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The Shangshu Phenomenon in the Ming and
Qing Dynasties: Observation from Economic and
Cultural Perspectives

Zhang Haiying

Abstract: Although ancient China has a long history of commerce, it was not until the late Ming Dynasty that there
appeared shangshu, that is, commercial manuals or merchant handbooks that impart the knowledge of commercial
business: rules, philosophy, ethics, skills, experiences, knowledge of commodities, business characteristics, and
travel guides. The majorreadership of shangshu was merchants. The Ming-Qing shangshu can be roughly classified in
three categories: (1) publications on trade routes and traveling knowledge, (2) publications on business performance,
and (3) the “commercial encyclopedia.” The shangshu phenomenon was by no means fortuitous. Many factors
were contributory to the phenomenon, including the growth of a commodity economy, maturation of a nationwide
market network, formation of regional merchant organizations, expansion of book markets, and spread of public
education. In addition, the prosperty of publication industry and improvement of printing technology provided
the guarantee in production and technology for the large scale printing of shangshu, and the growth of private book
markets provided broad channels for the sales of shangshu. The publishers of shangshu were private book firms
with commercial benefits as their major motive, and growth of these private book firms, by doing away with the
previous dominance of the official publication industry, marked the new change in the publicity body. The fact that
shangshu, everyday life reference books, books on practical knowledge and other popular books were circulated
and read among the middle and lower social classes indicated the fall of traditional officials and literati as the major
readership of printed material and the rise of the new readership, with merchants being its mainstay. The number
of shangshu of the Ming and Qing periods was huge and their content was rich, and they are important data when
we study the transportation, trade, local customs and practices, the merchants’ ideology, business performance and
philosophies during the Ming and Qing periods. If we examine the shangshu phenomenon in the context of world
history, we may see it was not unique in late imperial China. Similar phenomena occurred in early modern Europe.
The early modern European “shangshu” consisted of two major categories: (1) the publications on “propositional
knowledge” of commerce and trade, and (2) those on “prescriptive knowledge” of trade performance. Their major
difference from Chinese shangshu lies in the fact that they required young businessmen to have more command of
mathematics, geometry and cosmology, and they laid great emphasis on religious asceticism. A comparison of the
shangshu phenomenon during Ming-and-Qing-Dynasty China with its European counterpart during the same period
of history gives researchers a new perspective of studying the different routes of commercial development and merchant

training.
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