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A Consideration of Eighteenth-century
Chinese Business Ethics from the Perspective of
the Brief Guide for Traders and Shopkeepers

Chiu Pengsheng*

Abstract

In the wake of the expansion of long-distance trade in China from the
sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, a variety of “commercial guidebooks”
with content relating to communications, accommaodations, currency, weights
and measures, commodities, commercial taxes, personal correspondence began
to appear. These commercial guidebooks provide a comprehensive overview
of the entirety of China’s economic development during the Ming and Qing
dynasties. These works are especially valuable for understanding the economic
knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, as well as for critiquing interpersonal relations
among merchants at that time. This article takes Wu Zhongfu’s 1% Brief
Guide for Traders and Shopkeepers p5& {H%E as its principal historical
material to undertake a thorough investigation of eighteenth-century Chinese
business ethics.

Wu’s guidebook provides the background to the development of both the
commercial economy in Jiangxi J T/ province and the major arteries of long-
distance trade at that time. Wu’s key emphasis on the idea that “one may get
minor benefit from his own industriousness /)& Hi A.,” which he uses not only
to elaborate on the significance of caution and prudence for a successful
business, but also to delve into the idea that “children of average ability are

*  Chiu Pengsheng is a professor in the Department of History at the Chinese University of Hong
Kong.
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best suited for studying industry and commerce H & # » £ 1.75,” elucidates
Wu’s understanding of commercial training. Thus, | argue that “one may get
minor benefit from his own industriousness” is a doctrine that exactly
constitutes the kernel of business ethics in Wu’s commercial guidebook.
Finally | hope to shed light on the issue of how the changing content of
business ethics in eighteenth-century China is interwoven with the development
of Chinese commerce and society.

Keywords: Wu Zhongfu %15, Brief Guide for Traders and Shopkeepers,
commercial guidebooks, business ethics, Ming-Qing China



