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A Study of the Rice (and Paddy) and Wheat Flour Trade and
the Transformation of Their Business Organization in Modern Manchuria

(1864-c.a.1930)

Kai Yiu Chan *

Abstract

Manchuria (or the so-called ‘Three Northern Provinces’) of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries witnessed great transformation in society and economy. The
economic development that accompanied with the opening to external trade in the 1860s
not only brought about further advancement to the already flourished bean trade but also
created other novel changes. Massive demographic influx from the neighbouring provinces
of Hebei and Shandong, together with the numerous migrants of foreign nationalities
(particularly the Russians, Koreans, and Japanese), all formed a multicultural, multi-
layered colonial society. These socio-economic transformations provided new opportunities
of development to the Manchurian economy which had hitherto over-dependent upon the
bean trade. They also practically created new demands for food grains other than the
beans, possibly causing considerable impact upon the organization of grain trade. This
article uses wheat flour and rice (and paddy) to conduct a comparative research on these
two commodities from 1864 to around 1930, in order to examine the relationship between
the transformation of trade in the Manchurian new food grains under economic
development and the transformation in the organization of that trade.

Through the examination of the trade transformation of rice (and paddy) and wheat
flour in the commodity market of modern Manchuria, this article argues that although
there was phenomenal growth in the trade volume throughout most of the period under
review, all began to decline since the early 1920s. Besides, trade was import-oriented.
Even though Manchuria was gifted in wheat trade, it still encountered decline in the
1920s. Imported flour and rice interacted with their respective trade organization in two
different ways. Two patterns of development in business organization can be found in

Manchurian rice and flour. Firstly, the flour trade depended upon the market mechanism
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Associate Professor, Department of History, National Cheng Kung University
1 University Road, Tainan City, Taiwan 701
E-mail: kaiychan@mail.ncku.edu.tw
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from material purchasing to product distribution, going through market agents for
transactions, leading to the fact that the whole business system could be affected by
various factors. That further disadvantaged Manchurian flour to compete with those
imported from Shanghai. It was because in the lower Yangzi region, a process of ‘vertical
integration’ took place among some of the flour mills. Secondly, in the rice and paddy
trade (including Manchurian and Korean rice) of Manchuria, there was no obvious
‘associate company’ relationship between the rice mills and the rice merchants. Japanese
trading firms also conducted a multi-product business, not specializing on the rice and
paddy trade. However, partly because of the eating habits of some Manchurian migrants,
rice mills achieved some degrees of ‘vertical integration’, which was an obvious divergence

from the experience of the lower Yangzi and the Guangdong regions.
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