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Abstract

Before 1917, the ruble circulated widely in Northern Manchuria and Xinjiang, facilitated by Sino-
Russian trade and migration as well as its stability and convertibility. Yet its presence in China was
perceived as a tangible symbol of Russian imperialism and Chinese weakness. Chinese merchants
and officials associated it with the Russian-dominated China Eastern Railway (CER). They decried
China’s inability to unify its currency system after the Qing. Profit and patriotism thus coexisted in a
Chinese rublezone.

The balance was upset during the Russian Civil War, when poorly-backed rubles and
rampant inflation ruined Chinese traders and CER workers. This paper examines how many Chinese
recast the ruble as “poison money”, deliberately introduced to cripple Chinese commerce. Russia’s
currency chaos became a chance to replace the ruble with the yuan and restore China’s sovereignty.
Chambers of commerce, CER workers, provincial warlords and the Beijing government all took part
in this effort to roll back Russian influence.

Finally, this paper will explore currencies as measures of imperial contestation, especially
where the status of money was still in transition. It will compare the fates of the ruble and the yen,
arguing that a currency’s longevity depended on maintaining the balance between profit and
patriotism.
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