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Seizing People’s Interests?
Competition and Cooperation between Private Postal
Agencies and the Imperial Post Office in the Late Qing
Era

Ling-chieh Chen

Department of History, SOAS, University of London

This paper examines the competition and cooperation between the newly
established Chinese Imperial Post and the original Chinese minxinju
(private postal agencies) and explores the modernity of postal services in
the late Qing era. The national postal system was introduced and proposed
by Robert Hart, Inspector General of the Chinese Imperial Maritime
Customs Service, and approved by the Qing government in 1896. It was
the first national postal service in China to follow the western model,
aiming at state-building in order to “wanhui liquan™ (restore national
economic rights), but it was subject to the Qing court’s requirement to
preserve the business of the minxinju because of the political ideal of “bu
yu min zheng li” (non-competition with the people’s economic interests).
For the Imperial Post, the conflict was with the national postal service’s
monopolistic management principle, which suggested that minxinju should
come under state ownership. However, this was the first time that the state
had interfered in the private postal business through a nationalised
institution in China. This paper aims to answer how interactions between
these two fundamentally different systems can be evaluated, to what extent
the Imperial Post’s national postal authority could legitimately incorporate
minxinju, and why minxinju were such indomitable competitors and able to
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survive. Previous research followed H. B. Morse’s viewpoint in the early
twentieth century, which regarded minxinju and other original Chinese
postal systems as an obstacle to progress. They were in opposition to the
national postal service and delayed China’s modernisation of postal
communication. However, their traditional vs modern binary opposition
seems to simplify the development of China’s postal communication in the
late nineteenth to the early twentieth century and ignore the complicated
relationship between the national postal service and minxinju. The paper
suggests that China’s nationalisation of postal services was not a narrative
that the old should be successfully replaced by the new. Instead, it was an
intriguing commercial cooperation and asymmetric competition between
the state and society. These two systems not only imitated each other but
also gradually became integrated. They played different roles, but together
led to the transformation of postal communication in China.

Keywords: postal service, Chinese Imperial Post, Chinese Maritime
Customs Service, minxinju (private postal agencies), modernity



