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Official System, Merchants Society and Technology Renewal .
Wooden Boats Shipping Industry in the Xiangjiang River in the Late Qing Dynasty
Chen Yao

Abstract: A litigation case of wooden boats shipping in Xiangtan, Hunan Province, at the beginning of the
20th century, showed the reform of boat broker system, the rise of local gentry and merchants, and the
differentiation of transportation market. From the opening of the Five Ports of Commerce to the end of the
Qing Dynasty, the wooden boats shipping industry of the inland reaches of the Yangtze River, has not
rapidly declined due to the development of the steamship industry, but formed integration and complement
with the competing steamship transportation. Boatmen and boat gangs in the lower reaches of the Xiangjiang
River cooperated directly with local businesses, emerging foreign firms and new steamship companies to
maintain the market share in the competition. Compared with the challenges brought by the modern forces
such as steamship, the evolution of the old system was that the inland wooden boats shipping industry
needed to cope with at that time. The micro analysis of the multi-dimensional historical factors will help us
to understand the complex interaction between the old and the new in the process of China’s modern social
and economic structural transformation.

Keywords: Shipping Industry, Boatman, Boat Gang, Boat Broker, Inland Society
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