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The Logic of the Rise of Ningbo Merchants in Modern Shanghai

Zhu Yingui

Abstract: After the opening of Shanghai in modern China, as the largest industrial and commercial city of
China, Shanghai also became an immigrant city with mixed Chinese and foreign affairs and parties. Even from
the perspective of commercial groups, there were many business associations including Guangdong merchants,
Shanxi merchants, Anhui merchants, and Suzhou merchants, and this made Shanghai the largest industnal and
commercial center in modern China. After decades of development and changes, in the 19205 and 1930s, Ningbo
merchants outperformed other commercial groups and became the most striking group in the Chinese community
of modern Shanghai. First, the size of this group reached a million, and it also had produced many famous business
and economic celebrities, such as "Hardware King" Ye Chengzhong, "Matches King" Liu Hongsheng, "Medicine
King" Xiang Songmao and so on. Second, Ningbo merchants also played an important role in organizations that
represented the interests of Shanghai's industrial and commercial groups. During the 27 years of the Shanghai
Commercial Conference Office, from its establishment in 1902 to its reorganization into the Shanghai Chamber of
Commerce in 1929, its leaders were changed 18 times. Ningbo merchants were elected general secretary (president)
of the office 14 times or 23 years, including Yan Xinhou, Li Houyou, Zhou Jinzen, Zhu Baosan, Song Hanzhang,
Yi Qiaging and Fu xiaoan. Third, in the more than 20 commercial groups in Shanghai from the end of the 19th
century to the beginning of the 20th century, the number of Ningbo merchant groups accounted for 70%, the
Guangdong merchants group accounted for 10%, and the other commereial groups combined accounted for about
20%. The fact that the Ningbo business group had such outstanding achievements in modern Shanghai had to
do with three of its characteristics and advantages that other business groups did not have. First, compared with
other immigrant business groups, Ningbo merchants established a strongly cohesive organization of strong mutual
assistance and welfare in Shanghai, relying on their geographical, blood, and business ties. Such organization
weakened the difference between the rich and the poor, and it united people from Ningbo into a cohesive group,
with organization, economic strengths and the support of industry and finance. It also had certain ties and influence
with the rulers of Shanghai’s International Settlement. Second, Ningbo’s industrial and commercial groups were
closely connected with coordination, mutual penetration and support and thus enabled them to withstand the
pressure of economic fluctuation and financial turmoil. Third, they took advantage of Shanghai's geographical
position as an intersection of China and the West and, by making full use of the so-called late-developing advantage
in introduction, absorption and innovation, created and improved their own industries and brands. As a result, they
were able to gain market share despite the fierce competition of Chinese and foreign industrial and commercial

groups.
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