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Abstract

The semi-colonial character of China during the treaty-port era brings into
question the dichotomy between the colonizer and the colonized. China’s foreign
trade had an overall negative balance, and Great Britain, Japan, and the United
States of America benefited from it. However, dozens of minor powers suffered
a negative balance with China, despite the favourable conditions set in the
treaty ports. This article examines the presence of Spain in China during the
first decades of the twentieth century, focusing on trade, population, and issues
of self-representation. Through a comparative analysis of the Sino-Spanish
trade with that of other smaller powers in China, this article shows both the
diversity of colonial formations in China and the existence of colonial relations
that, although peripheral and complementary, pose a doubt on the adequacy,
not only of the colonizer/colonized dichotomy, but also of the representation of
colonialism in China.
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The colonial question in China and ‘the Rest of the West’

This article analyses the participation of peripheral powers in the
imperial enterprise in China—a phenomenon largely ignored by
historians. China’s relations with the major colonial powers during
the late Qing dynasty and the Republican period were one of the main
areas of interest for historians of China until the 1970s. However,
criticism of the approaches of the Harvard School, particularly of the
works of J. K. Fairbank, led research into the colonial question in China
to a crisis. The resulting shift in the historiography towards what
Paul Cohen defined as a ‘China-centered history of China’ reinforced
this criticism.1 While the actions of imperialism, and the means and
strategies it adopted in China, have once again become a major area
of study over the last two decades, the role that the peripheral powers
played in the imperial enterprise has remained largely unnoticed.

There have been major contributions as part of a renewed effort
to provide an appropriate framework for the colonial phenomenon in
China.2 Scholars have reconsidered the peculiar form of colonial rule
that existed in China in the Republican period. In 1916, Lenin defined
it vaguely and intuitively as semi-colonialism, which at that time was
considered a transitional stage; Sun Yat-Sen’s rejection of the concept
in favour of that of ‘hypo-colony’ brought another dimension to the
debate.3 From Sun’s perspective, China had endured an economic
oppression that was ‘greater even than that of a full colony’. Sun
thought that the idea of a ‘semi-colony’ did not do justice to the
situation of China because China even lacked the privileges of a
formal colony. This is why he preferred to talk in terms of ci zhimindi—
a ‘hypo-colony’ or ‘sub-colony’.4 While Sun Yat-Sen’s proposal was
almost forgotten by the 1930s, Lenin’s concept of semi-colonialism
became more widely accepted and it has been used—sometimes in
an uncritical way—to describe a situation in which, without the need

1 P. A. Cohen, Discovering History in China: American Historical Writing on the Recent
Chinese Past, Columbia University Press, New York, 1984.

2 For a more detailed discussion of this issue, see B. Goodman and D. Goodman
(eds), Twentieth Century Colonialism and China: Localities, the Everyday, and the World,
Routledge, New York, 2012, pp. 3−12.

3 J. Osterhammel, ‘Semi-colonialism and informal empire in twentieth-century
China: towards a framework of analysis’, in W. J. Mommsen and J. Osterhammel
(eds), Imperialism and After: Continuities and Discontinuities, Allen & Unwin, London,
1986, p. 296.

4 W. Th. De Bary et al., Sources of Chinese Tradition, Vol. 2, Columbia University
Press, New York, 2001, pp. 321−22.
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for direct control over a country, another nation or group of nations
is able to determine its political decision making regarding policy
and foreign trade.5 Most authors, such as Osterhammel, Barlow,
Goodman, and Shih, choose to describe China’s situation as semi-
colonial.6 This implies an asymmetry of power that, in practical terms,
leads to the establishment of economic and military bases, forms
of financial dependence, and the involvement of collaborative local
elites in this semi-colonial framework. This idea is consistent with the
concept of an ‘informal empire’, which has been applied on a relatively
widespread basis to the Chinese context.7

Furthermore, recent historiography has highlighted a basic aspect
of the imperial enterprise in China: the diversity and complexity of its
colonial formations. In her study of China’s modernist literature, Shih
emphasizes the ‘multiple layers of domination’ in colonial China in the
early twentieth century.8 Similarly, Goodman and Goodman discuss
‘multifarious, partial, and discrete constellations of colonial power’,
allowing them to claim that ‘early colonial powers such as Britain
projected different goals for their China toeholds than latecomers

5 Y. Wang, Remaking Chinese Cinema: Through the Prism of Shanghai, Hong Kong, and
Hollywood, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 2013. As pointed out in Goodman
and Goodman (eds), Twentieth Century Colonialism, only Rogaski, in her study of the
foreign concession of Tianjin, has restored and reformed Sun’s term to coin the term
of ‘hyper-colony’, in order to highlight the diversity of the colonial powers operating
in the international ports. See R. Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity: Meanings of Public Health
in Treaty-Port China, University of California Press, Berkeley, 2004; and M. Marinelli,
‘Projecting Italianità on the Chinese space: the construction of the “aristocratic”
concession in Tianjin (1901–1947)’, in M. Marinelli and G. Andornino (eds), Italy’s
Encounters with Modern China: Imperial Dreams, Strategic Ambitions, Palgrave MacMillan,
New York, 2014, pp. 1–24. See also B. Goodman, ‘Improvisations on a semicolonial
theme, or, how to read a celebration of transnational urban community’, The Journal
of Asian Studies, Vol. 43:4, November 2000, pp. 889–926.

6 Osterhammel, ‘Semi-colonialism and informal empire’; T. E. Barlow,
‘Colonialism’s career in postwar China studies’, in T. Barlow (ed.), Formations of
Colonial Modernity in East Asia, Duke University Press, Durham, 1997, pp. 373–411;
Goodman, ‘Improvisations on a semicolonial theme’; S. Shih, The Lure of the Modern:
Writing Modernism in Semicolonial China, 1917–1937, University of California Press,
Los Angeles, 2001.

7 Osterhammel, ‘Semi-colonialism and informal empire’; Shih, The Lure of the
Modern; R. Bickers, ‘“Good work for China in every possible direction”: the foreign
inspectorate of the Chinese maritime customs, 1854–1950’, in Goodman and
Goodman (eds), Twentieth Century Colonialism, pp. 25–36; P. Duus, ‘Introduction:
Japan’s informal empire in China, 1895–1937: an overview’, in P. Duus et al. (eds), The
Japanese Informal Empire in China, 1895–1937, Princeton University Press, Princeton,
1989.

8 Shih, The Lure of the Modern, pp. 32, 36.
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such as Germany, Japan and Italy. [ . . . ] Different colonial powers
responded in different ways to growing challenges to the legitimacy
of their hold on pieces of China’.9 Bickers and Henriot define the
colonial situation in China as a ‘network of overlapping imperialisms’
and discuss an ‘interpenetration of interests’ that has problematized
the boundaries between the colonizer and the colonized.10

In 1986, Osterhammel argued that ‘only very few authors take
note of the diversity which characterized the foreign presence in, and
foreign impact on, China’.11 Nowadays, despite the acknowledgement
of the diverse nature of the colonial formations in China, the vast
majority of studies continue to focus on the actions of the major
powers—primarily Britain, France, the United States of America,
Japan, and, to a lesser extent, Russia and Germany. Thus, while
the diversity of colonial formations is widely recognized, few studies
have characterized it beyond the case of the powers noted above. The
result is a remarkably reified concept of the West.12 As argued by
van der Putten, ‘if Imperialism in China would only be studied in
terms of British, French, American, Russian, German, or Japanese
activities, this would possibly result in a far too simplified model
of imperialism’.13 Specifically, Hevia has highlighted the need for
‘dereifying the West’ in the Chinese context.14 In line with these
academic approaches, this article participates on the debate about
the necessity to challenge an essentialized concept of the West in
order to gain a thorough understanding of the imperial enterprise.15

9 Goodman and Goodman (eds), Twentieth Century Colonialism, p. 8.
10 R. Bickers and Ch. Henriot (eds), New Frontiers: Imperialism’s New Communities in

East Asia, 1842–1953, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2000, p. 5.
11 Osterhammel, ‘Semi-colonialism and informal empire’, p. 294.
12 One example is Shu-mei Shih, who, despite mentioning the ‘multiple layers of

domination’ that existed in China in the early nineteenth century, makes a distinction
between Euro-American and Japanese imperialism, and considers the Euro-American
version to be an indistinct whole (Shih, The Lure of the Modern, p. 39). It should be noted,
though, that this distinction in her study of Chinese literary modernism has a basically
heuristic objective and is consistent with the way in which intellectuals of the time
understood the colonial context.

13 F.-P. van der Putten, ‘Small powers and imperialism: the Netherlands in China,
1886–1905’, Itinerario, Vol. 20:1, 1996, p. 115.

14 J. Hevia, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-Century China,
Duke University Press, Durham, 2000.

15 See, among others, S. Hall, ‘The West and the rest: discourse and power’, in
S. Hall and B. Gieben (eds), Formations of Modernity, Open University/Polity Press,
Maidenhead, 1992, pp. 275–331; N. Sakai, ‘Dislocation of the West and the status of
the humanities’, in Y. Hanawa and N. Sakai (eds), Specters of the West and the Politics of
Translation, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 2001, pp. 71–94; Z. Eisenstein,
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This article uncovers the fact that many other nations played a role
in the colonial enterprise in China, negotiating and signing treaties,
forming companies, engaging in intra- and intercontinental trade,
managing concessions, participating in relevant institutions such as
the maritime customs, forming part of municipal committees, creating
cultural associations, and even taking part in military conflicts. These
countries include Portugal, Italy, Belgium, Spain, the Netherlands,
Sweden, Norway, and others.16 They played a lesser role, in some
cases only as witnesses, in the colonization process in China but, at the
same time, they provide us perceptions that help to depict colonialism
with greater accuracy. Their actions, strategies of representation,
and power relations show different colonial formations that challenge
some of our ideas about the development of the imperial enterprise
and thus complete our understanding of China from the mid-
nineteenth century until the Second World War.17

Of course, the balance between the centre and the periphery is
historically dynamic, and this is also true in the Chinese colonial
context. For instance, in the mid-nineteenth century, Germany was
on the periphery of colonial action but, within a few decades, it
had assumed an undeniably central role, becoming a driving force
of the imperial enterprise in China. At the other extreme was the
case of Spain—one of the major players in China’s relations with the
European world in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries through
its colony in the Philippines. However, Spain’s influence in the region
rapidly declined even before the loss of its Asian colony in the 1898
Spanish-American War. Its status became marginal despite the fact
of maintaining a presence in China throughout the first half of the
twentieth century.

Against Empire: Feminisms, Racism and the West, Zed Books, New York, 2004; S. Shih and
F. Lionnet, ‘Thinking through the minor, transnationally’, in F. Lionnet et al. (eds),
Minor Transnationalism, Duke University Press, Durham, 2005, pp. 1–23.

16 Some recent international publications have discussed the actions of these
countries in China, although their impact on the academic world has been limited to
date. For example: van der Putten, ‘Small powers and imperialism’; K. E. Brødsgaard
and M. Kirkebæk (eds), China and Denmark: Relations since 1674, Nordik Institute of
Asian Studies Press, Copenhagen, 2001; W. F. vande Walle and Noël Golvers (eds),
The History of the Relations between the Low Countries and China in the Qing Era (1644–
1911), Leuven University Press, Leuven, 2003; Marinelli and Adornino (eds), Italy’s
Encounters with Modern China.

17 D. Martínez-Robles, ‘Constructing sovereignty in nineteenth century China: the
negotiation of reciprocity in the Sino-Spanish Treaty of 1864’, International History
Review, Vol. 38:4, 2016, pp. 719–40.
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Spain and other countries that entered the colonial stage as
secondary stakeholders make up what Prado-Fonts calls ‘the Rest of
the West’.18 With a limited economic, military, and/or cultural power,
they occupied a peripheral position in the colonial enterprise. At the
same time, they were part of the West and identified themselves with
Western colonial objectives. In other words, they were countries that
participated in the imperial enterprise without having a defined or
leading role in it.

The Spanish case challenges some of our ideas, definitions, and
conceptions about colonial formations in China, such as the idea
that Western countries profited from the open-port system, as Spain
suffered severe deficits in its trade with China during the first decades
of the twentieth century. This case highlights an empirical bias in
the historiography of China, which has silenced and consequently
ignored the historical significance of otherwise easily documentable
phenomena.19

We believe that the Spanish case is extreme, as its trade deficit
was one of the highest of all countries that participated in the treaty-
port system, but not unique. Despite its historical connections with
China, by the early twentieth century, Spain did not have any colony in
Asia nor concession on Chinese soil (unlike other similarly peripheral
powers such as Italy, Portugal, and Belgium). Moreover, Spain usually

18 C. Prado-Fonts, ‘China como patriótico desahogo: usos de la alteridad en los
Viajes del chino Dagar-Li-Kao de Fernando Garrido’, Hispanic Review, Vol. 3, 2015,
pp. 275–98.

19 Studies on Chinese trade during this period include China’s major trading
partners: Great Britain, Japan, the United States of America, and, to a lesser extent,
Russia and France. Other countries either do not appear or are listed under the
heading ‘Continental Europe’. See L. Hsiao, China’s Foreign Trade Statistics, 1864–
1949, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1974, pp. 140–41; and W. Keller, B. Li,
and C. Shiue, ‘China’s foreign trade: perspectives from the past 150 years’, National
Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), Working Paper, No. 16550, 2010, available online
[last accessed 20 January 2017] at http://www.nber.org/papers/w16550, pp. 41–42.
However, other trading situations have been the focus of very little study, despite
the availability of a renowned source such as the Archive of the Chinese Maritime
Customs Service (CMCS), which contains clear statistics on trade with these nations,
especially from 1905 onwards. See C. Yang, H. B. Hau, et al., Statistics of China’s Foreign
Trade during the Last Sixty-Five Years, National Research Institute of Social Sciences,
Academia Sinica, Shanghai, 1931. On the history and publications of the CMCS, see
the research project by the University of Bristol entitled ‘Chinese Maritime Customs
Project’ (hereinafter the CMCP), which includes an index of publications, some of
which are digitized and available statistics. See Chinese Maritime Customs Project
(CMCP), University of Bristol, 2002–2015, available online [last accessed 20 January
2017] at http://www.bristol.ac.uk/history/customs/.

http://www.nber.org/papers/w16550
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/history/customs/
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refused involvement in armed imperial actions and its trade, even
before the loss of its colony in the Philippines, was characterized by its
insignificance and marginality.20 The Spanish diplomatic presence in
China remained precarious and had an acute shortage of resources,
in terms of both financial and human resources. Nevertheless,
there was an active Spanish community, especially in Shanghai,
which conducted business in the sectors of transportation (rickshaws,
garages), entertainment (cinema theatres and film distribution),
and architecture and real estate. As a result, the case study of
Spain enables us to challenge some of the prevailing assumptions
in present-day historiography and provides an opportunity to question
the colonizer/colonized dichotomy, since Spain was an example of a
power on the periphery of the West and the colonizing world that
maintained a relationship with China not determined by clear and
unequivocal power structures.

With this argument in mind, this article proposes, first, to examine
the Spanish community in China, its commercial presence, its
dynamics, and its structure, as a counterpoint to more established
and more extensively studied foreign communities. Second, it aims to
analyse the evolution of trade interactions between China and Spain in
the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century,
which were defined by a low volume and a negative balance. It also
aims to compare this commercial relationship with other countries’
bilateral trade with China. Finally, this article highlights the extent to
which the evolution of peripheral trade allow us to call into question
some elements of the representation of the colonial question in China
in the early twentieth century and the treaty-port era.

An imagined colonial community in China

Together with the Netherlands, Spain was one of the few treaty
nations with a historical presence in China that never had a colony
or territorial concession in any of the treaty ports. Nevertheless,

20 Although John Bowring, British Minister Plenipotentiary in China and Governor
of Hong Kong, offered the Spanish government an alliance to take part in the
Second Opium War as an ally of Great Britain, Spain’s General Consul in China
and the Ministry of State in Madrid refused that offering. Other projects of military
involvement in China were always rejected by Spanish authorities. See D. Martínez-
Robles, ‘Perspectives for the Spanish intervention in Macao in the 19th century’,
Bulletin of Portuguese Japanese Studies, Vol. 16, 2008, pp. 101–17.
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a considerable community of Spanish expatriates and emigrants
benefited from the privileges of extraterritoriality granted by
treaties and a consular presence. With the exception of the
Jewish community—a transnational phenomenon with very specific
characteristics—the studies on foreign communities in China have
focused on the citizens of nations with territorial possessions.
Countries without concessions, like Spain, have consequently not been
taken into account.21 In specific terms, the Spanish case in China shows
the paradoxical existence of a community that consolidated itself in a
colonial context despite not having a colony or territorial concession.

After opening its first consulates in Macao in 1854, Shanghai
in 1858, and Xiamen in 1859, Spain maintained a continuous
diplomatic presence in China, with official representation in Beijing
from 1864 onwards. However, the consular structure was generally
precarious and under-funded.22 From the 1880s onwards, according to
a publication that recorded data from the Chinese Maritime Customs
Service (CMCS), the Spanish community in China remained at a
relatively stable level of approximately 300 people (Figure 1).23 From
the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the Spanish population arrived
to China mainly from the Philippines and it was mainly composed
of Filipino aboriginals who worked as sailors, soldiers, or musicians,
numbering in the hundreds in some ports.24 During the first decade

21 See Pan Guang, The Jews in China, Wuzhou Chuanbo Chubanshe, Beijing, 2001;
Ch. Betta, ‘The trade diaspora of Baghdadi Jews: from India to China’s treaty
ports, 1842–1937’, in I. Baghdiantz Mccabe, G. Harlaftis, and I. Pepelasis Minoglou
(eds), Diaspora Entrepreneurial Networks: Four Centuries of History, Berg, New York, 2005,
pp. 269–85.

22 See D. Martínez-Robles, La participación española en el proceso de penetración occidental
en China, 1840–1870, unpublished doctoral thesis, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, 2007
(http://hdl.handle.net/10803/7466).

23 Yang, Hau, et al., Statistics of China’s Foreign Trade, pp. 147–48. Some caution
should be exercised when using data from the CMCS (see T. P. Lyons, China Maritime
Customs and China’s Trade Statistics, Willow Creek Press, Trumansburg, 2003, pp. 65–
69). These statistics also have their weaknesses: they ignored the trade undertaken by
traditional Chinese vessels, confused exports to other open ports with internal trade,
changed criteria as new ports opened or closed, and neglected some areas such as the
colonies of Hong Kong and Macao. Furthermore, from 1901, the Spanish consulates
maintained a record of residents in China, although much of this documentation has
been lost.

24 The number of Filipinos on the Chinese coast, which also included Filipino
Mestizos, exceeded the number of Spaniards originating from the Iberian Peninsula
during the nineteenth century, in a trend that continued in the twentieth century;
see D. Martínez-Robles, ‘Españoles en el Reino Celestial Taiping: el desconocimiento
como pauta de interculturalidad’, in P. San Ginés Aguilar (ed.), La investigación sobre

http://hdl.handle.net/10803/7466
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Figure 1. (Colour online) Evolution of the Spanish community in China, 1872–1930.
Source: C. Yang, H. B. Hau, et al., Statistics of China’s Foreign Trade during the Last Sixty-
Five Years (Shanghai: National Research Institute of Social Sciences, Academia Sinica,
1931), pp. 147–48.

of the twentieth century, a community of Spanish-speaking Sephardic
Jews from the Middle East also established in China, in addition to
engineers, architects, artists, lithographers, and seamstresses born
in Spain.25 Over the next decade, members of religious orders also
increased in number and, according to consular sources of the time,
they amounted to around 100 people. In the 1930s, a group of Basque
pelotaris—players of Basque pelota, a sport that became a global betting
game in that era—reached great fame on the cultural life of the city

Asia Pacífico en España, Editorial Universidad de Granada, Granada, 2006, pp. 341–58.
For example, the diplomat Luis Valera estimated in 1900 that 200 or 300 Filipinos
lived in Shanghai at that time; see L. Valera, Sombras Chinescas: Recuerdos de un viaje
al Celeste Imperio, Nausícaa, Murcia, 2013. See also R. T. Chu, Chinese and the Chinese
mestizos of Manila: Family, Identity and Culture, 1860–1930s, Brill, Leiden and Boston,
2010. The Spanish population in the Philippines was always very limited, as a result of
a short colonial administration that depended on Catholic missionaries as colonizing
agents. This explains why the most part of the Philippine population, mainly in Luzon
Island, adhered to the Catholic doctrine but only a minor part learned Spanish or
received a remarkable Spanish cultural impact. Filipino presence in the Chinese
coast echoes the demographic characteristics of the Philippine colony: although
maintaining the Spanish nationality, Philippine aboriginals did not usually interact
with peninsular Spaniards, and only very few Mestizos became active members of the
Spanish community in China.

25 In the first decade of the twentieth century, some intellectuals and politicians in
Spain promoted a philo-Sephardic movement that culminated in 1916 in a statute
that protected Sephardic Jews and allowed Spanish consuls to protect them. In 1924,
a law conceded Sephardic Jews the Spanish nationality. Only Jews born in countries
with a minor international projection, such as Turkey and other nations in the Middle
East, decided to make use of that privilege.
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of Shanghai and among the Spanish community in China.26 As this
brief panoramic view reveals, the Spanish community in China was
diverse, dynamic, highly transnational, and involved in a wide range
of activities.

According to Wang Chuifang, there were 16 Spanish companies in
Shanghai between 1842 and 1949, of which only one specialized in
imports and exports, three worked in local commerce, ten specialized
in cultural activities and entertainment (cinema, restaurants, sports,
and so on), and one in the production of food items.27 Although
other Spanish archival sources do not match those figures, Wang’s
estimates are significant in that they illustrate the limited influence
of international trade among the Spanish community. There was no
company able to handle the logistics of direct trade between the two
countries on a regular and large-scale basis, and there was no financial
institution to act as a bridge between the two countries, despite some
failed proposals by Spanish consuls.28

The Spanish business community, engaged in all kinds of activities
in China, was actually one of the most enterprising communities, as
has recently been demonstrated, although foreign trade was not its
primary activity.29 In fact, direct trade with Spain was a very marginal
activity—it ranged between 0.01 and 0.2 per cent of total Chinese
foreign trade, despite the existence of a network of Spanish companies
established in China in the first three decades of the twentieth century.
In 1932, 89.02 per cent of Spanish capital in China was invested
in rural and urban real estate, while the remainder was invested
in business enterprises (8.54 per cent) and industrial enterprises
(2.44 per cent).30 Religious orders were particularly active in the
investments on real estate and managed properties all over China.

26 See J. E. Borao, ‘Julio de Larracoechea (1901–1999): Vicecónsul en Shanghai
(1932–1936) y novelista de la ciudad del Wangpú’, working paper presented at
the Simposio Internacional de Hispanistas, Beijing Foreign Studies University,
1998, URL [last accessed 20 January 2017]: http://homepage.ntu.edu.tw/�
borao/2Profesores/Larracoechea.pdf; J. P. Sánchez, ‘Frontones de pelota vasca en
China’, Revista del Instituto Confucio de Valencia, Vol. 7:4, 2011, pp. 74–78.

27 Ch. Wang, Yangshang shi. Shanghai, 1843–1956, Shanghai shehui kexueyuan
chubanshe, Shanghai, 2007, p. 83.

28 Archivo Histórico Nacional (Spain), H2369 A=Política Exterior, 1901–1929,
Beijing, 30 March 1920.

29 C. Brasó Broggi, ‘Las Aduanas Marítimas de China y el comercio sino-español,
1900–1930’, Revista de Historia Industrial, Vol. 26:70, 2017, pp. 108–43.

30 M. Ojeda Álvarez, ‘Relaciones entre España y China desde 1927 hasta 1937’,
Cuadernos de Historia Moderna y Contemporánea, Vol. 1, 1980, pp. 222–23.

http://homepage.ntu.edu.tw/~borao/2Profesores/Larracoechea.pdf
http://homepage.ntu.edu.tw/~borao/2Profesores/Larracoechea.pdf
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There have been few academic studies devoted to this vibrant and
cosmopolitan community, although, in recent years, some research
has highlighted some of the most prominent figures, especially for
the period of the 1910s and 1920s. Among the diplomats of this
period, it is worth underscoring the figure of Julio Palencia, who, by
all contemporary accounts, gave an institutional dimension to the
community of Spanish expatriates who carved a niche in Shanghai in
the early twentieth century, and Julio Larracoechea, Spanish consul in
Shanghai, and later Spanish ambassador to the Republic of China in
Taiwan, who produced an important literary output and contributed
to the transmission of the image of China to Spain.31

In addition to diplomats, a number of Spanish businessmen and
professionals also carved a name for themselves in the treaty ports.
Antonio Ramos Espejo was a key figure in the entertainment sector.
Ramos, who arrived to China after spending a few years in the
Philippines, organized film screenings in Shanghai and built of
the first cinema theatres in China. Moreover, his company, Ramos
Amusement Co., controlled film distribution in Shanghai until the
mid-1920s and had a solid presence in Macao and Hong Kong.32

Some of Ramos’s cinema theatres in Shanghai were designed by
Abelardo Lafuente García-Rojo, a Spanish architect who, along with
Hungarian László Húdec, was one of the city’s best-known architects.
Lafuente’s residences and buildings for the most powerful members
of Shanghai’s Spanish community displayed a characteristic neo-
Mozarabic style that attempted to recreate an architectural aesthetic
typical of southern Spain. In this sense, Lafuente followed a trend
discernible in other foreign concessions of the treaty ports, where
streets contained architectural features that recreated the styles of
each national context, often in an exercise of self-exotization. Just
as some streets in the French Concession contained Parisian-style
mansions and examples of Art Deco architecture, and the Italian
concession in Tianjin made an effort to build ‘genuinely’ Italian
buildings, Lafuente’s neo-Mozarabic buildings constitute the most

31 On Larracoechea’s Chinese work, see C. Prado-Fonts, ‘“Que redundase en
beneficio de sus compatriotas”: Julio de Larracoechea, Ramonchu en Shanghai y
la China modelable’, Journal of Iberian and Latin American Research, Vol. 22:1, 2016;
Borao, ‘Julio de Larracoechea (1901–1999)’.

32 See a comprehensive research on Antonio Ramos Espejo in J. I. Toro Escudero, Del
burdel al emporio cinematográfico: El papel olvidado, principal y pionero del soldado español Antonio
Ramos Espejo en el nacimiento del cine chino, unpublished doctoral thesis, Universidad
Complutense de Madrid, 2016.
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outstanding example of the attempts by the Spanish community to
create a unique space within the international community in Shanghai
with an aura of ‘Spanishness’.33 In fact, Lafuente’s buildings are a clear
example of colonial architecture and an attempt to exercise symbolic
power by Spaniards as members of an imagined colonial community
without its own concession.

Lafuente received some of his commissions from Alberto Abraham
Cohen—Sephardic merchant from the Middle East nationalized
Spanish who controlled a significant part of the rickshaw transport
business in Shanghai, in addition to trade interests in leather from
China’s Northern provinces. Several of Cohen’s rickshaw garages were
built in this peculiar revival style, which was also reminiscent of the
era when Jews were an important part of Spanish society, prior to
their expulsion in the late fifteenth century. Other Spanish architects
worked in Shanghai during the same period, such as Santiago Lladó
y Perpiñá, the owner of the Shanghai Stucco Company, who appears
to have been involved in the design of the Shanghai Auditorium, and
Modesto Martí de Solá, an engineer who arrived to Shanghai after
working as a public works contractor during the final years of Spanish
rule in the Philippines. Martí introduced reinforced concrete to China
and tried to boost imports of Spanish construction materials.34 To
that end, he placed advertisements in the specialized Spanish press,
apparently to little avail.35

As mentioned above, a significant proportion of Spanish residents
were involved in the local service sector, such as the well-known lawyer
Federico Sardá Mayet, the promoters of the Auditorium—the Basque
jai alai, the place where the pelotari ball game was played—as well
as the owners of the film-production company Filmos Company Ltd,
the Barcelona and Sevilla restaurants, dancehalls, the Español and
Alhambra casinos, and the España hatters.36 As is evident, some of the
names of these companies emphasized the idea of a Spanish identity
by projecting a frequently exoticized version of Spanishness.

33 M. Marinelli, ‘An Italian “neighbourhood” in Tianjin: little Italy or colonial
space?’, in Goodman and Goodman (eds), Twentieth Century Colonialism, pp. 92–107.
From Marinelli, we have adopted the application of Benedict Anderson’s concept of
an ‘imagined community’ to foreign communities in China.

34 The North China Herald, 21 October 1904.
35 Revista minera, metalúrgica y de ingeniería, Vol. 63, 1912, p. 12.
36 China Importers and Exporters Directory, Bureau of Foreign Trade, Shanghai, 1937,

p. 49.
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The few Spaniards who engaged in international trade included
Francisco de Sales Aboitiz y Achaval, the owner of the Sino Spanish
Trading Co., and his son, Alberto Aboitiz y Onandia, the joint owner
of Aboitiz & Company Ltd, which also engaged in imports and exports.
There were other trading companies, but of more limited scope,
such as the Commercial Trust Companies, which only engaged in
the import and export of products as a secondary activity and which
was jointly owned by Isaac Joaquín Sánchez, and The China Trade
Company, which belonged to Juan Antonio Vallés y Pérez and Juan
Lledó Cercós. Two Spanish tobacco companies also had offices in
Shanghai and headquarters in Manila—the Insular Cigar & Cigarette
Factory and the Compañía General de Tabacos de Filipinas.37

Among the Spanish religious community, it is worth mentioning the
Augustinians Agustín Melcón, author of an outstanding work about
the Chinese revolutionary process, Páginas de la última revolución china
(1914), and Gaudencio Castrillo, who accumulated extensive real-
estate properties in Shanghai on behalf of the Agustinian Procuration,
in addition to writing one of the most comprehensive books about
China of the time, El Comercio en el Extremo Oriente (1918), an
excellent monograph on the economy and society of treaty-port
China. Castrillo’s activities as head of the Augustinian Procuration
in Shanghai went far beyond religious and missionary tasks, including
the management of companies (The China Trust Ltd and Arts and
Crafts Ltd) and a large portfolio of stocks (Ziangbe Rubber Co. Ltd,
Anglo-Java Estates Ltd, Chempedak Rubber and Gambier Estate
Ltd and Senawang Rubber Estates Co. Ltd), according to meeting
announcements published in the press.

In addition, the Spaniards working at the CMCS totalled 72
since its establishment in 1854. The most prominent was Juan
Mencarini Pierotti, a Spanish merchant and the son of a diplomat who
became assistant first-rank chief of the CMCS in 1912.38 Mencarini
held positions in Guangzhou, Xiamen, Tamsui, Chinjiang, Shanghai,
and Fuzhou. The supernumerary assistant, Alfredo E. Blanco, also
accumulated an extensive experience of over 25 years in the CMCS,
and later played a leading role in the struggle to prohibit opium trade
in China as president of the League against Opium Consumption in

37 See Archivo General de la Administración (Spain), 4257, Top 55/28 (1932–
1939).

38 C. Lunt (ed.), The China Who’s Who, Kelly & Walsh Limited, Shanghai, 1922,
pp. 185–86.
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Beijing, member of the opiates section of the League of Nations, and
director of the Anti-Opium Information Bureau.39 However, despite
highly skilled and experienced personnel who attempted to foster
Sino-Spanish relationships in different ways, neither the government
nor the Spanish companies took advantage of this human capital,
which went completely unnoticed in Spain.40 The Spanish government
maintained the fiction that the country was in line with the rest of
the imperial powers in China. When the nationalists of Chiang Kai-
shek and the Communists clashed in Shanghai in 1927, a Spanish
warship was sent to guarantee the interests of the Spanish community
in China. It was the first Spanish warship to visit the region in 30 years
and it did not play any significant role.41 Still, Spain showed that it still
kept colonial aspirations in China despite not possessing a colonized
territory or a profitable trade to defend.

Literary works and reports written by Spaniards in China during
this period highlight yet another dimension of the Spanish community
in China: a taste for melancholy and decadence.42 In their writings,
Spaniards complained about the impossibility to compete with the
stronger powers, especially the United Kingdom and the United States
of America, which had taken economic advantage of China’s weakness.
However, according to Gaudencio Castrillo, this unusual competitive
form of semi-colonial domination was in reality the pretext to justify
the Spanish community’s failure to adapt to China, since ‘our laziness
or neglect made us look with scorn on what did not bear the imprint of
conquest, for which we have had exceptional gifts, unsurpassed by any
people on earth, leaving for other nations, more adept at profit and

39 See The North China Herald, ‘Ex custom oficial on Geneva staff’, 2 December 1922,
p. 589. On Spanish workers at the CMC, see Brasó Broggi, ‘Las Aduanas Marítimas
de China y el comercio sino-español, 1900–1930’.

40 See, for example, the lecture given by Juan Mencarini at the Barcelona Chamber
of Commerce in 1912, J. Mencarini, Conferencia dada por don Juan Mencarini en
la Cámara de Comercio de Barcelona, el día 6 de Diciembre 1912, Establecimiento
Tipográfico Félix Costa, Barcelona, 1912.

41 See Heraldo de Madrid, year 37:12.784, 20 January 1927.
42 Spanish past as a global empire and one of the great Iberian powers that

dominated the European intercourse with Asia in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries fed this taste for decadence. Writers and diplomatic representatives
mentioned it in their reflections on the position of Spain in China. On the precedents
for the decline of the Spanish community in China, see Ai Qing, ‘Imperial nostalgia:
Spanish travel writing in China (1870–1910)’, Arizona Journal of Hispanic Cultural
Studies, Vol. 18, 2014, pp. 221–33.
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speculation, the usufruct of the Chinese markets’.43 Interestingly, this
feeling of nostalgia and decay brought the Spanish community closer
to the situation of China itself, similarly reflecting a glorious past and
the obvious weakness when competing with the great powers in the
early twentieth century, most notably in the economic field: ‘something
similar has happened to both us Spaniards and to the Chinese; we have
lived in complete isolation, in a genuine ivory tower that has prevented
us from communicating with the rest of the world.’44 A proof of that
was the incapacity of Spain to profit from the privileges of the treaty-
port system—a condition not exclusive to Spain and actually much
more common than what previous historiography has acknowledged.

Trade deficits and the peripheries of treaty-port China

Father Castrillo’s negative opinion about Spain’s role in China had
a great deal to do with Spain’s failure to develop trade relations or
colonies in China. We will now discuss the evolution of Spanish trade,
not only in terms of its value in itself, but also, and particularly, in
terms of its contrastive value. In what follows, we will put a special
emphasis on the Spanish trade deficits and the various products that
China exported to Spain, in order to present an alternative scenario
that is able to clarify some of our ideas about colonialism in China. We
will next compare the Spanish case with those of other nations that
should be similarly considered as peripheral in the imperial enterprise
in China to show that the Spanish case is not an exception.

Radical changes in the economic and commercial structure of the
Philippines in the nineteenth century determined the patterns of
commercial relations between Spain and China in the early twentieth
century. The galleon that linked the Philippines to America—an
institution that had been the basis of the economy of Manila since
1565—sailed for the last time in 1815. Thereafter, the economy
of the Philippines was no longer based on the entrepôt trade that
had made it an intermediary between China and the West and
products from the Philippines began to be standard currency in
international markets. An equally important event took place in 1789,
with the gradual opening of the port of Manila to international trade.

43 G. Castrillo, El Comercio en el Extremo Oriente, Imprenta del Asilo de Huérfanos del
S. C. de Jesús, Madrid, 1918, p. 131–32.

44 Castrillo, El Comercio en el Extremo Oriente, p. 139.
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Although this opening was a priori on a temporary and restricted basis,
Manila became a free port within a few years and foreign vessels
encountered little impediments for trading.45 Furthermore, foreign
trading companies were able to open offices and establish themselves
in the city of Manila from 1814 onwards.

This meant that direct trade from the Philippines with the Chinese
coast was no longer controlled by Spanish traders and the presence of
British and American merchants grew steadily: in 1818, 70 per cent
of imports were shipped to Manila under a foreign flag, reaching 77
per cent by 1825. As for exports, 54 per cent in 1818 and 68 per cent
in 1825 were carried on foreign ships. This explains why the presence
of Spanish merchants and vessels in China’s ports in the treaty-port
era was very limited and sporadic.46

In the mid-nineteenth century, the focus of the Philippine trade
was placed on other targets different from merely re-exporting Asian
products. If we look at the Philippine products exported in different
periods of the nineteenth century, changes in the economic system
become apparent. In the late 1820s, most exports from the Philippines
were non-manufactured products, or products requiring a low level of
processing, such as birds’ nests, as well as other basic food products
(which in total accounted for the 50 per cent of exports) and traditional
southern Chinese pharmacopoeia, which was obviously destined to
that market.47 However, the picture changed completely in the
following decades. From 1830 onwards, the Philippines’ main export
products were sugar, Manila hemp, coffee, indigo, tobacco, dyes, and
rice—products generally sent to other markets, with the exception
of rice. The impact of this change in trade relations between China
and Spain was obviously significant, and its implications reached the
twentieth century.

The consolidation of sugar as the leading export (especially after,
and benefiting from, the end of the international slave trade) and

45 See B. Legarda Jr, After the Galleons: Foreign Trade, Economic Change & Entrepreneurship
in the Nineteenth-Century Philippines, Ateneo de Manila University Press, Quezón City,
1999, pp. 84–85, 94–96; M. L. Díaz-Trechuelo, La Real Compañía de Filipinas, Escuela
de Estudios Hispano-Americanos de Sevilla, Sevilla, 1965, pp. 64–65.

46 Legarda provides very revealing estimates of the decline in imports of Chinese
products to the Philippines: in 1810, they were valued at 1,150,000 pesos; in 1818,
the figure was 714,700; and, in 1825, it had fallen to 624,843 pesos, slightly more
than half the figure of 15 years earlier. However, the value of exports of local products
tripled between 1810 and 1830. See Legarda, After the Galleons, pp. 102–03.

47 Archivo del Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores (Spain), H1445, No. 42, Shanghai,
October 1844 (currently in the Archivo Histórico Nacional).
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the growing demand for tobacco and Manila hemp, in addition to
coffee, led to a change in the agricultural structure of the Philippines,
shifting from a subsistence to an export-oriented agriculture. All the
above explains why, from the 1850s onwards, China’s position in the
Philippine foreign trade fell until it became secondary. From then on,
the new exports that dominated the Philippine foreign trade until the
end of the century and were not consumed on such a regular basis in
China coincided with the sharp decline in exports of other typically
Chinese products, including rice.48

The final decades of the nineteenth century presented a bleak
scenario for trade relations between the Philippines—and Spain—
and coastal China. As a consequence of this situation, the presence of
Spanish merchants in China became a mere token. Spain’s loss of the
Philippines in 1898 simply aggravated the precarious nature of the
bilateral trade between the two countries. This explains the marginal
nature of the trade between Spain and China since the beginning of
the twentieth century, as well as the significant deficits involved, which
reached a differential between imports and exports of one to 1,000 in
1905, turning Spain into one of the countries with the highest rate of
negative coverage in its relationship with China.

Several factors that help to explain this situation are the lack
of Spanish multinational business enterprises and Spanish shipping
companies with the capacity to link Spain and China; the Spanish
community’s specialization in the local-services sector in Shanghai;
the excessive concentration of Spanish direct investment in real estate;
the limited use of personnel with experience in China to foster direct
trade; and the transnational nature of the Spanish community, to a
large extent without direct ties with Spain.49

Some significant data highlight the nature of the trade between the
two countries and the role of the Spanish community in China during

48 Neither sugar nor coffee was an everyday consumer good in Qing China;
meanwhile, tobacco and coarse-weave fabrics such as Manila hemp were used more
widely, but neither was part of Chinese basic needs. As for the products that were
most widely exported to China until that point, exports of birds’ nests provide a good
example: they fell from a value of more than 300,000 pesos in 1818 to 13,094 in 1847,
and just 3,000 pesos in 1864. The case of the sea cucumber is different, since the
value of exports increased almost throughout the entire century; however, its share
in overall exports from the Philippines fell sharply. See Legarda, After the Galleons,
pp. 139–40.

49 For a detailed description of bilateral trade relations between Spain and China,
which are summarized in the following paragraphs, see Brasó Broggi, ‘Las Aduanas
Marítimas de China y el comercio sino-español, 1900–1930’.
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the first half of the twentieth century. An analysis of the total value
of Sino-Spanish trade between 1905 and 1930 (exports plus imports)
shows that this trade never exceeded the threshold of 0.2 per cent
of total Chinese foreign trade, not even reaching 0.05 per cent in
most annual statistics.50 The Spanish population in China remained
at between 0.1 and 0.2 per cent of the total foreign population between
1912 and 1930, while the business presence, calculated in terms of
the number of companies, accounted for an average of 0.4 per cent of
all foreign companies over the same years. These figures suggest that,
compared with other communities, the Spanish community in China
did little to foster trade with their country of origin despite having a
remarkable entrepreneurial spirit.

During the first decade of the twentieth century, trade between
China and Spain was dominated by Chinese exports of both traditional
products, such as silk and tea, and raw materials, such as peanuts and
furs. Although bilateral trade grew until the outbreak of the First
World War, its volume remained very marginal for both the Chinese
and the Spanish economies. Due to the lack of direct shipping lines
between the two countries, trade declined to insignificant levels during
the First World War, although neither China nor Spain was directly
involved in the conflict and both countries benefited economically from
the war.51 Meanwhile, the low volume of Spanish exports explains the
increase in the coverage rate. In 1905, Spain had the highest negative
coverage rate of the 31 countries or regions with trade relations with
China, with values of 67,813 HKT or Haikwan tael (Chinese exports to
Spain) compared to 478 HKT (Spanish imports to China) (Table 1).52

50 See the data for bilateral trade between Spain and China in Brasó Broggi,
‘Las Aduanas Marítimas de China y el comercio sino-español, 1900–1930’. Chinese
customs measured the value of trade using a single magnitude: the haiguan liang (or
Haikwan tael, hereinafter the HKT), the monetary standard in silver. The HKT was
not a coin but instead simply a calculation value, as taxes and trade values were
assessed and paid in the many local currencies, which CMCS agents converted into
HKT for their statistics. See Lyons, China Maritime Customs, p. 52.

51 On China’s economic rise during this period, see M. C. Bergère, L’âge d’or de la
bourgeoisie chinoise, 1911–1937, Flammarion, Paris, 1986.

52 We have compared the market values of each country according to the CMCS
Annual Reports, published between 1905 and 1930 under the titles Returns of Trade,
Returns of Trade and Trade Reports and Foreign Trade of China, reissued by Historical
Archive Number Two of Nanjing in 170 volumes under the title Zhongguo jiu Haiguan
Shiliao, 1859–1948 [Historical Materials of Ancient Customs of China, 1859–1948], Jinghua
chubanshe, Beijing, 2001. We consulted these volumes at the Shanghai Library and
they will hereinafter be cited with the initials HMACC (Historical Materials of
Ancient Customs of China) followed by the year, the number of the volume published,
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Table 1.
Chinese trade with Spain, 1905–30

Foreign trade
coverage ratio

Year Exports Imports Total (as a percentage)

1905 67,813 478 68,291 14,186%
1906 31,985 2,086 34,071 1,533%
1907 69,586 2,008 71,594 3,465%
1908 272,301 1,612 273,913 16,892%
1909 197,019 2,678 199,697 7,356%
1910 353,592 8,492 362,084 4,163%
1911 383,086 6,911 389,997 5,543%
1912 465,299 3,862 469,161 12,048%
1913 380,921 3,386 384,307 11,249%
1914 256,493 2,318 258,811 11,065%
1915 95,561 810 96,371 11,797%
1916 13,958 5,397 19,355 258%
1917 19,279 2,130 21,409 905%
1918 18,451 2,610 21,061 706%
1919 1,495 3,205 4,700 46%
1920 45,174 18,940 64,114 238%
1921 91,278 5,183 96,461 1,761%
1922 793,408 5,081 798,489 15,615%
1923 1,378,117 29,398 1,407,515 4,687%
1924 2,755,977 32,169 2,788,146 8,567%
1925 2,987,919 142,197 3,130,116 2,101%
1926 1,583,285 98,629 1,681,914 1,605%
1927 853,912 2,108 856,020 40,508%
1928 864,016 12,556 876,572 6,881%
1929 885,702 30,187 915,889 2,934%
1930 790,649 57,604 848,253 1,372%

The shaded area indicates a negative trade balance for Spain (HKT). Source: CMCS
Annual Reports, HMACC.

One of the most striking aspects of Spanish trade in China was the
complete lack of initiatives to export Spanish products to a market
that, in population terms, was the world’s largest.

Chinese exports to Spain increased significantly after the First
World War, mainly due to the oilseed trade (sesame and peanuts).
Sino-Spanish trade reached over 1 million HKT in 1923, 1924,
and 1925—a remarkable level of growth that was due in part to
the presence of vessels with the Spanish flag in China. In 1925,
bilateral trade reached a record high of more than 3.1 million HKT,

then the page of the volume published (in parentheses, the page of the original
edition); HMACC 1905, Vol. 58, pp. 10–13 (pp. 6–9). These figures are consistent
with those compiled by Yang, Hau, et al., Statistics of China’s Foreign Trade, pp. 99–121.
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of which 2.9 were Chinese exports to Spain. In 1926, the Spanish
community also reached its peak, with 712 people registered at the
Chinese customs administration and the Spanish Consulate. However,
this figure is subject to some controversy because of the scandal
over the Consulate’s illegal sale of passports to non-Spanish citizens,
mainly Chinese businessmen.53 After this outlier, the Spanish official
population in China returned once again to previous levels: around
300 people.

This marginalization of Spanish trade stands in sharp contrast to the
eagerness of those industrialized countries who believed—albeit with
some degree of exaggeration—that China was the largest consumer
market in the world. However, as experts seasoned in the trade and
sale of foreign products in China highlighted, conducting business in
China was difficult and not always successful.54 Indeed, the disparities
in China’s foreign trade relations during this period give us some idea
of these difficulties. The Spanish case was extreme due to Spain’s
lack of trade and the virtual non-existence of Spanish exports to
China, which led to a large trade deficit. However, it is by no means a
unique case. CMCS statistics reveal wide disparities among different
national contexts. Let us turn our attention to some examples that
offer different and complementary perspectives on China’s foreign
trade during the period: France, Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands,
Italy, and Belgium.

Although the French colonial involvement in China has been
extensively studied, the number of publications on its trade is very
limited and has had little international impact.55 However, the French
case significantly reveals that the Spanish case was by no means
exceptional. According to CMCS statistics, direct trade between
France and China moved between a 2 and 5 per cent of total Chinese
foreign trade between 1905 and 1930, which places France only

53 J. E. Borao, España y China, 1927–1967: Unas distantes relaciones sorprendidas por
un ‘intenso encuentro’ revolucionario a finales de los años treinta, Central Book Publishing,
Taipei, 1994, pp. 71–72.

54 Note the contrast between the anxiety to sell foreign products and the harsh
reality of the Chinese market in the fascinating story by the American publicist Carl
Crow originally published in 1937: C. Crow, 400 Million Customers: The Experiences,
Some Happy, Some Sad, of an American in China and What They Taught Him, East Bridge,
Norwalk, 2003.

55 See G. Brossollet, Les Français de Shanghai, 1849–1949, Belin, Paris, 1999; see also
A. Major, The Paris of the East: Putting the ‘French’ in French Concession in Shanghai, 1900–
1912, unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Sherbrooke, ProQuest Dissertations
Publishing, 2012.
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behind the major trading powers in China (Japan, Great Britain and
the United States of America). However, and unlike the case of the
British and Japanese models, Sino-French trade involved significant
trade deficits for France. Direct trade between China and French
Indochina by no means compensated for the French deficit (which had
a trade coverage rate in 1910 of 1,400 per cent in China’s favour),
revealing that even a leading colonial power and a major trading
partner of China such as France, with a trade volume much higher
than Spain’s, had a markedly negative trade balance. Behind the façade
of the French Concession in Shanghai, one of the cultural centres of the
city of Shanghai –where, for example, the jai alai court was located—
the reality of bilateral trade was usually negative to French interests.56

Furthermore, despite its cultural and political significance, the French
population in Shanghai’s French Concession remained below 1,000
people until the late 1920s.57

Denmark is probably the country most similar to Spain in terms of
its trade with China. According to the CMCS, Denmark’s direct trade
ranged between 0.01 and 0.4 per cent of China’s total foreign trade—a
volume similar to Spain’s. The evolution of Danish trade in China did
not follow any clear pattern and there were periods of stagnation
when Danish trade in China almost disappeared.58 Denmark also
had a negative balance of trade with China, with very few years that
run counter to this general trend. Furthermore, and just like Spain,
Denmark, which signed its first treaty with China in 1863 (just a
year before Spain signed its own), never had a concession in Chinese
territory and its community remained small (in fact smaller than the
Spanish). All these elements make the Danish case very similar to that
of Spain.

However, the case of Denmark offers some important differences
with Spain. The East Asiatic Company, a private company established
in Denmark in 1897, took advantage of the privileges and prospects for
Denmark’s trade with China, even though Denmark had no colonial
presence in East Asia, and opened offices in Shanghai, Dalian, and Port
Arthur (1900), Hankou (1902), Qingdao (1922), Weihaiwei and Hong
Kong (1934), and Guangzhou (1938). The Company’s main import to

56 Major, The Paris of the East, p. 35.
57 Recensement de la population sur la Concession française de Changhai, 1910–1936.
58 The data have been verified by those provided by Dall, based on Danish sources,

and are consistent with those from the CMCS. See M. H. Dall, ‘Danish trade in China:
from the beginning of the twentieth century to the establishment of the people’s
republic’, in Brødsgaard and Kirkebæk (eds), China and Denmark, pp. 153–91.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X17000154
https://www.cambridge.org/core
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Denmark was Chinese soy, to which sesame was added in some periods,
with tea and cinnamon occupying a very secondary position. Exports
were dominated by Danish industrial machinery, but their volume
was always very limited.59 In addition to the East Asiatic Company,
Denmark had other major companies in China: multinational firms
specializing in foreign trade and industrial services (engineering),
as in the case of the Danes Vilhelm Meyer and Ivan Andersen, and
the company Andersen & Meyer & Company Limited.60 The latter
won major engineering contracts from various Chinese governmental
bodies as well as from different international concessions (railroads,
electricity, telegraph) while supplying machinery and engineering
services to all types of private industrial companies located in
China.61 However, as most of the machinery imported was British and
American, Andersen & Meyer & Company Limited was dominated
by investors from the United States of America. The company was
subsequently registered as American, even though its headquarters
were in Shanghai and its founders were Danish. The existence of
companies able to engage in foreign trade was therefore not a sufficient
guarantee that countries participating in the colonial enterprise in
China would benefit from commerce with China.

The Danish case is relevant for the study of the Spanish case for two
reasons: first, because it shows the existence of parallel cases to that
of Spain, turning the Spanish case a significant—albeit extreme—
case and confirming a new pattern of Western participation in treaty-
port China; and, second, because it shows that access to the Chinese
market was not as simple as some contemporary sources reported.
A very considerable effort, such as the establishment of a firm like
the East Asiatic Company, and the presence of Danish multinationals
throw a modest yield and did not do enough to foster direct bilateral
trade. China appears to be the main beneficiary of trade in all these
cases, despite being in a position of inferiority.

Other peripheral nations had different trade patterns (Table 2).
For example, Sweden, which had no territorial concessions in China,
presented a positive evolution, with a similarly marginal volume of
trade that reached a maximum of 0.26 per cent of the total in 1920,

59 Dall, ‘Danish trade in China’, pp. 184–86.
60 C. B. Bramsen, Open Doors: Wilhelm Meyer and the Establishment of General Electric in

China, Routledge, London, 2013, pp. 57–58, 73–74.
61 Ch. J. Ferguson, Andersen Meyer & Company Limited of China, Kelly and Walsh,

Shanghai, 1931.
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Table 2.
Percentage share of total Chinese foreign trade with various European nations, 1905–30.

1905 1910 1913 1920 1925 1930

Spain 0.01% 0.04% 0.04% 0.00% 0.18% 0.04%
France 3.36% 4.93% 4.73% 1.99% 4.55% 2.71%
Denmark 0.01% 0.09% 0.04% 0.41% 0.06% 0.09%
Sweden 0.00% 0.04% 0.18% 0.26% 0.17% 0.22%
The Netherlands 0.29% 0.99% 1.04% 1.10% 1.27% 2.52%
Italy 1.27% 1.34% 0.92% 0.45% 0.93% 1.09%
Belgium 1.75% 2.14% 2.30% 0.63% 0.85% 1.45%

The shaded area indicates a negative trade balance. Source: CMCS Annual Reports,
HMACC.

but a positive trade balance from 1910 onwards. For its part, the
Netherlands’ trade followed a clearly upward trend, with a meagre
volume of trade in the early twentieth century that consolidated
starting in the 1920s (reaching a maximum of 2.5 per cent of China’s
foreign trade in 1930), although with a clearly negative trade balance.
When trade between China and the Dutch Indies is added, though, the
balance of Dutch trade is positive, with a volume of trade accounting
for more than 5 per cent of the total—a very significant figure which
reveals that the lack of territorial concessions on Chinese soil was
not necessarily a determinant factor as long as a country owned other
colonial enclaves in Asia.

Finally, two other countries with concessions must be highlighted.
Italy had a significant, if uneven, volume of trade, ranging between
1.34 and 0.45 per cent of the total foreign trade in China. However,
its positive evolution was significant: early in the century, it was
extremely deficient but, in the late 1920s, it began to have a positive
trade balance. However, the general impression that emerges from
works published at that time was that Italian trade in China had not
met the expectations and remained very much below its potential.62

The Italian community in China had its own territory—the Italian
concession of Tianjin, although it only amounted to half a square
kilometre—which hosted about 300 Italian inhabitants in the 1930s of
a strong entrepreneurial spirit—together with the Spanish, the Italian
was one of the communities with more companies registered per

62 L. de Courten, ‘The Chinese enigma in politics and in the economy: Italy and
the Far East, 1900–1947’, The Journal of European Economic History, Vol. 38:2, Summer
2009, pp. 343–46.
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inhabitant in 1913.63 Finally, trade with Belgium (with a concession
in Tianjin, together with Austria, France, Japan, England, Russia, the
United States of America, and Germany, as well as Italy) amounted to
between 0.6 and 2.3 per cent of China’s foreign trade between 1905
and 1930—a significant and highly beneficial volume, with a trade
surplus for Belgian exports greater than that of a big colonial power
in East Asia like France.

Conclusion

China’s trade balance during the first half of the twentieth century
was clearly negative. According to statistics supplied by the Chinese
Customs, the volume of imports to China clearly exceeded that of
exports, with the latter amounting to between 70 and 80 per cent of
the value of imports in most years. The main beneficiaries of this trade
were Japan, Britain, and, after the First World War, the United States
of America. This provides an image of the colonial situation in China
in which the main imperial powers imposed their own interests over
those of a weakened Qing state and the Chinese Republic.

However, the number of nations that maintained direct trade
relations with China was much larger and the CMCS statistics
included over 30 of them. The case study of Spanish trade presented
in this article shows a pattern that is diametrically opposed to those
prevailing in China’s foreign trade with the great imperial powers, not
only because of its limited volume, but above all because of Spain’s
relevant trade deficit. We have shown the case of other countries
with a trade deficit, such as France and Denmark, and others with
fluctuations that set them apart from the model—determined by the
accounts of the great colonial empires in Asia—that has dominated
the historiography. In fact, in general terms, between 1905 and 1930,
about a third of the countries with trade relations with China ran trade
deficits despite a highly favourable colonial context. In addition to
France, Italy, and Denmark, the Ottoman Empire (and later Turkey,
Persia, Egypt, and Algeria), Mexico, South Africa, Korea, and Siam
had chronic trade deficits with China during this period, indicating
the extent to which the Spanish was not an isolated case, but part of a
pattern.

63 HMAAC 1913, Vol. 61, p. 105 (p. 97); see also Brasó Broggi, ‘Las Aduanas
Marítimas de China y el comercio sino-español, 1900–1930’.
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This highlights the wide variety of colonial formations in China,
even calling the term itself into question and suggesting the need to
discuss the convenience of using it in an uncritical manner. Through its
community in China, Spain did not relinquish its status as a colonizer,
despite being barely able to exercise it or benefit from it. Despite the
fact that the country did not have a concession in China, the core of
Spaniards residing in China, consisting mainly of entrepreneurs in
Shanghai, were able to develop a strong sense of national community,
somewhere between nostalgia and hope, which they attempted to dress
up with artificial but unique colonial trappings, as we have shown
with the Mozarabic-inspired architecture of some of the works by the
architect Abelardo Lafuente. This imagined community, which was
recognized by both diplomats who lived in China for many years and
travellers passing by, was simultaneously transnational and dynamic.

Many other Spaniards lived in China during this period, although,
in most cases, we do not know their names, as they were excluded from
a ‘Spanish community’ defined by the elites: musicians in nightclub
bands, employees of foreign companies, chefs, waiters, workmen,
porters in ports, security guards, and so on. Many had come from the
Philippines and had never set foot in Europe, and did not even have
Spanish ancestors, and others were citizens of other countries who
had either been nationalized or naturalized. That exclusion, which
reinforces the concept of an imagined community through underlying
class tensions, is particularly prominent among travellers visiting
China.64 Without the institutional support that the possession of a
territorial concession would have represented and the institutional
apparatus that would have articulated the idea of a community,
the notion of Spanishness became a sublimation of the nostalgia
for the Spanish empire among the most prominent members of
those elites. Despite maintaining a trade relationship with China
that did not fit the orthodox model of colonization, some of the
members of the community preserved Spain’s colonial aspirations
intact—aspirations that were obviously limited by the absence of
an institutional apparatus but that, at the same time, created an
environment, a social milieu, for a private non-institutionalized form
of colonialism. The Spanish colonial apparatus was not successful in
promoting bilateral trade or in claiming territories to China, but

64 Perhaps the most paradigmatic cases are those of the journalist J. M. Romero
Salas, España en China, Manila, 1921, and the writer V. Blasco Ibáñez, La vuelta al
mundo de un novelista, Prometeo, Valencia, 1924.
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the Spanish community in China adapted quite well to the local
economy of the concessions, especially in Shanghai. This all points
to the argument that we raised at the beginning of this article: the
comparative study of the Spanish case, along with that of other nations
that were part of the periphery of the colonial action in China, provides
a more comprehensive perception of colonial formations in China than
the one historiography has passed down to us—so much so that it
becomes necessary to question the validity of the colonizer/colonized
dichotomy that predominant analyses have taken as a starting point,
as it is revealed to be based on a reified conception of the West.

The actions by nations at the periphery of the imperial enterprise
in China prompt a rethinking of some of our ideas on colonial
formations in China. Through the study of the Spanish case, we
have demonstrated that some countries initially benefited from the
colonial context but, while they shared the overall colonial discourse
that defined the great Euro-American empires, they maintained
a relationship with China that was not established on the power
structures and paradigms that have defined the colonial model. This
casts a shadow over the agency of these peripheral participants of the
imperial enterprise. China does not emerge from its relationship with
Spain as a victim, or as a necessarily passive colonial subject, nor can
Spain be easily defined as a colonial power. Spain—and presumably
other peripheral powers—was in a position of in-betweenness that
breaks the colonizer/colonized dichotomy. The plurality of colonial
formations and experiences in China is undeniable and warrants
further examination, not only because the trading systems in the
cases we have analysed differ widely, but also because they effectively
suggest a plurality in the way in which China’s foreign relations took
place. The dereification of the West called for by some experts should
lead to the integration of the experience of these peripheral countries
in China.
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