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Abstract: Discourses on Salt and Iron (Yantielun) records the famous Salt and Iron Conference
convened in the sixth year of the Shiyuan era under Emperor Zhao of the Han Dynasty (81 BCE). The
conference centered on whether the state monopoly over salt and iron should be abolished and
represented a major debate over national economic policy during a period of strategic transition.
During the reign of Emperor Xuan, Huan Kuan compiled and edited the conference proceedings into
the work now known as Discourses on Salt and Iron. The conference took place after the prolonged
military expansion and state-building efforts of Emperor Wu of Han, at a critical juncture when the
Han country shifted its national strategy from external conquest to domestic recuperation and economic
recovery. Its principal topics included the continuation or abolition of the state monopolies on salt and
iron, the government liquor monopoly, and the junshu (equitable transportation) and pingzhun (price
stabilization) systems. The debates vividly reflected the ideological confrontation between Confucian
scholars represented by the Xianliang Wenxue (Worthies and Literary Scholars) and the Legalist
tradition represented by Sang Hongyang. The two sides clashed intensely over whether the state should
intervene in commerce and industrial development. Ultimately, the Han government adopted a
compromise. While it abolished the state monopoly on alcoholic beverages, it retained the state
monopoly over salt and iron. Although the fiscal pressures that had characterized Emperor Wu's reign
had largely subsided, this policy adjustment demonstrated the Han state's cautious approach toward the
governance of scarce and strategically important public resources through a balance between public
and private management. Today, humanity has entered an era of rapid artificial intelligence
development, in which computing power and foundational algorithms have become new core factors of
production and the underlying infrastructure of the digital economy. These digital resources require
enormous investment, generate significant externalities, bear directly on national digital sovereignty,
and exhibit pronounced characteristics of natural monopoly. If left entirely to market forces, they are
likely to foster platform monopolies and reproduce governance dilemmas analogous to those associated
with privately controlled salt and iron industries in ancient China. History provides valuable guidance
for the present. The governance philosophy embodied in Discourses on Salt and Iron offers enduring
insights for regulating the foundational resources of artificial intelligence. By examining the historical
evolution of salt and iron governance in the Han Dynasty, this study seeks to provide theoretical
inspiration for contemporary macroeconomic regulation and Al governance. It also aims to draw upon
the intellectual heritage of traditional Chinese economic thought in order to contribute to the

development of an indigenous Chinese economic knowledge system.
Keywords: Discourses on Salt and Iron, The Theory of "Light and Heavy" (Qingzhong zhi Shu),

Computing Power, Algorithms, State Regulation of Digital Resources, Artificial Intelligence

Governance
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