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Presentation 

The “China Human Trafficking and Slaving Database” (CHTS-DB) project was launched in 2019 with an 
“Impulsion” grant awarded by Idex-Lyon. As part of the “Exploring Slave Trade in Asia” project 
(International Institute of Social History in cooperation with the Lyon Institute of East Asian Studies, 
the Linnaeus University, and the Bonn Center of Dependency and Slavery Studies), CHTS-DB intends 
to map the flows of human trafficking in late imperial China, to identify its networks and actors, and 
to unveil its interregional and transnational dynamics.  

Whereas “Exploring Slave Trade in Asia” focuses on maritime slave “voyages” and “sub-voyages” 
operated by (Western) colonial and mercantile powers all across the early-modern Indian Ocean 
World, CHTS-DB primarily focuses on inland “flows” of forced human relocation and on “slaving” in 
late imperial China. 

The primary prospect of the pilot project is to reassess preconceptions according to which slaving 
practices were unknown or insignificant in “premodern” China, and that Western operators 
trafficking in Chinese “workers” and “slaves” before and during the “coolie trade” era acquired 
human merchandize coming exclusively from the vicinity of China’s southern ports, either by raiding 
the neighboring populations themselves, or with the help of unscrupulous Chinese local officials and 
outlaws. 

The main questions asked by this project are: 

- did trafficking networks and markets exist in China before and beyond the scope of Western 
slaving activities? 

- if so, how were those connected with Western-operated networks; what was their scope; 
who were their operators; how did Western slaving activities influenced or contributed to re-
route and reshape Chinese markets and networks; and how did Chinese slaving practices 
shape or condition the operation of Western slaving activities? 

A subsequent question raised by this project is: Were there in late imperial China practices that could 
be readily compared with Western slave trading; or are there related practices that can be observed 
and recorded in the perspective of a comparative and connected history of slaving and forced 
relocation at the scale of Asia, maritime and continental? 

A first element of response is that a definition of “slavery” or “slaving” based on such criteria as 
“saleability” and “ownership” of human beings is not relevant and practicable in the Chinese context. 
Human beings, in particular women and children, were likely to be sold and bought once or more 
times in their lifetime. Asymmetry in interpersonal social relationships was the norm, not the 
exception. Heads of households held a “power tantamount to possession” over all their dependents 
(their juniors in age, and inferiors in generation, gender and status, be they family members or 
outsiders incorporated into the household for labor purposes like “slaves” [nubi 奴婢] and “hired 
workers” [gugongren 僱工人]) and could virtually (and in practice often did) sell them legally. As a 
consequence, observing transactions in human beings (i.e., transposing onto the Chinese context 
analytical categories that are the product of the experience of the modern West) would lead to 



consider China as one of the largest markets for human beings in the world (although “coercion” and 
“violence” were often present in transactions resulting in many forms of “exploitation”). As analytical 
tools for this project, saleability and transactions in human beings appear too broad and 
encompassing. 

Besides, transactions in human beings did not exclusively result in slave trading and slavery. 
Marriages and adoptions, for instance, involved similar transfers of rights of ownership (or authority) 
from one family to another and the exchange of money, as well as the establishment of “sales” 
contracts; while labor and family identities often overlapped in practice (which can be illustrated by 
the use of family identities to conceal subordinate labor identities). In a context of “transactional 
families”, where everyone could be legally “sold” at some point, the issue was not much whether 
people could be sold or what purpose they could be sold for, but who had the legitimate authority to 
do so. Focusing on such phenomena as slavery and slave trading is therefore too limited in scope, in 
the sense that people were not necessarily or explicitly relocated “as slaves” or “for slavery”. 

The Ming and Qing authorities nonetheless developed a context-specific conception of human 
“trafficking” mainly derived from what can be labelled as “usurpation of authority” (the usurpation of 
the “right” to sell or to claim ownership in another person). This contextual definition of “trafficking” 
was closely associated with practices of distant relocation (as a means to sever the ties of the 
trafficked ones with their original community as well as to escape judicial consequences) and 
conceptually associated with the pursuit of profit and the practice of smuggling. It was implemented 
(with more or less zeal at the different judicial levels) in practice all along the period to fight against 
and prosecute a particular range of practices of relocation. Thereby, observing the dynamics of 
trafficking, as conceived in late imperial China, seems a more relevant approach and an alternative to 
exploring “slavery”, “slave trade” or “transactions in human beings” in this context. 

The project therefore focuses on recording two phenomena: 1. Instances of trafficking (as defined in 
the context); 2. Instances of slaving (the presence of nubi 奴婢).  


