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Customs Regarding Topsoil in Old China——Topsoil Transfers
and the Rights of Tenants

Yasushi Kusano

“Topsoil’’ (tian-mian [HE) originated where land productivity was augmented
by the investment of the tenants’ labor (this was known as gong-ben T &) in im-
provements of the irrigation, the fertility, and the cultivable area of the land they
were renting. Accordingly, the tenants obtained rights either to demand a return
on their gong-ben from the landlords or, when this was not forthcoming, to
secure increases in the area of the (rented) land which was its result. However,
the landlords rarely paid back the investment of labor; the tenants were apt at
the expiry of their contracts to cede the topsoil to other cultivators and use the
price they received for this as the means of recouping their gong-ben. There were
two procedures for ceding the topsoil rights: “official’’ (guan-ding EJE) and
“private” (si-ding FLJH). “Official transfer’” meant that the topsoil temporarily
reverted to the landlords’ possession and was then allotted to the next tenant,
so that the landlord controlled the price of the topsoil transfer and the selection
of the next cultivator. The “unofficial”’ version meant that the tenant directly
handed over the topsoil to a third party, the landlord did not intervene in the
process, the third party might be anyone at all, and the price of the topsoil fluc-
tuated in accordance with the supply of and demand for land and with the
ability of the tenant to drive a bargain. Historically, official transfer preceded
private transfer; the movement in the direction of the latter came with the erosion
of the landlords’ power to control the situation.

Tenancy contracts normally continued so long as the tenant was paying rent.
There was no difference in cases where the tenant was the holder of topsoil rights :
if the tenant ceased to pay his rent the landlord could abrogate the contract. But
even if the contract was abrogated, the tenant’s right to demand a return on his.
gong-ben remained in force. Thus in reality the landlord’s ability to abrogate the
contract depended on whether he himself could buy back the topsoil rights, or
on whether prospective new tenants who were in a position to do so existed or
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not. As the official transfer system broke down, the price of the topsoil increased
steeply; as the cost of buying back the topsoil became prohibitive relative to the
buying power of landlords and peasants in general, the security of tenure of the
cultivators was stabilized. According to the conventional theory, topsoil rights.
were equivalent to permanent tenancy and peasants who had rights to the topsoil
enjoyed permament rights to cultivate it. But this is an error. In fact it was only
the difficulty of paying back the price of the topsoil which checked the landlords™
ability to dispose of the land as they wished.

The Beginning of the Malacca Sultanate

Hisanori Wada

Malacca came under the influence of Islam in the first half of the fifteenth:
century owing to the activities of Muslim merchants, but it is clear—from the-
funerary steles of Mansur Shah, ‘Ala’u’din, and others, from the coinage issued
by Muzaffur Shah, Mansur Shah, and Mahmud Shah, from the designation
“King Man-la-hia” 0Bl F which appears in the Ming Veritable Records.
BH £ 2%, and from records such as Tome Pires” Suma Oriental—that the emer-
gence of Malacca as a Muslim state took place around the middle of the fifteenth
century in Muzaffar Shah’s time.



