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No account of social and economic developments during the Han dynasty is
possible without reference to the workings of the state authority which,
through the implementation of its various financial policies, exercised great
influence in agriculture, commerce, and manufacturing. In spite of the fact
that in a centralized despotism with the emperor as the highest authority
all revenues should in theory belong to him, in the Han period there was a
sharp division in financial administration into the two spheres of govern-
ment or public finance and the private finances of the imperial court. In
Former Han these were controlled by two separate ministries with indepen-
dent resources and expenditures — that is, the superintendents of agriculture
and the lesser treasury

The chief office for government finance was the ministry of agriculture
(ta ssu-nung). Its main sources of revenue were the various taxes imposed
on the people and, after 119 B.C., the profits of the salt and iron monopo-
lies and the “equal supply” and “price standardization” schemes. It also
received the proceeds from state-owned lands and from the sale of aristo-
cratic ranks carried on in the reign of Wu-ti (141-87 B.C.). Its principal
expenditures were on the salaries of officials at the capital, public works
(such as the construction of imperial tombs, and flood control and irriga-
tion projects), and military expenses (army supplies, the costs of large-scale
expeditions, and rewards to the troops). Besides these major items, it was
also responsible for the costs of state festivals and rituals.

The revenues of the lesser treasuty (shao-fu) were derived in the first
instance from the tax on registered merchants and taxes on the various
natural products of the mountains, forests, rivers, seas, lakes, and marshes
(all nature being considered a possession of the emperor). This in practice
meant taxes on fish and timber, and the proceeds from all the produce of
the huge imperial parks. An exception to this was the profit from the
monopoly on salt and iron, the two most valuable natural products of the
time, which went to the superintendent of agriculture. This was the result
of a special gesture on the part of Wu-ti in an effort to improve state
finances. Before the inauguration of the monopolies,.taxes on salt and iron
production must have gone to the lesser treasury. The loss of revenue from

that source was made up a few years later, in 113 B.C., when minting (as
has already been explained) was made a government monopoly run by the
lesser treasury’s new coordinate ministry, that of the superintendent of
waterways and parks (shui-heng tu-wei).

FE7E : the superintendents of agriculture ' ta ssunung = K72
the lesser treasury, shao-fu='V )it
“equal supply” and “price standardization” =¥Jii « Y
Wu-ti =&

the superintendent of waterways and parks (shui-heng tu-wer) = KHEERRH

Used with permission of Cambridge University Press, from The Cambridge history of China. Vol.1, The Ch'in and Han Empires,221 B.C.-A.D. 220,
by Denis Crispin Twitchett, John King Fairbank, 1987; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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