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Material Exchange Between China and Japan in the Edo
Period: A Global History Perspective

Zhang Weijun Lu Weiwei

Southeast University, Nanjing

Abstract: From the perspective of the global history of material culture, this paper examines the material and

cultural exchanges between China and Japan during the Edo period, using silver, sugar, and bencao (pharmacopoeia)

as representative case studies. Silver reflects the restructuring of East Asia’s economic and trade networks; sugar

demonstrates the transregional circulation of technologies, particularly in sugar production; and bencao exemplifies

intellectual exchange and the mutual efforts of both countries in constructing their knowledge systems. The circulation

of “things” between China and Japan during this period reveals that, even under restrictive policies, both nations

actively engaged in the global material cycle through selective exchange, maintaining autonomy while adapting to global

dynamics. This study highlights the endogenous logic and diversified trajectories of East Asian modernization. By

approaching Sino-Japanese cultural exchange through the global history of materiality, the paper challenges Eurocentric

narratives such as “modernization equals Westernization” and reconsiders the unique potential of East Asian paths to

modernity.

Key words: Edo period; Global history; Material culture; Early globalization; Modernization
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