The Tribute Trade System and Modern Asia®

By Takeshi HamasHuiTA

Introduction

It has long been the practice to analyze modern Asia from the viewpoint
of nations and international relationships. Through this bipartite framework,
much historiographical labor has been expended examining the degree of so-
called ‘“nation-building” and the acceptance of “international” law (BERZAE)
in the respective Asian countries. This approach has also been understood
to reveal the degree of ‘“modernization” of Asian countries.

After much controversy concerning the adaptability of this Western-

oriented modernization model to Asia, however, it has also been argued that
“areas” or ‘“regions’-—an intermediate category between the nation and the
world generally—should be analyzed in their full historical meaning. In fact,
the region is an historical reality which encompasses a variety of social ties
not adequately dealt with under the nation-international framework.
' In studies of economic history, the regional economies which mediate
national and international economies should indeed be given much more
weight. At the same time, those carrying out regional studies should avoid
limiting themselves to local matters which constitute only a part of the overall
picture.’)

Using the regional studies approach, it is necessary to reconstruct the
whole historical process of modern Asia. That is, the history of modern Asia
needs to be clarified, not in terms of the “stages of development” of the
Western modernization model, but in terms of the complex of interrelation-
ships within the region itself, in the light of Asian self-conceptions.

Generally speaking, Asian history is the history of a unified system
characterized by internal tribute/tribute-trade relations, with China at the -
center. This tribute system is the premise of the
emerged in the Asia region and is reflected in several aspects of contemporary
Asian history.?

This framework of analysis of modern Asia requires a reinterpretation of
the following four issues:

1 Chinese ideals of control and their institutional manifestations;

2 The historical role of the tribute system and the relationships within it;

3 The relationship between “East” and “West;”

4 The modern history of Japan and China.

Among the conclusions likely to be drawn from such a reinterpretation,

‘modern’” Asia which has
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several are of particular interest:

Firstly, the prevalent understanding has been that China has been a
centralized despotism with a huge bureaucratic institution. The reinterpre-
tation will delineate a center-local relationship involving a division of powers,
with the center itself as an economic subject alongside other local ones.3)

As for the tribute system, it has been understood that the recognition
and investiture of a king in each tribute country (F}#) was central to
the maintenance of the Sinocentric system. But, in fact, the system was an
external expression of basic domestic relations of control which saw a hier-
archical division of power—from the provinces downward and outward.
Thus, the tribute system was an organic entity with center-periphery relations
extending from the central government to the provinces and dependencies of
the Empire, including the native tribes and administrators of native districts,
tribute countries and even trading partners. As a part of .this continuum,
areas of southeast, northeast, central and. northwest Asia functioned as a
tribute .trade area with east Asia as its center, the whole being connected
with the ad]acent Indian trade area.) :

Next, this new systemic understanding of tr1bute trade relatlons bears
major implications for the history of East-West relations. .

Westerners newly arrived in Asia, particularly the Portuguese and Spanish,
had to participate in an intra-Asian trade network that already existed in
order to obtain what they wanted. This also means that there was little
direct exchange of commodities between East and West. Eastern countries
could obtain necessities either by payment in silver or through exchange
within the intra-Asian trade system. Nor did things change much when
Holland and England entered the picture. They, too, had to come to
terms with the existing Asian tribute trade system, adapt to it, and learn to
utilize it. Consequently, the nature of Western “‘expansion” in and “impact”
on Asia was conditioned by the existence of this Asian trade zone based on
the tribute trade system, even after the advent of the “modern” period. China
and the Asian tribute trade system responded to Western countries and the
imposed treaties from within the system. Hence it is difficult to define modern
Asia clearly according to the change from the tribute system to the treaty
system.?)

Finally, on the delS of the foregoing, it might again be asked what
“modern” Asia is and how it may be interpreted within the framework of
the tribute system and tribute trade area.

In examining post-19th-century Asian economic history, the capitalism-
industrialization framework has generally been used, with the degree of
“modernization” being determined according to the degree of industrializa-
tion. Moreever, the modernization process is.examined in terms of two sets
of stimuli:—internal and external. Judged from the viewpoint of the tribute
system, however, Asian modernization cannot be grasped by merely presenting
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stages in the formation of national economies in each country, but must be
defined on the basis of the relationships between Asian countries and the
tribute trade system, and the transformation of those relationships. The
Asian modernization process will then be examined, not in terms of the
degree of impact of the West, but of the degree of change in the relationship
between each country and area of Asia towards the regional tribute trade
system. In such a perspective, the new relations with the West only offered
a certain motivation for changes in the system, and did not replace it. The
case of Japan, however, is exceptional. Japan did consciously undertake to
industrialize and Westernize itself, so the process may usefully be viewed as
one of “modernization.” But if we look into the historical motivation for
Japanese industrialization, we will find that Japan, too, chose its particular
course in order to cope with the tribute trade system. Thus, it may still be
said that even Japan was strongly affected by this system that bound the
various countries of the region into a single entity or zone,

I. Universal Ideals and Forms of Tribute Relations

The central ideal of Sinocentrism was that of the unitary benevolence
(f2) and dignity of the imperial institution and its ultimate extension to “all
under Heaven” (KX'F). Domestic control of China was concentrated in the
Emperor, under whom was a Grand Secretariat (W) [or Council of State
(EB ) in the Ch'ing period] which acted as a “cabinet” supervising the Six
Boards (#5). Locally, “government” was represented by Governors-General
(#8&) and provincial Governors (#g), of which there were eight and sixteen,
respectively, during the Ch'ing period, and under them Treasurers (FiBf),
Provincial Judges (#%4#) and Intendants (& &), in charge of financial, judicial
and administrative affairs, respectively. “Lower” levels included Prefectural
Magistrates (%), Department Magistrates (%1l), District Magistrates (5188),
Sub-Prefects (F]4%1) and Assistant Sub-Prefects (i##l), governing Prefectures
(), Departments (JH), Districts or “Counties” (f), and Independent Sub-
Prefectures (). '

This domestic control structure may be characterized as follows: First,
central and local institutions coexisted and their powers overlapped. Gover-
nors-General and Governors were in fact on the same level as such central
institutions as the Six Boards, with no superior-subordinate relations between
them. The Treasurers, too, had the independent right to report directly to
the throne (Fk%%), though they were ostensibly under the control of the
Governors-General and Governors. As for financial administration, the Board
of Revenue was situated at the institutional “center,” but actual management
was substantially left in the hands of the provincial Governors.

Second, there was a sharp distinction between civil servants and the local
people. At the prefectural and district levels, the avoidance system (RE#E) was
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implemented, which provided that civil servants not be allowed to hold office
in their home areas lest they should become too closely connected with the
local people. This system was maintained to keep local officials from being
manipulated by civil organizations such as clans (5%#) and ‘“hometown”
associations (FJ#f&), as well as to assure protection of the basic financial
activities of the bureaucracy.®)

Turning to the external relations of China, besides the Board of Cere-
monies (i&#), which managed “foreign” affairs, there was a special bureau,
The Mongolian Superintendency (B #Pg) which was specially charged with
the control or “management” of the tribes of Mongolia, the affairs of Tibet,
and the Lamaist hierarchy. In late Ch‘ing China, a new department, the
Yamen of Foreign Affairs ({3 £B#HBHEMM), was established to manage all
official relations with Western countries.

On the southwestern periphery of China, the Ch‘ing Government ap-
pointed local leaders as officials under the general category of “Administrators
of the Natives” (£7]) and “Native Officials” (-+F)?. This approach to pe-
ripheral control, in which local leaders were used to control their own areas
was initiated in the T'ang period, extended in the Yuan, and fully insti-
tutionalized under the Ming. In the Ch'ing period, Administrators of the
Natives and Native Officials were in charge of both military and civil affairs.

In Ssu-ch'uan (P9Ji[), Yun-nan (£7), Kuei-chou (&) and Ch'ing-hai
(), they functioned as civil officers such as Native Prefectural Magistrates
(1:%1%), and Native District Magistrates (+:%0§f); as military officers like
Hsiian Wei Shih Sst (&%), Hsiian Fu Shih Ssit (Z#E@ 7)), and Chang
Kuan Ssu (J'BH]); and as special officers like Native Sub-District Deputy
Magistrates (+:3#), Native District Police Chiefs and Jail Wardens (1),
and Native Postmasters (1-B%). As for their status within the standard
nine-rank hierarchy, the Hsiian Wei Shih Ssii were in the third rank, second
class (#£=/) and the Hsiian Fu Shih Ssii in the fourth rank, second class
(#erafs). These were both comparatively high ranks, since the regular Prefect
(%npF) was also fourth rank, second class, one rank lower than that of Pro-
vincial Governor (¥#), which was second rank, second class (f—).

As for the idea of native tribute, it was much the same as tax payment,
although nominally ‘voluntary,” so it too shared features of domestic control.
Moreover, the general pattern of overlapping power between central and local
institutions prevailed in the peripheral “native” regions as well. Local power
had some room for initiative despite the apparent concentration of power
with central institutions. Extrapolating from these characteristics of Ch'ing
Government, we may suspect that the external policy of China would not
be so different from that governing domestic relations. In fact, the continuity
of approaches to control from domestic to “external” relations is quite striking.

One way of considering China’s geographic environment, of course, is
to look at the way the surrounding maritime areas were classified as the
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Eastern Seas, Western Seas, and Southern Seas. But China’s real priorities
lay in Sinocentered, not geographical, relations.®) The Chinese structure of
control consisted of a center, the domestic local areas which held the most
important position in central-local relations, the “minorities” under Adminis-
trators of the Natives and Native Officials next to these local areas, then areas
paying tribute (#{%) and subdued groups (FEE), and finally, beyond them,
groups with mutual trade (A1) relations.

Under this structure of control, the basic nature of the tribute relation-
ship may be summarized as follows. The fundamental procedures required
to maintain the tribute relation were the investiture of local rulers and the
visit to see the Emperor, when recognition of the tribute group itself confirmed
recognition of the rulers. The relationship was characterized as one of mastery
and obeisance (5REEAR), and the “loyal” countries, areas and tribes concerned
were expected to pay tribute to China regularly.

Tribute countries are described in the Ming institutional code (FE/EH
& #)) as falling under six areas or groups:? A) a first category of southeast
barbarians (JEF§%R) : Korea (§REFE), Japan (HAR]), the Liu-ch‘ius or Ryikyus
(BiEkH), Annam (ZFE), Cambodia (EfEE), Siam (BFE), Champa (5
B), Java (JREEE) and so forth, with eighteen countries in all; B) a second
category of southeast barbarians: Su-lu (#ikEI) Malacca (##nE), Sri Lanka
($%F81UE) and so on, with forty-four; C) northern barbarians: Kings and
leaders of Da-tan (¥2#H), eight altogether; D) northeast barbarians: two Nii-
chih (%E); E) a first category of western barbarians: fifty-eight from west
of Lan-chou in Shen-hsi Province, including thirty-eight from the Western
Regions (Fii%); and F) a second category of western barbarians: fourteen
groups from the Turfan region (H:38). As for Native Officials (=) there
were: seventy-one from Ssii-ch‘nan; thirty-one from Kuang-hsi; eighteen from
Yun-nan and seven from .Hu-Kuang in the Hong-Wu period (#t#). Thus
China proper was surrounded by six tribute groupings from all points of the
compass, as well as by “native” administrations.

Under ‘regulations of tribute’ (T#HE:##]]), the Ming Code also stipulated
the frequency of tribute missions (for example, every three years), the place of
stay in Peking (the Peking Assembly Hall, Jjtm&R4H), the place of entrance
into and routes of travel within China, numbers of tribute mission members,
and procedures for every ceremony.'®) China gave special certificates of trade
(#&fF) to fifteen countries like Japan, Champa, Java, Malacca, Cambodia
and Su-lu, after having first given one to Siam in 1383 (16th year .of Hong-
Wu), suggesting that China deemed these countries particularly important
among the tribute countries as a whole.

In the Ch'ing period, China added to and reordered the lineup of tribute
countries. The Ch'ing institutional code (FA# &) newly lists Laos (F§2),
Vietnam (#85), and Burma (#iD),..as. well as Portugal and Holland. As for
the tribute mission routes, it stipulated that the Korean mission should pass
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through the Shan-hai customs barrier ({Li##§#) of Fen-t‘ien Province (%K), the
Liu-ch‘iu or Ryikyuan through Fu-chou (f&#{), the Annamese through the
Chen-nan barrier (#8#5§) of Chiang-hsi Province ({L#), those from Cambodia
and Burma through Yunnan (£7), from Su-lu through Hsia-men (&),
Holland through Kuang-tung (F#), and Portugal and Great Britain through

Macao (F9).1V .
These routes and points of entry, whether by sea or by land, it will be

noticed, were simultaneously trade routes and trade ports—which has strong
" implications for analyzing the treatment of Western countries in the modern
period. :
According to the degree of influence of the center (Central Government)
over payers of “tribute,” they may be classified as follows: '
(1) Administrators of the Natives (Tribes) (£7]) and Native Officials
(+E) from the southwestern provinces
(2) “subdued” areas (¥gBE) like the Niichih (ZE) group
(3) countries with the closest relationship, like Korea
(4) countries with dual tribute relations involving other states, like the
' Liu-ch‘iu or Ryukyus (which sent simultaneous missions to Japan)
(5) countries in more remote peripheral areas, like Siam
(6) countries engaging in mutual trade—which were essentially deemed
as tributaries by China—like Russia and various other European
countries.
These relationship may be shown schematically as concentric circles with
the domestic center-local relation at the core (Diagram I).

Diagram 1. The Chinese World System

local

minorities

tribute-paying
countries

trading countries
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It must also be noted that this structure of Chinese control was not
rigidly fixed, nor did it imply absorption. China changed the rankings of
tribute countries—Korea, the Rytkyus, Siam and Vietnam, for example—
according to actual political and economic conditions, and established tribute
relations with Mongolian and Tibetan groups which themselves had no strong
concept of Confucian ritual (#&). This shows that actual management of
tribute relations with other areas and countries was rather flexible and could
encompass peoples who differed in religious and other sociocultural respects.
Furthermore, .as tribute relations were not based merely on relations of
control, but also had an important basis in trade relationships (to be ex-
plained in the next section), they were multidimensional relations, embodying
a number of different elements and demands.

IL. - Structure of the Tribute Sysfem

With the complex historical and institutional implications of tribute
relations just described as background, this section will enter into a more
systematic and dynamic examination of how tribute relations actually
functioned. ‘

Looked at from one point of view, the tribute “system” was a relation-

ship between two countries, China and the tribute-paying country, with
tribute and imperial “gifts” ([E}f) as the medium, and the Chinese capital
as the “center.” Modifying this perspective, however, is the fact that the
“system” did not function in this single dimension only, but involved several
other lesser or satellite tribute relationships not directly concerning China,
and forming a considerably more complex system of reciprocal relations. The
tribute system in reality embraced both inclusive and competitive relations
extending in a web over a large area. The case of the Liu-ch'iu or Ryukyus,
for example, shows China and Japan in a competitive relationship because
the Liu-ch‘iu kings sent missions to both Peking and Yedo during the Ch'ing
period. » : : :
In the case of Korea, too, we find that while it was most certainly a
tributary of China it also sent missions to Japan. And Vietnam required
tribute missions from Laos.. Thus all these countries maintained satellite.
tribute relations' with each other and constituted links in a continuous
chain.1?®

The other fundamental feature of the system that must be kept sight of
is its basis in commercial transactions. The tribute system in fact paralleled
or was in symbiosis with a network of commercial trade relations. For
example, trade between Siam, Japan, and southern China had long been
maintained on the basis of profits from the tribute missions, even when much-
of the non-tribute trade was scarcely remunerative. In the eighteenth century,
when the rice trade from Siam to Kuang-tung (f§3) and Hsia-men (F["Y)
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became unprofitable, the traders shifted their stress to Liu-ch‘iu (3i%) and
Nagasaki (£ig) in Japan, thus maintaining and even strengthening the general
multilateral trade relationship.1®) The story of the commercial penetration
of Chinese merchants into Southeast Asia and the emigration of “overseas
Chinese” is of course historically intertwined with the building of this trade
network. Commercial expansion and the tribute trade network developed
together. Trade relations in East and Southeast Asia expanded as tribute
relations expanded.!4)

It should also be noted that this tribute trade functioned as an inter-
mediate trade between European countries and the countries of East Asia.
In the records of trade from Holland and Portugal to China in the K'ang
Hsi (HER8) period, we find listed several cotton textile items made in Europe
like PE¥EVMEEA and FEEEMRMCEAS, as well as woollens. European cotton
textiles can also be found on lists of tribute articles from Southeast Asian
countries to China. Among the tribute articles from Sulu (#¥%) to China in
the fifth year of Yung-Ch'eng (J%1F ; 1727), for example, there is at least one
article from Europe, E¥45, and Western shirting (¥ 1E#7) and great Hol-
land wool (KMi#EE) appear in the records of tribute from Siam in the eighth
yvear of Yung-Cheng (1730).15) These examples show that the tribute system
played an intermediary role in trade. Tribute relationships in fact constituted
a network of tribute trade of a multilateral type, absorbing commodities from
outside the network.

These aspects of the tribute trade as a system were accentuated with the
transition from Ming (8) to Ch'ing (%) (C 16-17). The developments may
be summarized as follows:

(I) The ideal of Sinocentric unity was expanded and consolidated, with

Korea, Japan, and Vietnam being particularly strongly affected;

(2) Tribute trade was expanded through the participation of European
countries;

(8) Private trade expanded along with the tribute trade, and trade-related
institutions like trade settlement and tax collection were stimultane-
ously elaborated.

As for the Sinocentric international order, Sinocentrism stimulated the
emergence of nationalism among China’s tributary countries. Vietnam, for
example, began to require tribute from Laos (R§%), and Korea insisted on
the continuation of orthodox Sinocentrism under the Ch‘ing Dynasty, which
was initially seen as a ‘barbarian’ dynasty by Korea. And Vietnam criticized
China when forced to change its national name from Nan-yue (ﬁ@) to Yue-
nan (#7) merely because a Nan-yue kingdom had previously existed in
ancient China. These phenomena demonstrate how tributary countries began
to take on national identities vis-a-vis China, based on their own under-
standings of Sinocentrism.!® Thus the ideal of Sinocentrism was not solely
a preoccupation of China but was substantially shared throughout the tribute
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zone. Nationalism. was born in Asia from within the tribute system and
through common ideals of tribute relationships. "Satellite - tribute zones
surrounding the Chinese-dominated core had an historical existence of their
own which continued on down to their own modernization.” These transfor-
mations may be shown schematically as in diagrams 2 to 4.

Diagram 2. Tribute relations
tribute
country
Diagram 3. Satellite tribute relations
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tribute tribute

Diagram 4. Tribute trade system
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A much closer investigation of the contents of tribute trade will be
necessary in order to shed light on the internal sources of motive energy of
these networks and to flesh out a picture of how they worked as an historical
system. For the moment, we may classify aspects of the tribute trade in a
three-fold manner: :

(1) The two-way relationship between formal tribute articles (E#)

carried by tribute embassies, and “gifts” ([§)f5) from China;
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(2) licenced trade in the Peking Assembly Hall (t3{&F4%) by the limit-
ed group of merchants allowed to accompany tribute embassies—the
amount of commodities traded also being limited;

(8) frontier trade between merchants along China’s land frontiers and
in specified Chinese ports.

The forms and frequency of tribute missions varied according to the
degree of intimacy between the various tribute countries and China. The
treatment of tribute missions by China also differed. '

(@) The frequency of tribute from the “Native” Tribes and Districts was
stipulated variously as once a year, once every two years or once every three
years. Their tribute missions were allowed to open markets in the Assembly
Hall in Peking which fell under the jurisdiction of the Board of Ceremonies
(#83K), and their major tribute articles were horses and gold and silver vessels.
In return, the Chinese side “gave” one hundred taels of paper currency per
horse. As recompense for simply demonstrating submission by way of tribute,
the Chinese side granted a hundred taels of paper currency and three bolts
of satin (#fi=3kZ) to third (ZFHF) and fourth rank officials (MHE), and
eighty taels of paper currency and three bolts of satin to fifth rank officials.t?
These rewards for tribute submission were comparatively large.

(b) In the early Ming (9) dynasty, the Yung-1¢ Emperor (5447 carried
out a “pacification” policy (JBEEE(3%) in the Northeast or Manchurian area.
Later, Nii-chih groups in the area accepted Ch‘ing control, were organized into
a “Pacification Guard” (FEBEE#HFT) and established tribute relations with the
Ch‘ing dynasty. This type of tribute relation was virtually compulsory, much
like the tax payments of other subjects. Tribute articles consisted mainly
of horses and fur products. The return “gifts” of the Ch'ing court were
divided into two groups. The first group of gifts was for the embassy proper.
The institutional code of the Ch'ing stipulated that the governor (#i#) of
the Ni-chih was to receive four bolts of satin plus two bolts of silk com-
muted into paper currency (###E"JF), and the guards (Ei5HE) a fixed
number of bolts of various grades of silk, some of it also commuted into
currency.'® The other group of gifts was really recompense for items brought
in tribute. Again, a fixed number of bolts of silk, some of it commuted
into paper currency, was stipulated for each tribute horse, and one bolt of
silk was to be given for each four pieces of fur products. Thus, “gifts” from
the Ch'ing court were mainly of silk, though a certain part of this was re-
placed by paper currency. _

Besides these gifts, trade transactions in the mandated markets both in
Peking (dbzf#) and Fu-shun (#EIEK) also served to increase exchange with
the Northeast.

() Korea maintained the closest relationship of all the tributaries with
China. Tribute missions from Korea to the Ming Court were initiated in the
second year of Hong-wu (¥ ; 1869), when the king of Korea (BEBE) sent



The Tribute Trade System and Modern Asia 17

an embassy reporting his enthronement and asked China to recognize his
status (ft#}). After the Yung-lé (k%) period, Korea paid tribute every year,
sending gold and silver utensils, white cotton textiles, various hemp textiles
(%41), white paper and ginseng, as well as studhorses as stipulated in the
Ming code. The prescribed gifts from China included books and ‘musical
instruments as requested by the embassy up to a certain number, and gifts to
members of the embassy and to the king of Korea amounting to one hundred
taels of silver, four bolts of cotton textiles and twelve bolts of hemp' textiles.1?

After a brief pause in tribute missions during the period of chaos at the
end of the Ming dynasty, the Yi Dynasty in Korea (ZEEHEE) started paying
tribute again in 1636 and reopened the market at Yi-chou (£/1{) on the border
of Korea and China. The first tribute articles to the Ch‘ing consisted of one
hundred taels of gold, one thousand taels of silver, paper, furs and skins,
cotton textiles, medicine (ginseng), rice and other items—twenty-eight cate-
gories altogether. It should be noted that the appearance of such items as
gold and silver among the tribute coincided with the expanded circulation
of silver in China and that silver served alongside silk and brocade as a
medium of exchange.2®

In the tribute transactions here described, the relationship between
tribute goods and “gifts” was substantially one of selling and purchasing.
In fact, it is quite legitimate to view tribute exchange as a commercial
transaction. Even the Chinese court, then, acted as a party to business
transactions. The mode of payment was often Chinese currency, whether
paper money or silver. Seen from an economic perspective, tribute was
managed as an exchange between seller and buyer, with the “price” of com-
modities fixed. Indeed, “price” standards were determined, albeit loosely, by
market prices in Peking.2! Given the nature of this transaction, it can be
shown that the foundation for the whole complex tribute trade formation
was determined by the price structure of China and that the tribute trade
zone formed an integrated ‘silver zone’ in which silver was used as the medium
of trade settlement. The key to the functioning of the tribute trade as a
system was the huge ‘“demand” for commodities outside of China and the
difference between prices inside and outside of China.

The actual working of the system was often a cause for complaint from
both the tribute countries and Chinese merchants because the stipulated
“prices” of tribute commodities often fell below actual market prices. And
when China paid in paper currency, the profits accruing from tribute articles
were pushed down by debasement, thereby reducing the funds the embassies
had to buy Chinese goods. Despite these problems, the private—formal—
trade which accompanied tribute embassies expanded, increasing silver circu-
lation and leading to the absorption of silver both from FEurope and the
Americas. On the whole, this tribute trade system took on the attributes of
a silver circulating zone with multilateral channels of trade settlement in
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which silver was used as medium.22)

To sum up, the entire tribute and interregional trade zone had its own
structural rules which exercised a systematic control through silver circulation
and with the Chinese tribute trade at the center. This system, encompassing
East and Southeast Asia was articulated with neighbouring trade zones like
those of India, the Islamic region and Europe.

III. Sino-Japanese Relations in the Modern Asian World

If we view the tribute trade zone, composed of an East Asian economic
zone and a Southeast Asia-South China economic zone, as an historical system
functioning with its own integrating rationale, what implications does this
have for our understanding of the relationship between East and West ? And
how should we view the long history of the Sino-Japanese relationship within
this zone ? Finally, how might we reinterpret the “modernization” of Asia ?

As was mentioned at the outset, generally speaking, the Western countries
did not constitute their own category outside the tribute system. They were
all included under the logic of tribute relations, and even geographically
speaking were seen as being situated at some indeterminate distance beyond
the frontiers of China. In Kuang-tung, for example, Great Britain was not
even identified by Chinese officials as the same country that-had sent a
diplomatic representation to Tibet.23) Accordingly, when Western countries
first dealt with Asia, they had little choice but to.deal with the tribute
relations which were the basis of all relations in the region. They could
enter Asia only by participating in the tribute trade network and managed to
modify it only after they had established a working base within it. From
the viewpoint of Asian history, Asian countries never responded individually
or separately to Western countries coming to Asia, but rather through the
tribute trade system to which all of them belonged as integral parts.

The history of relations between China and Siam provides an interesting
example of how Asian countries viewed Western countries and utilized them
for Asian purposes. In 1884, during the Sino-French war over Indo-China,
the Governor-General of Kuang-tung and Kuang-hsi, P‘éng Yit-lin (fRpSkeE
EM), sent the self-strengthening movement entrepreneur Chéng Kuan-yin
(%F#E) on a mission to Siam. His personal records contain the following
section, which at first glance seems to contradict the image of an enlightened
intellectual of the time. '

~ “On the 26th of May, 1884, when Chéng Kuan-yin met the “consul” of
Siam in Singapore;, Ch‘en Chin-chung (BREEMBGERHEFME&E), he said that
(a) it was a “‘crime” for Siam to have stopped its tribute embassies to China
and (b) that such a decision by Siam was not justified even under inter-
national law (Z4}%).”2% Although Chéng was supposedly an enlightened,
Western educated Chinese referring to international law and borrowing it as a
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standard of judgment, he did not in fact apply the Western concept of
international relations to Siam but argued for maintaining the historical
tribute relationship, a superior-subordinate relationship. In other words, he
utilized international law only as a means of argument, not as a basis for
equal relations, On the other hand, Ch‘en Chin-chung counterattacked by
saying that if China wanted to arrange a treaty with Siam, it should welcome
Ch'en in Kuang-tung or T'ien-chin (RE) for ‘negotiations’ (33%:).2%) Ch'en
thus utilized the concepts of Western ‘international law’ and treaty negoti-
ations between equals to back his argument. Both of them, however, clearly
saw the relationship between the two countries as a tribute relationship,
making only partial use of Western ideas.

In general, we may say that the entrance of Western countries into the
Asian tribute trade zone started with their participation in intra-Asian trade.
Portugal and Holland, for example, conducted an intermediate trade within
the Asian area to earn funds to purchase necessities in Europe. Great
Britain’s penetration of Asia began in the 17th century on the strength of
its superiority in shipping. British ships carried Asian products like rice to
China, products which had previously been imported by China through the
tribute trade relations, and they bought Chinese products like tea and silk
with proceeds from the sale of these other Asian products. In the 19th
century, Western countries started to directly cultivate raw materials like
rubber in Asia to meet their own industrial needs, and to sell their industrial
products to Asia. For this purpose they had to link the intra-Asian trade
with the international market by establishing spots where the settlement of
trade balances might be conducted. Such places played an intermediary role
between two quite distinct markets. Thus, Hong Kong and Singapore took
on the role of junctures between the two markets and absorbed huge amounts
of funds from overseas Chinese.?® In consequence, the Southeast Asian and
southern Chinese economies were linked much more closely, and their ties
extended to the Indian Ocean trade zone. Despite this geographic extension
of the trading zone, however, the marketing structure in European colonies in
Asia continued to display the characteristics of the traditional intra-Asian
trade associated with the tribute system. Elements of domestic, intermediate
and international markets were all to be found in Singapore and Hong
Kong.2D

With this brief description of the relationship between the Asian tribute
trade system and the West behind us, we may now turn to the problem of
the modern relations between Japan and China. How did they start ? Former
studies on the subject have concentrated on comparative analyses. of the
differences in speed or direction of “modernization” under “Western im-
pact.”2®  Studies of the relationship between the two countries focused on
the Japanese adoption of a national strengthening policy and Japan’s ex-
pansion into China from the time of the Sino-Japanese war in 1894. In
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general, such studies traced the history of modern Japan only from the
viewpoint of “Westernization”"—the emergence of a “small West” (“hEEE) in
Asia. In my view, however, Japanese modernization should be traced mainly
from the perspective of its genération from within the tribute system
centered on China. To put it in its starkest form, Japanese modernization
was the process of relocating the center of the tribute trade structure in Japan.
Put another way, the main issue in Japanese modernization was how to cope
with the Chinese dominance over commercial relations in Asia, a dominance
which had’ functioned as a Sinocentric economic integration through the
tribute trade system. As for the international political relations of modern
Japan, the important question was how to reorganize relations among Japan,
China, Korea and Liu-ch‘iu or Ryiikyu, with Japan relocated at the center.

First, let us consider these questions from the economic angle. Former
studies have described Japanese modernization in terms of recovery of au-
tonomy in tariff matters and of industrialization, that is, as matters of national
sovereignty and the formation of a national economy. Analysis of these issues
started from an interest in clarifying the process of realization of “national
wealth and power” (ZB3#5%). But if we ask why Japan chose to industrialize
in the first place, past studies do not prove very convincing. In other words,
although there are many discussions of the processes of Japanese industriali-
zation, investigations of the motivation for Japanese industrialization are
rare. Because the course of Japanese modernization was studied from the
standpoint of recovery from subordination to Western countries, or inde-
pendence from the West, the importance of the historical relationship between
Japan and China in the tribute system was lost sight of. But to understand
the direction and nature of Japanese modernization more deeply, it is most
important to recognize that the motivation for Japan’s industrialization after
the opening of Japan’s ports was generated from within a web of commercial
relations with China.

The main reason why Japan chose the direction of industrialization was
its defeat in attempts to expand commercial relations with China. Japanese
merchants faced the well-established power of overseas Chinese merchants
built through the Dejima trade (H %% %) in Nagasaki (&) during the Edo
({LF) period. Chinese merchants monopolized the export business for sea-
foods and native commodities and Japanese merchants simply could not
break their hold.

When the Japanese consul in Hong Kong, Suzuki ($3KRfH%F) emphasized
the importance of the Hong Kong market in 1890 in a report he sent to the
Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs commenting on the low spirits of
Japanese merchants in Hong Kong, among other things, he pointed to the
following:

I) The Chinese merchants were united and had a long-term strategy
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which went beyond short-term profit;

2) Japanese merchants lacked funds and when they suffered even a single
loss, had to withdraw; :

8) There were indications that Japanese products of which Chinese
people were fond were sold to Chinese merchants much cheaper than
to Japanese merchants by Japanese producers.? "

According to the consul's report, the influence of Chinese merchants
not only held the local market in its grip but even extended to Japanese
producers, and he was very pessimistic about Japanese merchants entering
the Hong Kong market. It was under such circumstances—the commercial
power of the Chinese merchants and their influence in Japan—that new
possibilities for cultivating the Chinese market presented themselves. And it
was Chinese merchants in Japan who introduced the information necessary to
produce the cotton textiles which could substitute for the Western cotton
textiles which already had secured a significant share in the Chinese market.

In the 19th year of Meiji (¥ ; 1887), Chinese merchants in Yokohama
(B4¥E) started to buy cotton cloth produced in Saitama (%) prefecture. The
parties concerned pushed the authorities to promote exports to the Chinese
market and asked the Japanese consul in Hong Kong about future possi-
bilities. The advice given by prominent Chinese merchants in Hong Kong
was: 1) wide cloth, the same as Western textiles, was required, 2) plain,
striped cloth should be supplied, and 38) the price should be appropriate.
Based on this advice, production and export to China got underway.® This
example is symbolic of the general course of Japanese industrialization, which
started with the production of substitutes for Western textiles in Asia. Com-
petition among Japan, China and India in the production of cotton textiles
also started at about this time. ,

Thirdly, increased foreign trade with Western countries through foreign
firms also provided a motivation for industrialization. The development of
new exports like silk and coal, alongside such traditional items as seafoods,
accelerated the building of industrial infrastructure.3) Although this tenden-
cy was the result of the commercial activities of Western firms, the main
aim of such firms was not to export the industrial products of their own
countries but to import Asian products. Hence trade relations in east Asia
were not significantly changed by the opening of the Japanese market.

Political relations between Japan and China in the early Meiji period
can now also be reinterpreted. Most previous studies of the Sino-Japanese
treaty signed on- the 13th May, 1871 (B{HEHFEHR [¢E$ﬂ%{[§ﬁ<’a]) conclude
that the treaty gave expression to the equality of ‘the two nations, as demon-
strated by the approval of mutual consular jurisdictions. In general, it is
pointed out that the treaty embodied the idea of the equality of nations
common to modern international intercourse, and that it marked the opening
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of the modern era in international relations in East Asia.3?) It is doubtful,
however, whether the equality supposedly secured by the Japanese side was
recognized as such by its Chinese counterpart. Underlying Chinese recognition
of other states was the long-established idea of a hierarchy of dignity with the
Emperor at the top—just as in the domestic sphere. It was virtually impossible
for the Chinese to conceive of “equality” with the Emperor. The Kiakhta
Treaty of 1727 with Russia can serve as an example of the problem.

The Kiakhta Treaty also embodies a stipulation of “equality” in its sixth
article, dealing with exchange of official letters. The article provides that such
letters should be exchanged between the Russian Senate (Ji#P:) and the
Ch‘ing Colonial Office (E¥z).3® Compared to the one-sided nature of the
tribute system in which China was clearly dominant, the exchange of letters
under the Kiakhta arrangement appears evenhanded. But China did not
really see Russia in equal terms because the mandate of the Colonial Office
was to control the affairs of the Mongols. The treaty also provided for the
opening of mutual trade (ZTH) on the frontier in place of trade in the
Assembly Hall in Peking. Although this regulation also may seem to imply
equality between the two countries, the trade in question was originally
conducted as a part of the tribute trade relationship. We can also find a
good deal of evidence to show that knowledgeable Chinese believed the
Emperor was merely doing Russia a favor. v

Given this historical experience with “equality,” how should we reinter-
pret the significance of the Sino-Japanese treaty of 18717 The Chinese party
concerned with the treaty negotiations was the Yamén of Foreign - Affairs
(MeE £ HE%MEP). The duties of the Yamén were similar to those of a
ministry of foreign affairs and it included among its members some of the
ministers of the Council of State (Ej k) and was thus much more powerful
than the Colonial Office or Mongolian Superintendency (##z). It nonethe-
less did not have the power to bind governors-general and governors of
provinces who actually implemented the policies. In fact, the Yamén had
been established due to strong pressure from Western countries as an office
specifically to manage foreign affairs in place of the Ministry of Ceremony
(T&5), for which foreign affairs had been merely one of a number of duties.
Consequently it is difficult to imagine that when the Yamén signed treaties
with foreign countries, China was always recognizing them as equal nations.34
It was the Japanese side, utilizing this expression of “equal” relations as if
it were a concession by China, that tried to reorganize international relations
in East Asia in Japan’s favor.

Taking these economic and political factors as among the motivations for
Japanese modernization—factors which were implicit in the tribute system
and not a part of the so called “Western impact”—allows us to see that the
modernization process was initiated within a fairly unstable international
environment. After Japan emerged from the closed-door isolation policy of
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the Edo period it adopted the two-fold policy of repudiating the tribute
system of which it had previously been a part and of re-entering into East
Asian relations on a new basis. Japan had to confront the tribute system
when it tried to reconstruct its relationship with Korea and the Rytkyus.
Historically speaking, it ultimately proved fatal for Japan to confront in all
its aspects a system which was still largely functioning in East Asia.

Conclusion

“Modernization” in Asia was generated as a negative reaction to the all-
inclusive superior-subordinate relations of the traditional tribute system.
Mercantilist control over tribute by the Ch'ing dynasty led overseas Chinese
merchants to oppose the trade policy and expand their own private trade.
As a result, the Ch‘ing dynasty was in turn compelled to shift from the role
of monopolistic trader-merchant to that of tax collector. European countries
expanded their influence in Asia by first utilizing the tribute trade system
and heavily investing in it. Japan, using Westernization as a means of
modernization, tried to reconstruct the Asian system, but found itself trapped
between a strong Sinocentrism and an equally strong West.

Our approach has been to try to grasp Asia as an integrated historical
system. What is required now to understand modern Asia is an effort to
trace how each country and area within Asia attempted to cope with the
transformation of the tribute system. Modern Asia can no longer be fruitfully
measured by such yardsticks as the degree of Western “impact” and Asian
“response,” but must be examined by delineating the region’s fundamental
traditional characteristics, and then analyzing how the traditional system
turned even the Western “impact” to its own purposes.

* This essay was originally pilblished as “Chokd boeki shistem to kindai ajia” ETHE
(EREEE Y X7 4 LERT7 Y 7| in Kokusai Seiji TERSFIE] (International Relations)
Vol. 82 (May, 1986), pp. 42-55.
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