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The Common Use and Abolishment of Qing Dynasty’s
Copper Coins in Korea: The Wholeness and Limitations
of the Market under the Suzerain-Vassal System

Wang Yuanzhou

Abstract: During the Ming and Qing Dynasties, the formation of the system of silver circulation promoted
the development of East Asian trade system. Behind the silver circulation system, there were also international
circulations of copper and copper money. The circulation of copper coins appeared rather late in Korea.
Beginning the later period of the Koryo Dynasty, copper coins were repeatedly cast and discarded, and it was
not until the 18th century that copper coins were widely used. This was mainly due to the fact that Korea did not
produce much copper and had to rely on imports from Japan for most of the copper. The quantity of the copper
coins cast in Korea was constrained by the amount and price of copper imported from Japan. Because silver was
rarely used in Korea's domestic market, while the lack of copper supply led to high prices of copper and copper
coins, the result was that in terms of the price parity between silver and copper coins, the value of “Yeqian” in
Korea was much higher than that of “Zhiqian” in Qing Dynasty. Therefore, it was more cost-effective to purchase
copper coins from China with silver and let the “Zhiqian” of the Qing Dynasty circulate at the same price as the
Korean “Yegian” than to make Korean's own copper coins. Hence, it had always been advocated that “Zhigian”
of the Qing Dynasty should be used commonly in Korea. Korea had asked the Ministry of Rites in the Qing
Court for the permission to import copper coins from China, but it was rejected on the grounds that the Qing
Hui-tien (laws and regulations) prohibited the export of copper and iron. However, there were different opinions
on this issue inside Korea. The proponents held that copper coins could be circulated as silver, and in terms of
Confucian rationale, copper coins also should be used between the suzerain and vassal states. The opponents,
however, were worried that this would weaken the differences between these two countries and cause trouble
and that the Qing Dynasty may even manipulate the currency power of Korea. However, the Qing Dynasty did
not seriously consider whether Chinese copper coins should be allowed to circulate in vassal states, let alone
any idea of controlling the currency of Korea. When the Chinese copper coins were commonly used during the
Daewongun’s reign, the Qing dynasty made no response. When (Gojong ordered the abolition of Chinese copper
coins in Korea, the Qing Dynasty also felt that this matter had nothing to do with itself. The main reason for
the abolition was that the circulation of Chinese copper coins led to the rise of prices in Korea. However, the
abolition of Chinese copper coins had not only failed to curb the price rise, but also brought greater economic
losses to Korea, increasing more financial difficulties and the difficulties for Korea to cope with the changing

situation after the opening port.
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