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The Distribution of Grain Crops, Grain Supply, and an Analysis
of Grain Prices on the Southeastern Coast of China
in the Middle of the Qing Period

Yeh-chien Wang and Ying-chueh Huang
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Graduate Institute of History, National Chung Cheng University

Before the middle of the nineteenth century, the southeastern coast, enclosing
specifically Jiangsu south of the Huai River, Zhejiang, Fujian, and Guangdong, ranked the
highest in terms of grain shortage in China. For centuries, rice has been the principal crop
and staple food in this area. While a single crop of rice predominated in Jiangsu and
Zhejiang, double-cropping prevailed in the coastal area of Fujian and virtually all
throughout Guangdong. In the single crop area, rice of late ripening varieties prevailed
except in large areas of Zhejiang where the early ripening rice was grown instead. It should
also be noted that cash crops like cotton and mulberries were prevalent on coastal Jiangsu
and around Lake Tai.

Cropping patterns affect food supply considerably. More important is the density of
population in determining the condition of grain markets. For the area as a whole, the
density of population was 178 persons per square kilometer in 1820, more than twice the
national average. Most striking is the Yangzi Delta (southern Jiangsu and northern
Zhejiang) where all prefectures had a population density of more than 400 persons per
square kilometer. The highest was Suzhou with approximately 902 persons per square
kilometer. Thus, the extent of food shortage was the severest in the delta. Most neighboring
provinces inland, however, produced large quantities of rice over and above what their
citizens consumed. Accordingly, a flourishing trade developed between the southeastern
coast and inland during the Qing period. The coastal area exported industrial goods like
textiles, capital, and technical know-how in exchange for grain shipments from Anhui,
Jiangxi, Hunan, Sichuan, Guangxi, and the offshore island of Taiwan.

To observe the behavior of grain prices in the area, we have conducted a statistical
analysis of rice prices in the four principal prefectures—Suzhou, Hangzhou, Quanzhou,

and Guangzhou—from 1741 to 1760. Our major findings are as follows: first, rice prices
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rose moderately in all prefectures in question; second, there is a clear pattern of seasonal
variations in prices. Prices generally peak in July-August and sink to their lowest in
October-November in Suzhou and Hangzhou, whereas the peak appears in May and the
trough in September/November in Quanzhou and Guangzhou respectively. Third, by and
large a four-year cyclical movement is also observable in all prefectures. ’

Finally, the weak correlation in prices between Suzhou and Guangzhou implies that
the two key economic areas, the Yangzi Delta and the Canton Delta, remained poorly
integrated in the eighteenth century. However, prices in Quanzhou and Guangzhou and
those in Quanzhou and Hangzhou are either highly correlated or nearly so. To conclude,
centering on the Yangzi Delta, the shorter is the distance from it, the greater the market
integration observable along the coast. Along with our earlier observations on grain trade,

it is evident that China’s regions were far from autarkic in the eighteenth century.

Keywords: double-cropping area, food shortage, density of population, rice prices,

market integration
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