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Some Problems of Private Minting in the Song Dynasty
ZHEN GJin
(Department of History, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310028, China)

Abgtract : The minting of counterfeit currency remained an inextricable problem in the economic
realm of ancient China, In the Song Dynasty , the social need for currencies increased day by day
due to the rapid development of economy. However, as the government failed to mint enough
coins, there was a lack of currenciesin circulation, resulting in the especially noticeable problem
of illegal private minting.

Though the counterfeiters were profit-driven, the Song government s monetary i mpolicy was
a0 an important factor that caused the rampancy of private minting. Those involved came from
various social classes, including plain folk, minting craftsmen, local powers, and even
government official s and imperial family members. The plain folk made fake coins to lessen their
living pressure, while the wealthy and privileged aimed to seek more ill-gotten profits.

Though underground activities, most of the large-scaleillegal private minting practices were
operated by gangs, with many controlled by local powers. Besides private minting, these gangs
also committed many other crimes.

The minting gangs usually employed sophisticated minting techniques. To facilitate their
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mining and minting activities and to prevent their illicit doingsfrom being disclosed, the minters
often chose to work in deep mountains with few people, or on big rivers from where they could
eadsly abscond. Some located their workshops right beside mints of local authorities in order to
steal copper more easly. They used copper , which they stolefrom collective resources and gai ned
by melting coins and copper wares as part of raw material , and then minted counterfeit coinswith
a mixture of many impurities like lead and tin.

The privately minted coins were made to a maximum of resemblance to the genuine ones, 0
they could be used in circulation without being easly identified. However , as the counterfeiters
were motivated to seek maximum profits with minimum costs, many problems emerged during
the process. Raw materials were not extracted carefully, leaving a lot of impurities inside;
minting molds were not exquisite enough ; and the coins were not cautioudy burnished after being
made. Moreover , in order to avoid being caught by the government , the minters had to finish the
work as quickly as they could. As a result, most of the privately minted coins were thin and
light , with a rough surface. Low quality became the hallmark of such coins.

The overflow of counterfeit coins led to the prevalence of low-quality currency used in
circulation, thus causing currency deval uation and chaos of social economy.
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