not define normative or expected behavior pat-
terns” (Mancall, 1968: 81). Bans were imposed against building ships
and “a lot of merchant ships were destroyed by the authorities”
(Xiyu, 1991: 226) since the early Ming “advocated a state monopoly
on foreign trade instead of private foreign trade” (Xiyu, 1991: 226).
While private maritime trade thus had to resort to illegal smuggling
activities (Chang, 1991a), the Ming emperors “cut down on the con-
struction of warships and armaments. Along with the reduction of
the provincial fleets, large-size warships were gradually replaced by
small flat-bottom barges, which were inferior in construction” (Xiyu,

» These practices of territoriality as they were used by European mercantile states
also find their origin in the intercity state system of the late Middle Ages, with the
phenomenon of the bourgeoisie fouraine or buitenpoorterij. The city-state had extra-
territorial powers beyond its proper walls in the sense that its citizens who were living far
away in the countryside could only be tried by urban magistrates. From the twelfth
century on, the well-to-do in the countryside purchased city-state citizenship even if they
never lived there, precisely for all kinds of juridical and economic benefits. During the
peak of the intercity state system in Europe (1250-400), many cities consistently
implemented these extraterritorial prerogatives as instruments of their imperialist
strategies (Uytven, 1982: 250-52; see also Fedalto, 1997).
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1991:227). Although in 1567 the Ming government began to legalize
some Chinese civilian undertakings overseas (Chang, 1991a: 246),
for most of the Ming dynasty, foreign trade remained outlawed
(Huang, 1969: 99; Lippit, 1987: 39) and government controls of laws
on maritime trade appeared to have been strictly enforced all along
the coastal areas (Ptak, 1999: III, 33; Demel, 1994: 98; Chin-keong,
1997: 224). Of course, because of China’s immense coastal littoral
and the fact that an all-controlling, smoothly operating oriental
despotic government did not exist, the ban on seaborne trade
appeared to be unenforceable, and therefore illegal maritime trade
continued on a large scale (Deng, 1997b: 270). The main conclusion
is not that China was cut off from the world as if it lowered an iron
curtain over itself or that actual trade diminished dramatically
between China and her neighbors, but that the exclusion policies:

+ deprived the government of much revenue which might have
been obtained from imports and exports (Huang, 1969: 99);

« seriously affected the economy of the coastal provinces in a
negative way (Ts’ao, 1982: 232);*

« made it difficult for Chinese merchants and seamen to return
home for fear of punishment (Reid, 1999: 63);

« limited the overall magnitude of maritime trade (Sun, 2000:
137); and more importantly
deprived the Chinese merchants of vital governmental sup-
port (McNeill, 1998: 229).

This is probably related to the fact that, despite the growing pri-
vate, illegal trade, Chinese merchants were from the mid-fifteenth
century on largely confined to trade in their own geopolitical back-
yard, Southeast Asia, and ceased to venture much further beyond
the west of Malacca (Ptak, 1999: V, 148). From now on, their com-
mercial activities were confined to a relatively small area of the globe
(Hall, 1985: 197). This is in sharp contrast with the previous Sung
and Yuan dynasties that actively supported their overseas merchants.
Both dynasties had implemented “policies to encourage oceangoing
shipping and trade” (Xiyu, 1991: 218). The Sung had built ware-

* With the implementation of the exclusion policies under the Ming, a major port
as Ch’uanchou “fell on evil times from which it never fully recovered. Though some trade
was still carried on during the Ming and the Ch’ing, the city as an international port
declined” (Ma, 1971: 46; Clark, 1995: 73).
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houses for merchants and lighthouses on the coast (Dawson, 1972:
166), and provided various kinds of financial and technical support
to shipbuilders, who in return pledged military assistance with these
ships to the government when called upon (Lo, 1969c: 68-91). Thus,
commercial expansion and state protection went successfully hand
in hand. In addition, “the Mongolian nobility conducted a policy of
‘financial aid and protection’ to its merchants” (Schurmann, 1967:
6). Yet, after the defeat of the Mongols in the late fourteenth cen-
tury, the Chinese (Ming) Imperial court did not need the merchants
anymore. Moreover, the foreign merchants who had been used by
the Mongols to collect taxes were now facing a backlash of xenopho-
bia (Fairbank, Reischauer & Craig, 1973: 178; Roberts, 1996: 175).
Once again, the “withdrawal from the seas” was impossible in
Europe where no central authority could impose such a measure
upon merchants. This is not a matter of oriental despotism. Many
scholars have stated over and over again the importance of “the
multiplicity of partly autonomous and competitive local economic
power networks” (Mann, 1988: 18; Findlay, 1992: 4, Chirot, 1985:
183; Snooks, 1996: 318) in order to explain socioeconomic and
technological development in the long run.*® Suffice it to say that
“political fragmentation was a necessary, not a sufficient condition”
(Hall, 1988: 24) for a transition to capitalism to occur. Pearson is
convinced that “the Chinese state, controlling a uniquely efficient ad-
ministration, was able to enforce policies that did hinder innovation
and economic change” (1991: 68). Up to this point his statement is
correct. This could not only be observed under the Ming, but even
during the socioeconomic “miracle” under the Sung dynasties

% For Wong Europe (as a “conglomeration of small units with sometimes overlap-
ping jurisdictions”) and China (as a unified agrarian empire) are juxtaposed as two
extremes within Eurasia (1997: 77). Holton for instance, notes that “capitalism of a
modern kind developed rather in the relatively decentralized West, where political
structures were far from monolithic, allowing internal differentiation” (1986: 134). More
important is that China’s impressive and unprecedented socioeconomic (and cultural)
development during the Sung, coincided with the exceptional existence of a multipolar
political system (Snooks, 1996: 318; Modelski & Thompson, 1996: 151; Rossabi, 1983).
Thus, it follows that the commercial successes of the Chinese Sung dynasty was an
exceptional period, “an episode of extraordinariness, an epiphenomenon outside China’s
mainstream” (Deng, 1999: 322). The Southern Sung was exceptional in the sense that the
imperial government had to take revenues from maritime trade seriously. In contrast,
“for most of imperial history, the state’s principal source of revenue was land taxes”
(Wong, 1997: 90).
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(Smith, 1991: 308-12). However, as the Chinese record indicates,
there was not only at times too much state power—as often has been
asserted—but too little! European city-states and emerging nation-
states were fully backing up their traders with as much power as
possible. Venice, for example, was a “commercial republic that sys-
tematically used state power, not merely to increase state income,
but also to increase the income of the Venetian merchants as a socio-
economic class” (Curtin, 1984: 116). For ideal-typical city-states such
as Genoa and Venice, “commerce and coercion were closely linked,
if not inseparable” (Curtin, 1984: 116). In general the peaceful
nature of Asian trade in the Indian Ocean prior to the arrival of the
Portuguese and the Dutch stood in sharp contrast to the aggressive
policies of the latter (Lewis, 1978: VII, 264; Curtin, 1984: 128).%! The
fact that in East Asia the state machinery of government itself was
not controlled—or heavily influenced—by merchants (Wang, 1990:
401-02; Pearson, 1991: 76) had far-reaching consequences in the
long run. While in Europe merchant-controlled governments pre-
pared the way for a system of capitalism based on commercial im-

® One should not idealize the nonviolent Chinese maritime ventures in the Indian
Ocean, since they clearly did have an intimidatory component to them (Wade, 1997:
154-56) and violence was after all occasionally used by Zheng He’s forces. But this does
not imply that the Chinese in the Indian Ocean were operating identically to the
Europeans. Needham illustrates this well:

in dominating no principality, in setting up no forts or bases, in treating
peaceably by and large with all the peoples among whom they came, the Chinese
were clearly the inheritors of, and participators in, a millenary tradition, which
was broken only by the irruption of European capitalist imperialism in the Asian
seas (1970b: 214).

Because the revenues of maritime long distance trade were crucial to Europe’s com-
peting mercantile city-states and nation-states (Thompson, 1999:177), it was self-evident
that once they penetrated Asian waters they “built fortresses and set up maritime trading
networks to claim whole kingdoms, [while attempting] to exclude unwanted competitors
from access to overseas resources” (Sprengard, 1994: 8). Thus, the colonization policies
pursued by Europeans from the fourteenth century in the Mediterranean up to the
“scramble for Africa” in the late nineteenth century were essentially part of the same
process, as internal European competition fueled the ongoing geographical expansion
of European monopolistic control over scarce resources and key strategic locations to
these resources (cf. Sprengard, 1994: 10). Essentially, prior to the arrival of Europeans
in the Indian Ocean in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Asian seas could be
called a “mare liberum” (Ptak, 1994: 36), and because of the relative lack of monopolies
based on violence, most commercial ties “were built upon a mutually beneficial and
flexible framework of ‘tribute and trade’ that allowed participants from either side to
interpret the nature of their relations in different ways to suit their own purpose” (Chin-
keong, 1997: 212).
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perialism,* this did not occur in China (Fairbank, Reischauer &
Craig, 1973: 195). On the contrary, the economic growth and the
monetarization of the entire Southeast Asian region, from South
China to East India, was embedded in a interregional division of
labor which was “determined more by geographic and ecological
considerations than by political or organizational desiderata”
(Lieberman, 1990: 86). Not because East Asians were fundamentally
less prone to accumulate wealth, far from it, but, as Abu-Lughod
pointed out, “unlike their European counterparts, [Chinese mer-
chants] could not use the state to advance their interests” (1989: 340)
and thus forcefully impose upon the region a highly exploitative
capitalist system. This is a very important statement, yet she does not
elaborate on this crucial factor. Was it a matter of Chinese ideology
(Southall, 1998: 155), culture, or religion? I think this is unlikely.” In
order to explain why the Chinese Empire could give up its interest in
maritime foreign trade when it wanted to, and pretty much abandon
Chinese merchants, in stark contrast to Europe, we have to compare
Chinese cities with the European city-state system, in which the
oligarchy of merchant-entrepreneurs wielded significant power.
Despite the fact that Europe was not more urbanized and not
more commercialized than China and that “the Asian economy and
intra-Asian trade continued on vastly greater scales than European
trade and its incursions in Asia” (Frank, 1998: 184), the political
power of the merchant-entrepreneur vis-a-vis the monarch was
entirely different: Edward III could never have financed his war
against France without the support of the conditional financial aid of
Italian businessmen; nor could Charles V ever had become Emperor
without the critical support of German bankers. If international
bankers were vital to any important military campaign a European
monarch wanted to undertake, from the Middle Ages to the six-
teenth century on (Brady, 1991: 145; McNeill, 1992: 119), even more
important were his citizens who were taxed. In most places, this

32 In seventeenth-century England, for instance, “the central government came
increasingly under the dominance of the mercantile elite and its associated groups who
established a parliamentary regime advancing their specific interests” (Baumgartner,
Buckley & Burns 1976: 59). See also Rodinson (1970: 32).

%] agree with Elvin that “the attribution of virtually unchanging cultural characteris-
tics as the key to discriminating between China and Europe as regards patterns of long-
term economic growth must be ruled out” (1988: 103).
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taxing was scrutinized by local estates and assemblies® or city-
leagues in which the merchant-entrepreneurial class wielded signifi-
cant political-and even military—power. This was not the case in
China: peasant revolts could overturn a dynasty, but the merchant
class could not challenge the gentry’s authority, let alone the Impe-
rial one. Why? Because in China, unlike Europe, merchants could
not carve out an institutional niche which secured long-term political
power. This was essential for the preservation of their riches which
had been obtained in their quest for a ceaseless accumulation of
capital. A crucial institutional niche is precisely the city-state.” As
Deng admits:

the merchant class was actively involved in the establishment
of European cities, while in China cities were built by the
authorities [so] China did not have a history of city-states
[which was] one of the main reasons that China did not pro-
duce an independent bourgeoisie class (1999: 199).

Although one should abandon the ideal-type that Chinese cities were
more political than commercial, a large Chinese town generally

was dominated by officials who represented the imperial gov-
ernment, particularly insofar as judicial and fiscal matters were
concerned and (unlike our towns) it did not embody the idea
of emancipation and of liberty (Balazs, 1969: 16).

From the Sung onwards, wealth, political power, and social status in
the Chinese Empire became virtually synonymous with the gentry,
whereas in Europe the merchant class was able to forge a coalition
with the monarchy against the landlord class (Feuerwerker, 1984:
301-16).

% Fossier (1991: 335-36). For an overview of “medieval constitutionalism,” see
Marongiu (1968).

% Every powerful landlord in Eurasia was at some point in debt to merchants in his
realm. Even the Mongol princes “incurred enormous debts to merchant-moneylenders”
(Endicott-West, 1989: 128). But my point is that merchants, with the exception of those
in western Europe, never had sufficient political and military power to punish their
borrower in case he wanted to default on the repayment of his debt or engage in
practices of “confiscatory taxation” (McNeill, 1992: 120) or “underhand expropriation”
(Epstein, 1997: 169). Thus, the urban-based merchant entrepreneur not only held the
European nobility at its financial mercy, but through loans and pay advances “which tied
workers to employers as much as peasants to landlords by rigid bonds of poverty and
debt,” kept control over the working population in the cities as well (Jones, 1997: 251).
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It may very well be the case that in China “the advent of a city
bourgeoisie created its own culture” (Shiba, 1975: 42), that urban-
based merchants and artisans constituted “the majority of the inhab-
itants” (Shiba, 1970: 127; Lippit, 1987: 36) and that forms of urban
identity came into existence in the Ming period (Zurndorfer, 1983:
308-09), but crucial is that “unlike the guilds of medieval Europe,
the hang [guilds] in China were never very strong politically in the
cities and they were always under the control of the state” (Ma, 1971:
83). As a consequence, “the Chinese merchant guilds never achieved
anything approaching the status and power of the merchant guilds
of the city-states of European civilization” (Needham, 1969: 197).
Keyao clearly spells out the consequences:

because the [western] medieval town existed and acted as a
political independent entity, it reared its citizen. The burgher,
as a social group, played the role that Chinese town people did
not ... the craftsmen and merchants in China were weak
strata, depended on the monarchy and were controlled by it
(1992: 66-67).

In other words, despite China’s advance on Europe throughout the
Middle Ages, in the long run the Imperial “centralized autocratic sy-
stem exerted a negative influence on historical development” (Gan-
quan, 1992: 82). The notions Stadtluft macht frei, biirgerliche Rechissich-
erheit, or Freies Eigentum which were intrinsically interlinked with
Western urban institutions and subsequent capitalist development,
were completely alien to China (Schurmann, 1956: 516; Needham,
1969: 185). Medieval Chinese towns, of gigantic size, in comparison
to Europe, also dominated their countryside socioeconomically
(Ganquan, 1992: 81). Yet, they did not foster the rise of a politically
independent merchant-entrepreneurial bourgeoisie (Wong, 1999:
221; Maddison, 1998: 22)%* since they “were agencies of imperial
power and were very tightly controlled by the imperial court” (Shih,
2001: 32).* This lack of urban autonomy was to a certain

% As Day puts it, “the spread of the market economy should not be confused with
the rise of capitalism, as the example of China—a country with an organized market
network but without a capitalist bourgeoisie—testifies” (1999: 113-14).

7 It is therefore logical that urban identity and the important legal notion of
citizenship was much stronger in western Europe (see Boone & Stabel, 2000).
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extent also apparent in Central Asia with its majestic cities such as
Samarkand or Bukhara (Ashrafyan, 1998: 340).

It is therefore important to emphasize whether a merchant elite
was in full political, economical, and military control of the (city)
state,® capable of implementing important structural strategies of
conquests and reinvestments in respectively the political-military and
commercial realm without worrying too much about “extra eco-
nomic coercion” and the imposition of various kinds of tariffs and
taxes by overlords, emperors, or even a rural aristocracy which could
limit its power. In China, however, city-states were totally absent
(Needham, 1969: 185).3°

When the Ming finally reconquered China from the Mongols,
China’s focus shifted again towards the North, away from the South
(and the maritime trade that was associated with it). After all,
throughout most of its existence, the Chinese Empire—in contrast to
the various puny city-states in Europe—drew most of its revenue
from the taxation of land, and its economy—again unlike the city-
states in Europe—was “basically self-sufficient” (Findlay, 1992: 159).
The Chinese state therefore had no intrinsic need to support its
merchants as did European city-states and nation-states.*’

%1 tend to agree with Pearson who asserts that “controllers of small political units
typically have to take much more interest, for better or worse, in overseas trade than do
rulers with large peasant populations that can be taxed relatively easily” (1991: 69). This
is again exemplified by the comparison between China and Europe: “in contrast to the
Chinese state’s success with agricultural revenues, many European states could not
extract much revenue from the land” (Wong, 1997: 134).

¥ K'aifeng, the Northern Sung capital, was an enormous city. But it was the
administrative and political center of the Empire, and thus somewhat comparable with
Constantinople in the same century. It was absolutely not a city-state. The citizens of
K’aifeng “had no independent city government as their organ of expression, and their
guilds were subject to government supervision” (Kracke, 1975: 53). This was also the case
in other cities:

unlike the craftsmen in medieval cities in Europe, Chinese artisans never formed
a viable economic force in the city because the most skillful craftsmen were
forced to serve the government and its bureaucrats ... virtually all lucrative
businesses had already been monopolized by the state. Heavy taxation and other
extortive practices spared no one but the scholar-official, resulting in extremely
scarce capital for people to invest in industrial or commercial ventures (Ma, 1971:
137).

According to Elvin “cities played a limited role in pre-modern Chinese political history
[due to] the maintenance of a continuous centralized imperial authority and the absence
of political fragmentation” (1978: 85).

0 Chinese coastal regions were always affected by maritime trade, but if one looks
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Once the external nomadic dangers had somewhat subsided,
merchants lost the relative importance they had enjoyed before the
Ming dynasty came to power (Schurmann, 1967: 7). Under the Ming
and subsequent Ch’ing dynasty, foreign trade became a “potential
threat to the political order and, given the size of China and the
extent of its domestic trade, [the government] felt little need to
acquire things unavailable domestically” (Lippit, 1987: 43). The
Chinese imperial state, which continued to control “large-scale
finance, production and much foreign trade while the war-driven
European state system allowed, enabled and required those activities
to be controlled by private persons, thus producing capitalism”
essentially brought about a situation in which “commercialization
without capitalism” occurred (Marks, 1997: 12). Since Chinese
merchants could not (unlike some of their European counterparts)
control the state to use it for their own goals—since it rather was the
other way around (Wong, 1983: 248-51)—Chinese merchants were
faced with an Imperial state which acted more often as an annoying
competitor in the marketplace than as a useful tool to further their
own commercial interests (Dawson, 1972: 236).* Moreover, whenever

at China as a whole, its foreign trade (with the exception of the Southern Sung period)
“still weighed insignificantly with reference to the nation’s total economy which was
basically self-sufficient” (Chang, 1974: 357).

‘! Lane spelled out the consequences of this policy: “merchants who gained
protection rents from international trade and colonization,” had an advantage over
others (1958: 413). In the entire history of the capitalist world-economy, one of the main
concerns of merchants in their quest to ceaselessly accumulate capital is how to construct
and maintain a system which enables them to achieve “lower profits for governments and
higher profits for trading enterprises” (Lane, 1958: 413). In other words, the “maximiza-
tion of corporate capital and the minimization of corporate risks and costs” (Sprengard,
1994: 17), are intrinsically interlinked with how merchant entrepreneurs can use (or
should I'say abuse) the state to their own advantage. As long as the Pax Mongolica (which
decreased protection, information, and transportation costs) lasted, archival sources
clearly indicate that most European merchants had little interest to circumnavigate Africa
to get access to the wealth of Asia (Richard, 1970: 363). Yet when the Pax Mongolica
broke down as the II-'Khanid Empire disintegrated after the mid 1330’s (Kwanten, 1979:
244-46), the Chagatay Khanate split apart in the 1340’s (Forbes Manz, 1983), and
Mongol control over China was deteriorating after the 1330’s, European merchants, once
markets had recovered after the initial onslaught of the black plague, pursued a strategy
to use their respective city-states and nation-states to gain access to (and eventually
conquer) the East (Sprengard, 1994: 14). In contrast, the Chinese state under the Ming
not only did not decrease costs for its merchants, but actually even increased them: since
maritime trade was illegal from the Ming dynasty onward (Wiethoff, 1963), Chinese
traders “could hardly do without a minimum of bribery” (Ptak, 1994: 41; McNeill, 1982:
47). This is very important since in the Early Modern Period “the most significant
expenses of the long-distance trader were transportation and protection costs” (Allsen,
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political and military expansion of the Chinese Empire occurred, the
incorporation of “new frontiers committed the government to a shift
of resources to the peripheries, not extraction from them” (Wong,
1997: 148) as was the case in the European mercantilist tradition of
city-states and nation-states (Mielants, 2000).

Last but not least, one of the reasons why the Chinese were not
capable of systematically developing, pursuing, and implementing a
strategy of socioeconomic subordination, colonization, and exploita-
tion vis-a-vis the non-Chinese, is the incessant warfare which drained
the resources of the Empire, and made China the target of immense
and continuous destruction, forcing Chinese military activity to be
“directed at defense rather than conquest” (Snooks, 1996: 320). This
incessant warfare—along the frontiers but even at times in China
itself—was generated by two crucial variables, which were hardly at
play in Europe: the devastation and warfare brought about by
nomads (of which the Huns, Kitans, Uighurs, Jurchen, Tanguts
Xixia, and the Mongols are only the most renowned) for whom
“China was nearly always a target” (Reynolds, 1961: 364; Wang,
1970a: 222) on the one hand,* and incessant peasant uprisings on
the other. The list of massive peasant rebellions in Medieval and
Early Modern China is enormous (Deng, 1999: 363-76) compared to
the relatively few uprisings in Medieval Europe. The latter is of
course related to the overall weakness of the West-European nobil-
ity. The strong Chinese state, however, provoked systematic armed
rebellions from its peasants who were subjected to heavy taxation,
and the vast political and military turmoil which ensued also contrib-
uted to a struggle in which merchants could not play a significant
political role.

1989: 97). In addition, “the lack of a reliable commercial code and justice in the court
deprived merchants of legal protection for their enterprises” (Chang, 1994: 66; Maddi-
son, 1998: 14). This is again in contrast with the existent practices within the European
city-states (North, 1991: 24-25).

2 McNeill claims that in the early fifteenth century a direct link exists between
nomadic warfare and the end of Chinese maritime activities in the Indian Ocean:

Chinese imperial authorities prohibited sea voyaging on the ground that it
diverted valuable resources from the more urgent tasks of land defense against
a threatening nomad power across the northwest frontier (1992: 111).

Linck confirms this: “the Ming dynasty’s self-imposed isolation occurred under the trau-
matic impact of Mongolian foreign rule and continued Mongolian harassments” (1992:
111).
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Repression of peasant rebellions in itself was of course not an
intelligent policy, since the peasant uprisings themselves could be
interpreted that the mandate of heaven would have been removed
from the ruling dynasty. The concern of mitigating the possibilities
of peasant uprisings was therefore a very serious matter: canals were
built and large scale commerce of foodstuffs was encouraged by the
authorities to prevent famines and subsequent social unrest (Wong,
1983: 248).** Braudel once claimed that “the Chinese state showed
constant hostility to the spread of capitalism” due to its “totalitarian
control” (1977: 72). This statement has to be modified. The Chinese
state was not totalitarian in any modern use of the word. What is
crucial is that Chinese governmental officials “supported commercial
exchange without promoting concentrations of merchant wealth”
(Wong, 1997: 137). It is therefore nonsense to claim that “the rulers
of Ming China differed from almost all their west European counter-
parts in that they positively discouraged economic growth” (Bonney,
1995: 3), or that “the role of the state in China overall was not
positive when it comes to the actual stimulating and facilitating of
economic growth” (Vries, 2001: 418), since throughout history
Chinese state support for a market economy and economic growth
was quite successful within the empire. This policy was, however, not
synonymous with the approval of “concentrations of wealth through
market manipulation” (Wong, 1999: 225). Essentially, the Chinese
state “supported the principles of market exchange and sought to
protect buyers from monopoly power” (Wong, 1997: 139), thus
resisting the merchants’ desires to accumulate wealth at the expense
of others (Wong, 1983: 251) as they were able to do in Europe.*

* The policy of preventing peasant uproars (while exploiting them as much as
possible) was the central preoccupation of any Chinese administration, since a failure to
do so could (and regularly did) result in massive peasant uprisings which might over-
throw the dynasty. Moreover, a close examination of the Imperial bureaucratic system
reveals that since the lower classes (i.e., peasants) “were able to be represented at all
levels of the bureaucracy” (Deng, 1999: 67), it is logical that the Confucian bureaucrats
allied themselves with the peasants in an antimerchant coalition (Deng, 1999: 199).
Furthermore, Chinese agricultural development was highly successful, and therefore
“increased land revenues made income from other sectors of the economy less necessary,
[which] reinforced Confucian prejudices in favor of agriculture” (Dreyer, 1982: 243).

“ In the Chinese state the gentry was always considerably more powerful than the
merchant elite and this had a considerable impact on the way merchants were regarded
throughout society. For the Chinese state “enrichment of merchants was viewed as having
been achieved at the expense of peasant welfare and government revenue” (Deng, 1999:
96). “Success in trade, industry, finance, science, and technology, which has for centuries
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“The potentially disruptive consequences of both concentrated
wealth and the pursuit of such wealth” (Wong, 1997: 146) which
cannot be separated from the construction of a capitalist society, was
successfully opposed in China by the ruling strata.*

CONCLUSIONS

It may well be the case that twentieth-century modernization
theory looks upon the origins of the modern capitalist world-econ-
omy as a “natural outcome” of economic processes and although
economists have often ignored coercion and fraud as being em-
pirically important elements in understanding economic success in
history (Findlay, 1992: 159; Lane, 1958: 402), as part of their attempt
at grasping the preconditions of recurring growth, the historical
reality of capitalism proves otherwise (Day, 1999: 114). And political
power for a wealthy merchant class, an urban-based bourgeoisie, was
a sine qua non for the creation and maintenance of a capitalist
system.*

Of course, the length of urban networks, the flow-of-goods, the
division of labor in cities, or the size of cities is not unique to Eu-
rope. Surely none of this can compare in size to the great non-
European civilizations. I tend to agree with Stavrianos’s assessments
that

Western European cities were insignificant in medieval times
compared to those of China or India, both in population and
in volume of trade. But they were quite unique because of
their growing autonomy and political power ... as the bur-

been socially esteemed in the west, was viewed in traditional China as a secondary
achievement” (Ho, 1962: 259). Similar statements were made by Abu-Lughod (1989: 332)
and Needham (1969: 202).

* Maddison praises the Chinese bureaucracy for its “very positive impact on
agriculture” and refers to their hostility towards merchants, but does not elaborate on
the link (1998: 23).

6 The existence of “Chinese capitalists” (e.g., McNeill, 1982: 45) does not necessarily
imply the successful creation of an endurable capitalist system in the long run (Gottlieb,
1984: 16). Similarly, the fact that up to the nineteenth century larger cities were located
outside Europe than in it (e.g., Baghdad or Beijing) does of course not imply that Europe
“remained inferior and peripheral to the large empires of the Near East and China until
the late eighteenth century” (Chase-Dunn & Grimes, 1995: 395).

This content downloaded on Thu, 14 Mar 2013 08:37:27 AM
All use subject to JISTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

EUROPE AND CHINA COMPARED 431

ghers/ citizens acquired power and financial resources, towns-
people could usually get the king to give them a royal charter
licensing them to unite in a single commune. The commune
had the right to act as a corporation; to make agreements
under its corporate seal; to have its own town hall, court of law
[with its election systems] and dependent territory outside its
walls (1999: 233).

If a serf escaped and lived in a city for a year and a day without
being apprehended, he became free (free to become exploited by
the merchant entrepreneurs within the city, of course); and this
possibility altered the structure of western European society (Riet-
bergen, 1998: 133) because that it undermined the historical cycle of
tributary extortion which had been primarily based on extra-
economic coercive practices of the nobility.

In addition, many peasants could, from the twelfth century
onward, reduce, or even abolish their services on the lord’s land by
paying a fixed sum to the lord (Cherubini, 1990: 124-25)*" which in
the long run made him even more vulnerable because of inflation
(Bozorgnia, 1998), and thus more dependent on the fortune of the
successful urban-based merchant class. No wonder the “noblesse de
robe” dates from the fourteenth century (e.g., Crouzet-Pavan, 1997:
16; Blockmans, 1983: 68). By the early fourteenth century, a political
structure within Europe had unfolded in the larger cities, “within
which the legislative and executive rights that had been grudgingly
granted were concentrated in the hands of mercantile elite” (Holt &
Rosser, 1990: 8).

Ultimately this political structure of European city-states created
the backbone for political representation of the urban elite in “na-
tional” consultative assemblies (parliaments) also known as Estates,
that came into existence all over the continent (Rietbergen, 1998:
135-36; Smith, Alan K., 1991: 61-62). This strengthened the bar-

47 In China it was the other way around. In the Yuan dynasty, “the actual rent was
calculated in percentages of the crop yield rather than in absolute amounts—a condition
hardly conducive to increased production” (Schurmann, 1967: 26). In addition, since wet-
rice agricultural productivity in China was much higher than in dry grain producing
Europe, it is likely that this coincided with higher levels of surplus extraction in China
(Palat & Wallerstein, 1999: 25). This may be another explanatory variable of the reason
why the Chinese state and the Chinese nobility in the Ming period did not pursue
revenues from maritime overseas trade (and conquests) as in Europe.
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gaining power of its (urban-based) merchant bourgeoisie. In con-
trast, as Rodzinksi pointed out, the Chinese “political and social
structure did not favor the development of capitalism” (1979: 162).

In my opinion it was precisely the relative poverty of the Euro-
pean nobility (vis-a-vis the Chinese gentry), geographically located at
the “fringe” of the Eurasian landmass, which restricted their political
power in the sense that their call on credit and financiers was struc-
turally unavoidable. Being militarily incapable of building a large
empire (as in the Chinese case), the “most common and benefitting
thing to do for a prince, when in need of cash, was to borrow from
his towns or burghers/citizens” (Uytven, 1996: 220), which in turn
resulted in the weakening of his political power in the long run, as
charters and concessions had to be given in return for financial (and
at times even political or military) support from the urban-based
elites in charge of their city-state (Blanks, 1998: 188).*8 The latter was
often conditional: ever more juridical autonomy in the forms of all
kind of privileges became a quid pro quo for increasing taxes (Bene-
volo, 1993: 60).* In addition, the nobility’s continuous wars of attri-
tion (partly generated by the long-term decline of the feudal system)
facilitated the bourgeoisie’s increase of power, as city-states became
critical agents in the existing European balance of power (Block-
mans, 1983).

One should avoid constructing a new imagery of non-European
oriental despotisms vs. European free market oriented and demo-
cratic urban based communities (Soulliére, 1984; Sivers, 1993). It
seems unlikely that the European nobility as a whole was less des-
potic than the non-European one.”® Yet the extreme diffusion of

8 One should not only think of the city-states in the Low Countries or in northern
Italy, or in the various urban leagues in the Holy Roman Empire, but also of a city such
as thirteenth-century Montpellier: the overlord king “Peter II of Aragon owed the
burghers enormous sums of money in exchange for which he left them free to run their
own affairs” (Caille, 1998: 68). As Rosenberg and Birdzell point out, “the common
etymology of burgher and bourgeois suggests the intimate association between urban-
ization and a later emergent capitalism” (1986: 50).

* Because of their relative weakness, the European nobility often had to tolerate and
legitimate the monopoly activities of the wealthiest merchants, which is in stark contrast
with China (Wong, 1997: 127-33).

% Chang emphasizes the predatory nature of the Chinese state which meant
merchants could not continue their successful accumulation of capital beyond a certain
point, since the state would “milk it away” from them, thus inhibiting the growth of
capitalism (1994: 68-73). Whenever they got away with it, the European nobility also
attempted to confiscate mercantile wealth or default on their loans to them (e.g.,
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power in Europe® can be interpreted as an important variable in the
sense that it was its weakness (any major Asian army could have
easily beaten any European army, which is what happened at the
invasion of the Mongols) but also its strength: as Stavrianos (1999)
and Findlay (1992) point out, no Emperor could have ordered the
withdrawal of the Iberian vessels out of the ocean for the sake of
Imperial Policy. The elites in charge of the city-state system were
capable of constructing and implementing strategies that furthered
the ceaseless accumulation of capital (with subsequent reinvestments
in their companies), because of the nobility’s weakness, division, and
lack of power to adequately (re)generate tributary extortion.”® The
exploitation of the population external and internal to the city-state
by its merchant elite was necessary to feed the city and to trade
commodities with the East, which makes the trade connections so
important.

Throughout most of the thirteenth and early fourteenth century,
the division of labor in the European cities and their countryside
continued to expand. Specialization in guilds increased unabatedly.

Emperor Charles V). Although I must agree with Pomeranz that “it is unclear whether
big merchants actually suffered more expropriations than their European counterparts”
(2000: 169), it seems that because of a different institutional structure in western Europe,
the European gentry could do less damage than their Asian counterparts: some cities
“possessed privileges stating that the property of their citizens could not be confiscated”
(Dumolyn, 2000: 519). In addition, Chang makes the same case for the Chinese extended
family (as opposed to the Western nuclear family) which would have drained precious
revenues from the merchant (1994). But one could easily reverse the argument and sum
up the advantages of extended family households. Frankly I think it is impossible to
assess the impact of individualistic or collectivistic cultural values on different societies
in the long run. But one should not forget that excessive spending on nonmercantile
activities also occurred on a large scale in Europe. Not that there existed anything like
the betrayal of the bourgeoisie phenomenon, but the emulation of Chang’s “parasitic
rent-seeking literati by the merchant class” (1994: 71-72) is similar to the emulation of
the Saint-Simonian parasitic rent-seeking nobility by the European merchant class (cf.
Pomeranz, 2000: 170-71). It appears that in every society merchants just had to invest
resources in what Bourdieu aptly coined “social and cultural capital.”

*! In this text I emphasize the powerful institutional space carved out by merchants,
but in medieval Europe the Church was at least as powerful. This was also in sharp
contrast with China. As Adshead points out, in Plantagenet England “15,000 monks
owned between a quarter and a third of the lands, rents and dues of England [while]
under the T’ang 350,000 monks owned only 4% of the cultivated area of China” (1995:
57). Thus, the Church was also an institutional force that prevented the construction of
an Empire such as in China (Spruyt, 1994).

52 It is thus nonsensical to claim, as Frank does, that a distinction between a world
system and a world empire would be useless or irrelevant (1998: 335).
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Yet is it a coincidence that these phenomena occurred at the time of
the Pax Mongolica over the Eurasian landmass (1250-1350)? The
substantial decrease of transaction costs and protection costs re-
sulted in an unprecedented expansion of the market for western
European city-states, which in turn—as ever more Italian merchants
ventured safely into Asia—** increased the division of labor in many
European urban industries (Ma, 1999: 45).>

The international aspect of the textile trade in the Middle Ages
is sometimes overlooked or underestimated. However, textiles were
sometimes more valuable than spices in the international market
(Malanima, 1987: 351) and by the fourteenth century the export of
textiles to the Middle East (and to a certain extent also East Asia) was
vital in order to compensate the constant loss of bullion to the East
because of the unequal balance of trade maintained by the western
European cities (Day, 1978: 5, 39; Lopez, Miskimin & Udovitch,
1970: 110; Deng, 1997b: 282). In other words: without the export of
textiles to the Middle East and East Asia (Lopez, 1943: 176), where—
especially under the Mongols—textiles were in high demand (Allsen,
1997) and often served as means of exchange (Serruys, 1982), the
bullion flows to the East would have created massive shortages of
bullion, and impeded intensive recurring growth in western Europe
(Stearns, Adas & Schwartz, 1996: 468).%° Thus, the desire for ever

5 The fourteenth-century merchant Pegolotti testified that the trade routes across
Eurasia (from the Levant to Peking) were “perfectly safe, whether by day or by night”
(Lach, 1965: 45). From the Italian controlled cities on the Black Sea, a merchant with
pack asses would take seven to eight months to reach the Chinese capital (Simkin, 1968:
135).

5 Thus, it is erroneous Eurocentrism to claim that “medieval development” in
Europe was nothing but “auto-development” (e.g., Delatouche, 1989: 26). The opening
up of the East Asian market due to the Pax Mongolica was of an unprecedented scale and
provided enormous opportunities for the Western city-states (Balard, 1983; Balatier,
1970: 340). The expansion of textile industry in the Low Countries, for example, was
intrinsically interlinked with “the increased demand for woolen cloth in interregional and
international commerce” (Werveke, 1954: 237-38). Reference to the “cloth of Tartary”
can be found in Chaucer, Dante, Boccaccio, and many other less renowned European
authors (Allsen, 1997: 2).

% Traditionally, one has assumed that since the Eurasian silk route was an overland
trade, it cannot have been as important as maritime trade and thus its impacts were
probably minimal. Yet, as Palat and Wallerstein state, “it is unwarranted to assume that
land routes were always eclipsed by sea traffic” (1999: 33). Furthermore, the overland
trade route to China did not start until the eastern part of the Caspian Sea since Italian
ships were active both on the Black Sea, the Sea of Azov, the rivers Don and Volga, and
the Caspian Sea (Richard, 1970: 362).
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more luxuries from the East, facilitated by the Pax Mongolica, gen-
erated incentive among the European urban-based merchant elite to
implement strategies of economic “self-sustained growth” based on
colonial exploitation, exploitation of wage laborers and the subse-
quent commodification, subjugation, domination, and exploitation
of the natural realm (Mielants, 2000).%® The fact remains that in East
Asia merchants were kept outside the structures of institutionalized
power and decision making, and this weakness was—although to a
lesser degree—also apparent in the Early Modern Indian Ocean
region.”” The combination of growing power over the proletariat at

% On European “medieval colonialism” see the recent important contributions by
Balard (1998) and Torro (2000).

% The lack of merchants’ control over the labor process in the textile industry (Palat,
1988: 263), in contrast to mercantile power in western Europe, is especially revealing.
Arasaratnam, in studying late eighteenth-century India, presents convincing evidence that
even by that period in time weavers who had received cash advances for their work (as
most did) retained considerable control over the production process (1980: 267). This
finding which is confirmed in the groundbreaking doctoral study of Parthasarathi (1992).
In a more recent article, based on his dissertation, Parthasarathi summarizes his
remarkable conclusions, very pertinent to our argument here:

Both [Indian] weavers and merchants were free to cancel the contracts at any
time. But while the weaver bore no cost for canceling (he simply had to return
the advance to the merchant) the merchant forfeited his advance if he canceled
... weavers possessed the freedom to accept advances at will and sell completed
cloth to any buyer [which] gave [them] great power to set cloth prices, which,
naturally, adversely affected merchant profits. The asymmetry of contract also
made it difficult for merchants to enforce cloth quality standards . . . [and] the
lack of institutionalized and legally enforced systems for debt repayment made
it extremely difficult for merchants to recover debts (1996: 97).

In conclusion, Parthasarathi states that in the eighteenth-century “merchants were ex-
cluded from the state within the south Indian political order. Unlike many parts of
Europe where the economic power of merchants was supplemented by political power,
in south India merchants had no access to the powers of the state” (1996: 98). Even Sub-
rahmanyam and Bayly, the most ardent defenders of South Asian political and economic
dynamism right up the early nineteenth century, have to admit that in South Asia “there
is little evidence to show that merchant guilds controlled production or defined and
defended regions of mercantile activity against rivals” (1988: 406). Hall states that under
the Colas “there is no evidence that merchants exercised wage controls over artisans or
for that matter that production standards were set or that fines were levied for poor
craftsmanship” (1980: 115). Alavi is even more specific:

the relationship between the creditor and the weaver inherent in the Indian sys-
tem is quite distinct from that of the putting out system in England where the
merchant was directly involved in the purchase and provision of materials and
even equipment (that he often hired) to weavers . . . [whereas in India] with the
system of cash advances there was no such involvement by the merchant in the or-
ganization of production and provision of materials and equipment (1982: 49).
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home due to a highly unusual alliance between the state and the
bourgeoisie (Crone, 1989: 167) and subsequent increasing revenues
due to a financial windfall by colonial conquests, first in the Mediter-
ranean, and eventually in the New World, as Pomeranz points out
(2000), explains why western European core countries were capable
of eventually achieving world domination. Although city-states can
be found on the littoral of the Indian Ocean during the whole
Middle Ages (Lombard, 1988: 15; Pearson, 1991: 70-74), they never
experienced a transition to an interstate system in which merchants
retained so much political power. In fact, the European private (but
state supported) colonial enterprises stood in sharp contrast to the
more peaceful Asian free market economy (Needham, 1970a;
Thomaz, 1988: 31; Chang, 1991b: 24).%® Therefore, the qualitative
shift from an intercity state system into an interstate system cannot
be separated from the transition from feudalism to capitalism. With-
in the emerging European nation-state, the merchant class could not
only aspire to occupy crucial posts in the bureaucracy and the
administration (Prak, 1992: 192; Glete, 2000: 64),% but it could

Although the political and—especially financial—power of Early Modern South Asian
“portfolio capitalists” should not be underestimated (Pomeranz, 2000: 175), mer-
chants who wielded significant political power should be seen as an exception rather
than the rule, as the absence of European-type putting out systems demonstrate
(Pearson, 1998: 102). Further comments on the path dependence of South Asia can
be found in Mielants (2002).

% Subrahmanyam points out that there were plenty of ports and city-states in the
Indian Ocean region whose governments depended on the revenues derived from trade
and that occasionally even within larger polities merchants obtained “access to political
power” (1995: 775). But it is the degree to which Asian merchants could rely upon their
state to intervene, which is important. When Indian merchants’ demands for full com-
pensation for losses suffered at the hands of European pirates “turned out to be unen-
forceable because of the superior naval strength of the European companies” (Prakash,
1979: 47) and because of the disinterest of their rulers, they of course attempted to
withstand the European onslaught by a recourse to arms, but eventually succumbed to
European merchants who could rely on state support. As Das Gupta reminds us,

the attitude of the rulers of Gujarat to sea-warfare comes out clearly in the

remark of Sultan Bahadur Shah that “wars by sea are merchants” affairs, and of

no concern to the prestige of kings [indicative of the fact that] the Gujarati over-

seas trading system was defenseless [as it] lacked adequate naval and political

backing in an age of expanding European mercantilism (1976: 211).

% This important theme has been insufficiently addressed both by Pomeranz (2000)
and his critics (e.g., Vries, 2002). In East Asia it was mainly the gentry which was effective-
ly incorporated into the state structure with offices, functions, and annuities, whereas in
Europe it was urban merchants who were capable of grafting themselves in the power
structures of the most important capitalist states (Feuerwerker, 1984: 301-16; Isaacs &
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regularly use the mercantile state’s strength to support its own
colonial and capitalist strategies, as these practices had been firmly
rooted in the policies of medieval city-states (Wong, 2001: 27).%°
Although many Chinese ventured out in the entire Southeast Asian
region during the Sung and Yuan dynasties, they were “unlike
European maritime merchants who were large traders with state
support” (Hui, 1995: 28) not backed up by the Imperial state at all
(Wiethoff, 1963: 172; Wills, 1993: 87; Pomeranz, 2000: 173).*! Had

Prak, 1996). After painstakingly difficult prosopographical research, Bulst concludes that
in late medieval France “la plupart des officiers royaux était issue de la bourgeoisie, parti-
culierement les lieutenants et les receveurs” (1996: 115). According to Brady, “already
in the late 15th century Emperor Maximilian favored burghers over nobles in his admin-
istration” (1997: 249). See also Hoppenbrouwers (2001: 59) and Dumolyn (2001: 83-84).

% Merchant capitalism was “an essential preliminary of the decisive change that took
place with the advent of European industrialization” (Goody, 1996: 223) which in turn
widened the gap between the West and the non-West. This does not imply that Europe
was the “only active maker in history” (Washbrook, 1990: 492) since the technological
and commercial link with Asia was crucial for its development. While one should pay
attention to the multiplicity of existing “colonial models” (Subrahmanyam, 1988: 139),
and pay attention to how local structures were “disrupted and dismantled in favor of the
increasing hegemony of Europe” (Perlin, 1983: 90), while keeping in mind how the
different “nature of states and societies in the external arena made a big difference in
terms of how they responded to Europeans” (Pearson, 1988: 31), the point is that prior
to the Industrial Revolution—according to Pearson (1988: 45) long before 1750—Asia was
on the road of peripheralization as “European companies began to assume an increas-
ingly dominant role, gradually subverting the Asian trading nexus and local Asian econ-
omies to an international division of labor and commodity circuits centered in Western
Europe itself” (Perlin, 1983: 60). This ultimately resulted in “their maritime economies
increasingly imposing their will, leading to de-industrialization in Asia” (Perlin, 1983: 90).
One of the questions I wanted to address is: why did Europe eventually dominate and
colonize almost the entire Eurasian landmass (a process which lasted from the sixteenth
through the nineteenth centuries), with far-reaching consequences to its own “path of
development,” while the far superior Early Modern Asian powers did not attempt to pur-
sue such a strategy? The inter (city)state competition for commercial routes and access
to as well as domination of markets (the hegemony over the space of flows as well as
outright territorial claims over a wide range of areas wherever their power could not be
resisted) inaugurated the domination of the Oceans in the long run. Outright territorial
notions such as the Mare Britannicum speak for themselves (Mollat, 1988: 16). Indeed, in
the late fifteenth-century King Henry VII of England gave John Cabot the advice to
“discover, explore, conquer, occupy and take into possession” all the lands he would find
overseas (Mollat, 1988: 17), quite a different mission than Zheng He got from Emperor
Yung-lo.

® That “the qualities we associate with commercial activities, risk-taking, entrepre-
neurial activities, the search for foreign markets, the mobility and the desire to
accumulate and reinvest, were widely distributed [throughout Asia] and cannot be looked
upon in the framework of European developments alone” (Goody, 1996: 222), is self-
evident. But this is not the same thing as being a professional merchant who can on the
one hand use the advantages of state power on the one hand (by externalizing certain

This content downloaded on Thu, 14 Mar 2013 08:37:27 AM
All use subject to JISTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

438 Eric Mielants

European merchants lacked this state support as well, “they would
have probably established connections with Asian traders in some of
the major emporia and thus participated in the network of emporia
trade” (Rothermund, 1991: 7), but with state support behind them,
the Portuguese and Dutch merchants were able to act quite differ-
ently.”® This different policy can be explained by the fundamentally
different hierarchical social structure between China and western
Europe, which can shed light on why western Europe was the cradle
of capitalism, in spite of all its lesser achievements.

costs such as protection rent on the nation-state) and on the other hand have sufficient
freedom (e.g., by institutional and legal protection) from states and rulers. The full
development of modern banking and credit facilities, for example, was inhibited in China
because of “the lack of a legal and political framework which protected wealth from the
state itself and some of its rapacious officials” (Wang, 1970a: 222). That said, due to
China’s power it may have been plausible that if events in East Asia had occurred
differently “Europe could have become very much a periphery of a system centered in
Asia” (Fitzpatrick, 1992: 513), but not part of a capitalist one.

¢ Indeed, unlike China the Portuguese state “promoted overseas trade and gave
incentives to its subjects to participate in it” (Ptak, 1994: 44). Ptak does not hesitate to
call the Portuguese state “a kind of huge entrepreneurial institution which wanted to
improve its position in international trade and politics by establishing the Eastado da
India” (1994: 44-45). Ironically, the Portuguese state was in the long run not the real
benefactor of its activities in Asia after “royal bankruptcies and debts transferred control
of exchequer and trade to foreign merchant-bankers” (Pearson, 1988: 34). These were—
not surprisingly—Genoese capitalists who attempted to outflank the joint Venetian-Mam-
luk monopoly over trade routes to East Asia by financing the Portuguese exploration of
the Atlantic (Unger, 1997: 513). What is important to note is that the Portuguese
methods of colonization and subjugation represented a continuation of Italian practices
in the Mediterranean (Pearson, 1991: 106; Scammell, 1981). The way European merchant
capitalists could combine economic and political power to their advantage is in striking
contrast with the non-western European powers that had access to the Indian Ocean. The
Karimi merchants, who during the late Middle Ages probably accumulated much more
wealth than their European counterparts in controlling the profitable maritime trade
from Egypt to South Asia, are a good example. Their lack of political power, not their
marvelous capacities to accumulate capital, was their undoing in the long run (Arenson,
1996: 117) as the Egyptian state, which was not under their control, eventually turned
against them (Labib, 1970: 214; Fischel, 1958: 172-73). The unwillingness and at times
impossibility of several non-western maritime powers (e.g., Mamluk Egypt and Ming
China) to back up their overseas merchants, enabled the weak and puny European
powers to occupy “small posts of commercial and defensive potential at selected strategic
points all along the coasts of the Indian Ocean” (Keswani, 1970: 544). These increment-
ally small steps were, to the disbelief of the great landbased empires of Asia, but a
prelude to world domination.
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