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The Import and Export of Silver and the Evolution
of Monetary System in the Ming and Qing Dynasties
Du Xuncheng Li Jin

Abstract; The fact that currencies are exogenous and independent of the total volume of economic
transactions is most evidently shown with developed financial intermediaries but absent central banking and
currency release institutions. The import of silver in China’s Ming Dynasty serves a case study to reflect on
how markets affect currency systems in the past, and how the coexistence of paper currency and copper
under inefficient institutional constraints was replaced by the dual standards of silver and copper. During
this period of time, commodity prices (in silver units) dropped rather than increased. The continued mass
import of silver during the Qing Dynasty stimulated commodity prices to increase, injecting a strong dose of
dynamism into the market. However, since these currencies were exogenous factors, the mass import of
silver was not necessarily related to China’s economic capacity at that time. Before and after the Opium
War, deficits in international trade (including opium trade) and the outflows of silver demanded the issue
of need for paper currencies to be prioritized as the top item on China’s economic agenda. It was not until
the end of the Qing Dynasty that China witnessed the fledgling development of market-dominated paper
currency and credit systems issued by financial organizations. There were also signs of market agents
seeking for efficient institutional support. But they were faced with a bleak prospect at that time since the
government ( including local governments) was prone to issue paper currencies freely at their own will. This
paper used econometric methods to model and analyze these processes.

Key Words: Silver Inflows; Ming and Qing Dynasties ; Monetary System ; Exogeneity of Currencies
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