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Representing Merchants in a New Form of Identity:
The Process of the Tax Collection through the Chambers of
Commerce of Suzhou in Late Qing

Qiu Pengsheng
( Department of History, Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong)

Abstract: The ratio of business tax in Qing central government had grew three times from 5.4% to
14. 6% during the period from 1742 to 1812, and the growth continued to accelerate in the next century until
the demise of Qing Empire in 1911. Accompanying the growth of business tax, the goal of making policies
beneficial to merchants had not only been set as high on the agenda in the central and many local Qing
governments, but also had brought about more collective actions including shopkeeper’s strikes, petitions, and
supports from the merchant groups such as Huiguan and Gongsuo in order to bargain tax collections with the
local governments. As many Chambers of Commerce had been established in favor with Qing government after
1903, Suzhou merchants may benefit from both the Chamber of Commerce and Huiguan/Gongsuo in the
process of bargaining business tax, thus forging a new identity of representing merchant’s collective interest.
We should not underestimate the contribution of Huiguan and Gongsuo in a long running historical perspective.

Key words: policy beneficial to merchants, business tax, Huiguan, Gongsuo, chamber of commerce
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