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This article focuses on the mobile peoples who engaged in piracy on the borders beyond the
territories negotiated by the imperial Chinese and colonial Spanish and Dutch powers, and
by doing so, reframe our perception of early modern imperial and maritime history. In pre-
modern times, the control of territory within the administrative borders was incomplete,
and small pockets of territories with porous borders were beyond governmental rule. The peo-
ple and the groups that lived along the coast of the northeastern South China Sea were, at
different times, recognized differently and many of their activities were at times sanctioned
and at other times outlawed. This article reveals a facet of how the non-stateless peoples
lived on the borders beyond, claimed their own order in their own way, and worked and
became naturalized or classified inside the strengthening borders in pre-modern societies accord-
ing to the agenda and discourses of the dominant powers. I argue that the coastal societies had
their own “order” that created groups “beyond control” or “being registered gradually.”
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Two significant pirate leaders, Lin Feng 林鳳 (Limahong, ?–1575?)1 and Zheng Chenggong
鄭成功 (Koxinga, 1624–1662)2, influenced the early modern borders around coastal

* This research was conducted with support from the project “Studies of Southeastern Coastal China and Social
Economy from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century” at the East China Sea Rim Research Institute (ECSR)
of ZhejiangNormal University, where I serve as Adjunct Research Fellow. First and foremost, I offermy sincerest
gratitude tomy friends Dr. ChrisWhite, Dr. Seiji Seiji Shirane, and Jonathan A. Chu, who have offeredmemuch
great advice and helpedme revise my article. I need also to showmy gratitude to Prof. Michael Szonyi, who gave
me a lot of feedback and encouragement at the 16th Annual Harvard East Asia Society Conference. I am also
indebted to my advisors, Prof. Steven Miles and Prof. Lori Watt, who have supported me throughout my article
with their patience and knowledge whilst allowing me the room to work in my own way.

1 Compared to Zheng Chenggong, Lin Feng is less known by people and only a few scholars have written about
his stories. See Zhang 1930, pp. 1473–83; Li C. 1931, pp. 1869–1871; Li G. 1931, pp. 2061–2081; Chen 1934. For
a general description of Lin’s uprising and its legacy, see See 2013, pp. 290–302. The Spanish archives describe
the process of Lin’s attack, see Agustín, pp. 401–5, 435, in Lee 2008, pp. 145–49.

2 Zheng is very prominent in Chinese scholarship but only recently has an English monograph fully discussed
his activities and influence; see Hang 2016.
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southeast China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in different ways, revealing a
borderless reality beyond the ideal Chinese imperial and European colonial claims, urging
us to reflect on the original social “order” in a different way. This reality further relates to
piracy, strengthening administrative borders, European colonial settlements with their new
borders, along with regional barriers and the spaces occupied by borderless people. Born in
Chaozhou (Teochew), Lin attacked the Spanish-controlled city of Manila, and then fled to
the Pangasian region in 1574 before disappearing from the Philippines and becoming a
legend in Cambodia and the Malay Peninsula. Zheng, having lost a chance to save his
Japanese mother, Tagawa Matsu, from the Manchu army (1646), fought a life-and-death
struggle with the Qing (1644–1912) court and seized Taiwan as a base from the Dutch in
1662. At one time he controlled both commercial and pirate ships from Nagasaki to
Melaka. The two pirates Lin and Zheng established maritime dominance during their
time, reshaping the order and borders of the sea basin and the region together with their
enemies, as well as bringing with it by-products of discourses up to the modern era. This art-
icle, due to limitations of space, will focus on those mobile people who shaped piracy and the
borders beyond those negotiated by the different powers, and further reframed our percep-
tion of early modern imperial and maritime history. I argue that the coastal societies had
their own “order” that created the groups “beyond control” or “being registered gradually.”

Previous studies have proved that the pirates and the merchants on the early modern
Chinese southern coast were generally the same people––coastal natives.3 These people,
either “outlawed” or “law-abiding,” as well as most of the commoners, took on the identity
of pirates or merchants in order to reap different benefits, moving back and forth between
these two categories or identities. Similarly, Western Europeans and Chinese officials alter-
nated between labeling these people “pirates” as well as “merchants,” depending on
whether they wished to oppose or cooperate with them. However, after understanding
this situation, we may push the conclusion further to see if this “pirates as well as mer-
chants” model shadowed some facets of the coastal societies in terms of “order” and the
groups beyond social control. The reason different subjects needed to label others was
that they collided with each other right there at that time; in other words, the empire
tried to strengthen its administrative border in the context of the borders beyond. Along
with this new consolidated border was the creation of new identities. This article focuses
on administrative efforts in southern Fujian and colonial Manila and Dayuan (Tayouan),
people outside the Chinese empire’s control (“outlaws”), and the negotiation between peo-
ple and power. It first reviews the scholarship on border issues, then on the nature of the
pirates, then examines the colonial process of the Spaniards and Dutch, and finally moves
to describe how the historical processes above shape our understandings of the past. The
borders beyond were clarified day by day under several strong powers, and historical dis-
courses and consciousness were shaped under the newly strengthened administrative
borders.

To define the “borders beyond” or the “borderless,” we will clarify how borders were, in
fact, drawn around southeast coastal China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
From an external perspective, Chinese imperial authority generally considered the

3 Dai 1982; Lin 1987; Chen 2009, pp. 3–24.

86 borders and beyond

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
79

59
14

17
00

01
83

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1479591417000183


coastline, including the coastal islands, as its southeast border. After Taiwan was incorpo-
rated into the imperial administrative settlement, it also became the southeast “hedgerow”

of the empire.4 The Spanish colonialists considered northern Taiwan as their border until
their forts were taken over by the Dutch, while the Dutch considered the coastline, which
covered the ports of Zhangzhou and Quanzhou, their front line as well as their maritime
border.5 Outside these regions, Chinese, Spanish, and Dutch administrators, in their view,
perceived these as the borders beyond, whether of land or sea. However, from an internal
perspective, these three powers all faced inner barriers which created the de facto borders
beyond. These borders beyond included communities no smaller than the area inside the
“border” controlled by the administrators, including many villages and towns (although
not all). The administrators understood what separated their own territory from mobile
people, but they had less control over what went on inside their borders. In other words,
control of territory within the administrative borders was not complete, and small pockets
of territories with porous borders were beyond their control. For instance, the Dutch only
controlled the small areas around Zeelandia, their fort in south Taiwan, and the Spaniards
even in the 1630s were able to hide inside their fortress in Danshui (Fort San Salvador).6

The Ming government effectively controlled the prefectural seats; however, within its terri-
tory were several restless areas, with several groups of equally restless people, who also
moved beyond their borders. Most of those, the Chinese imperial and European colonial
authorities labeled as the pirates and merchants described in this article, people who
lived in these borders beyond, and moved back and forth inside and outside them.

literature review
Few English-language works have tried to connect the border issues of this region in the
pre-modern world to the activities of these mobile people, who were part pirate and
part merchant. Ng Chin-Keong’s recent book, by compiling most of his previous articles
over the past two decades, uses the concept of boundaries “to explain the development
of China’s maritime southeast and its interactions across maritime East Asia and the
broader Asian Seas.”7 Harriet Zurndorfer summarizes recent western scholarship on this
topic to look at how the “maritime” turn changed our sense of continental history.8

Tonio Andrade demonstrates that the Japanese, Dutch, and Spaniards had different under-
standings of the territoriality and taxation rights in the case of Taiwan (especially its east-
ern part) in the first half of the sixteenth century.9 Although this problem had disappeared
after the expulsion of the Dutch by Koxinga and by the later Chinese administration of
Taiwan,10 the same issues would be revived again in the nineteenth century, when

4 Teng 2004, p. 44.

5 Borao 2001–2002.

6 Andrade 2008, pp. 80–99.

7 Ng 2017.

8 Zurndorfer 2016, pp. 61–94.

9 Andrade 2008, pp. 1–99.

10 Emma Teng’s work helps to explain “how an island that was terra incognita for the better part of Chinese his-
tory came to be regarded as an integral part of China’s ‘sovereign’ territory.” See Teng 2004, p. 7.
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Japan adopted and mimicked the attitudes of Western imperialists in the 1874 Taiwan
Expedition.11 In this sense, border issues were closely connected to the clash of powers
and the shaping of historical discourses in connection with these mobile people in modern
times.

How the regional powers went about controlling these mobile people has also been an
attractive topic.12 The limitation of the theory of social control, as Lucien Bianco points
out, is that while it defines control as the prevention and repression of incidental disorders,
it can no longer use the definition itself to analyze the lack of unrest.13 Plus, the theory of
social control completely fails to explain the mechanisms of disorder. The bankruptcy of
the social control theory in social history after the 1960s makes it vital to rethink the
basic order of society (how local organization was manipulated) in late imperial
China.14 From the 1990s until now, the mainstream local control discourse was set
under ritual practice and the lijia 里甲 system.15 This dominant discourse has, so far,
repeatedly pushed scholars to discuss the mechanism of social control. This article inherits
the legacies of these social history studies by focusing on people beyond “control” and
hopes that by revealing this reality we can understand the keys to social disorder and
admit that society had, in fact, its own order.

Southeast coastal China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries can be described as
a world of “pirates” and “merchants.” Previous scholars have for a long time taken note of
the topic of pirates. Charles Hucker presents a case of how civil officials campaigned
against invading groups in the context of traditional Chinese patterns of response to mili-
tary threats.16 Kwan-wai So addressed the same problem in the 1970s, but he only focused
on “Japanese pirates” while neglecting the fact that their equivalents were being nourished
by unstable local society, or the places that we here describe as the borderless regions out-
side the control of the administrative government.17 Dian Murray studies the pirates of the
late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century South China coast and points out that the
Vietnamese regime in the south supplied them with a fertile breeding ground, and
Robert Antony brings another work of Qing piracy and “history from the bottom up” by
revealing in micro-perspective the life of pirates, rampant disease, homosexuality, and vio-
lence.18 Recently, Dahpon Ho published his study on earlier piracy and Qing motivations
for controlling the coastal people. According to Ho, his research portrays “the depopulation
as not just a military act to combat pirates or the powerful sealord Koxinga (Zheng
Chenggong), but also an act of social engineering to subjugate the coastal population by

11 Eskildsen 2003; Eskildsen 2005, pp. 388–418.

12 Kung-chuan Hsiao raised his famous theory of “social control” in the 1950s, attributing all banditry and
crimes to the loss of imperial control. See Hsiao 1960.

13 Bianco 1962, pp. 1175–82.

14 Wakeman 1966; Kuhn 1970.

15 Faure 2007, p. 368.

16 Hucker 1971, pp. 1–40.

17 So 1975.

18 Murray 1987; Antony 2003.
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removing it behind an artificial land boundary.”19 The current article, then, traces the earl-
ier piracy and further reveals the key reasons behind the persistence of this piracy.

piracy and the intensifying administrative
border
The strengthening administrative powers reshaped borders and the borders beyond. Piracy
represented a status closer to the original ecology of the borders beyond, and was a represen-
tation of the conflicts accompanying the process of the expansion of theChinese imperial and
European colonial powers. Ming dynasty (1368–1644) Chinese commentators referred to
coastal pirates and some bandits as wokou 倭寇. This term literally means “[dwarf] Japanese
bandits/pirates,” though many of the pirates were Chinese from the southeast coast. To
strengthen the feeling of the borders beyond and the background of piracy, we need to review
the study of kou (all kinds of robbers such as bandits and pirates), including wokou (literally
meaning Japanese bandits and pirates) and haikou海寇 (generally meaning pirates).

Studies of Piracy
Beginning in the 1890s and continuing into the twentieth century, Chinese historians paid
a great deal of attention to the phenomenon of piracy. At that time, especially during the
1930s to 40s, China was threatened by Japan, and this had much to do with why scholars
were provoked to recall the history of wokou incursion. These early studies made a contri-
bution in identifying primary historical sources and in providing fertile ground for intro-
spection today.20 However, these works tend to have at least one of three characteristics
that have placed limits on the development of the field: one a purely chronological narra-
tive with little historical interpretation, another a rigid class analysis, and finally a simplis-
tic view of Sino-Japanese relations. Prior to the 1990s, such characteristics dominated
research on the kou.21

Despite their contributions in identifying relevant primary sources, these Republican-era
works share some flaws. First, they viewwokou in the beginning of theMing dynasty as being
the same as wokou in the Jiajing reign (1522–1566). Such a perspective ignores the fact that
these wokou groups were composed of different people and involved in quite different activ-
ities. More important is that almost all Chinese historians who wrote about thewokou before
the 1990s explained the sudden severe conflicts in the Jiajing period as resulting from the con-
tradictions between the policy of the sea prohibition and private trade. Turning to studies
from the 1980s, even though they made great improvements, the characteristic of rigid
class analysis persisted, or we can say that they shared paradigms with the works of the
1930s. Furthermore, inmuch prior Chinese scholarship, such portrayals quickly led to discus-
sions of “the sprouts of capitalism,” “the movements of anti-feudalism,” or the “revolution of
the people.” Such knee-jerk associations are the second characteristic found in much of the

19 Ho 2013, pp. 53–74.

20 Wu 1934, p. 29, 27; Wu 1929; Chen 1939; Li 1933; Wang 1940.

21 Shen 2005. In addition, some relevant works published before the 1990s still deserve attention. See Li 1956;
Zheng 1987, 1988, pp. 75–86, 1985; Wu 1999, pp. 91–106.
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previous research onwokou. Generally speaking, works from the Republican era (1912–1949)
tended to have the first and the third limitations, while works from 1949 to the 1980s tended
to have the second and the third limitations.

These associations could be found even in otherwise outstanding works. However, Dai
Yixuan in 1982 successfully changes the “traditional view” by moving away from viewing
wokou as Japanese bandits to seeing them as Chinese, either bandits or commoners, and Lin
Renchuan in 1987 finds that even from another standpoint we can recognize this fact: of
the fifty-three identifiable wokou leaders, at least forty-four can be confirmed as Chinese
(83 percent). Hence, Lin makes the clear judgment that, in the Jiajing reign, it was really
not the Japanese bandits but the anti-prohibition struggle of the maritime commercial cli-
ques and the anti-repression struggle of the coastal peasants that caused the unrest.

Although Lin shows some cases in which the wokou were at the same time merchants,
we cannot simply attribute wokou incursion to a so-called maritime commercial clique, nor
can we simply characterize them as fugitives, for such categories would necessarily obscure
the complexity of the living habits and activities of coastal populations. If wokou incursions
were really rebellions by maritime merchants, why do we, in the primary sources, see such
passages as “the merchants are so frightened when they hear rumors of wokou,” but find no
evidence of merchant-wokou collusion? Some of the primary sources prove the limitations
of these explanations by scholars prior to the 1990s.22

In the primary sources of the Ming dynasty, it seems that the bandits in South China had
many qualities in common andoften blended into the general population. In the Jiajing reign,
the scholar-official Gao Gong高拱 wrote that “it is not the people who become bandits, but
the whole of Guangdong is full of bandits. It is all because of this situation [that local officials
and generals collude with the bandits].”23 The existence of such bandits was typical for most
areas of southeast China. Such groups were amainstream part of the social milieu of the area,
and people who were willing to rebel on a small and local scale were very much a part of the
local society along the coast, the original borderless place.24 An assistant of the Zhejiang and
Fujian Grand Coordinator wrote in the sixteenth century that “the people who had capital
would collude with the wokou to trade; those who had little capital would collude with the
wokou to rob; the really powerful and rich families would cover such activities, and the offi-
cials can only negotiate with [the wokou].”25 In fact, people in the mid-Ming found that the
phenomenon of the wokou started when the rich, powerful families found ways not to pay
for their goods, while at the same time, “The ordinary people were also oppressed by corrupt
and fierce officials anddistressed byhunger and cold. They then followedone another into the
sea.”26 Besides this local power, another problem was that the kouwere mobile. Though they
could be suppressed in one area, it was fairly easy for them to move to a new area that was
more lax in state control. Likewise, the kou strengthened both this mobility and social net-
works through marriage ties.

22 Zheng 1990, p. 1184.

23 Gao 1962, p. 3187a.

24 MSL (Ming Shilu) 1962, SZ 499 JJ 40/7 guisi, p. 8258.

25 Ma 1985, v. 40, pp. 16b-3.

26 Yan 2000, pp. 114–15.
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Aside from the mainland Chinese scholarship discussed so far, scholars in Taiwan and
Japan also discuss piracy from a social historical perspective. In addition to emphasizing
the waxing and waning of prohibitions on maritime activity, Zheng Liangsheng and Wu
Daxin have also tried to place wokou in the broader framework of South Chinese social his-
tory. Zheng’s book is a very solid study with rich commentaries and research, which ben-
efits later scholars in providing the chronology. Japanese scholars have also made a
substantial contribution.27 Katayama Seijirō and Sakuma Shigeo’s works and ideas were
introduced to China very early on.28 Katayama Seijirō has noted the rebellions. He is influ-
enced by earlier ideas about community and gentry, hence is most interested in the inner
motive power. In formulating his ideas, he focuses on the independent movement of people
in Haicheng. This, then, led his discussion back to the maritime prohibition policies.29 In
Japanese scholarship, the focus on Sino-Japanese relations pushed scholars to appreciate
the maritime perspective very early on, though its by-product is the concentration by and
large on trade, tribute missions, and the “pirate as well as merchant/envoy” model.30 This
framework is constructed byNgChin-Keong and Jennifer Cushman, who challenged the trib-
ute system as a referential framework of Chinese trade overseas.31 Murai Shosuke, an author-
ity on this topic, also takes the view thatwokouwho attackedMing from the fourteenth to the
sixteenth centuries comprised multi-ethnic groups who played a significant role in
Sino-Japanese maritime trade, including the official business among governments.32 Later,
Nakajima Gakusho reveals that the international trade order of East Asia was reorganized
into the so-called “1570 system” in which various trade routes coexisted and interacted.33

The study of kou provides some insights into the significance of state formation in the
twenty-first century. Chen Chunsheng adds haikou into the discussion and views this group
as a continuation of wokou. Chen’s research, based on his investigation of local society,
shows how the southeast coastal people and society were integrated into the empire in
the Ming-Qing era.34 From Chen’s perspective we can easily find that wokou groups in
the early Ming dynasty are quite different from those in the mid- and the late-Ming peri-
ods.35 It is clear that they were “created” by two different societies. Chen also indicates
another way to approach the phenomenon of wokou, by studying the process of their dis-
appearance. The earliest chronological narratives or historians who upheld previous con-
ventional views on Sino-Japanese relations tended to regard General Qi Jiguang’s 戚繼光

(1528–1588) final military victory over the wokou as signaling the disappearance of this

27 For instance, earlier researchers such as Fujiie Reinosuke and Tanaka Takeo, see Tanaka 1961.

28 Zheng 1985; Wu 1999.

29 Katayama 1962, pp. 389–420.

30 For example, the most representative scholar in early modern Japanese history considers the smuggling trade
and the trading system of Nagasaki as a “Japanese adaptation of a Sinocentric rhetoric governing foreign rela-
tions with tributary states”. See Arano 2005, pp.185–261.

31 Ng 1983; Cushman 1993.

32 Murai 2005.

33 Nakajima 2010, pp. 3–26.

34 Chen 2001, pp. 73–106.

35 Dai Yixuan had earlier mentioned this, but on the premise of “the Sprouts of Capitalism.” I prefer to view it
from the perspective of internal social “order.”
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group. This military general was famous for eliminating the wokou raiders. Hence, Chen
points out that the explanations of both a military subjugation and a policy to open up
previously prohibited trade are able to elucidate the wokou’s disappearance in some
ways, but such explanations cannot account for the continuation of the haikou.36 This art-
icle, based on Chen’s search on how marginal people and society came into the national
system, reveals how marginal people and the state powers shaped the local order on the
borders and beyond.

To prove the validity of this “local order” interpretation, it is first necessary to refute the
myth of the market, policy, and smuggling. Discussions about policies of sea trade and cap-
italism often quote the words of the scholar-official Tang Shu 唐樞 (1497–1574), who
worked at the Ministry of Justice: “When the market was working well the bandits were
all merchants, when the market was prohibited the merchants became bandits.”37 This
remark is cited as solid evidence that the unrest caused by the wokou was a result of the
technical prohibitions on private sea trade since the founding emperor of the Ming.
These scholars argue that when the market periodically opened up, profits from smuggling
declined substantially. More “normal” trading activities were then conducted, since there
was no need for “illegal armed smuggling.” However, a critical view of such an analysis
shows that even after the market was opened up during the Longqing reign (1567–
1572), armed smuggling continued to exist and, in fact, was quite active all the way to
the late Ming. After Lin Feng attacked Manila, Wang Wanggao 王望高 (Omocon),
Fujian’s Squad Leader, went to Manila in search of Lin.38 After the Spaniards repulsed
Lin’s attack, they sent a mission to the viceroy of Fujian, who welcomed them, sending
them luxurious presents and asking them to eliminate the pirates.39 In fact, earlier, in let-
ters from 1574, Guido de Lavezaris (1499?–1581?) had mentioned the numerous pirates that
were harassing the trade along coastal China.40 This happened after the Longqing period, a
time which was thought to be the golden era of the “open” policy in Haicheng.41 It seems
obvious that neither the “prohibition” explanation nor the “merchant-bandit” explanation
is sufficient. In fact, trade, smuggling, and even unrest are often different aspects of a single
phenomenon: they are all different forms of group behavior that are often hard to distin-
guish from each other. In this borderless space and background of piracy, the escaped Lin
Feng and the organized groups under the control of Zheng are meaningful.

Enforcing the Administrative Border
Imperial China expanded effectively, especially after the fifteenth century. Along its south-
east maritime frontier, the empire enforced its control in every prefecture, from Ningbo,
Taizhou, and Chuzhou in Zhejiang province, to Fuzhou, Quanzhou, and Zhangzhou in

36 For further discussion of this, see Chen 2009b.

37 Xu 1962, p. 4334a. Katayama 1953, pp. 23–32; Chen 1965, pp. 375–481; Huang 1988.

38 “Omoncon”, see Mendoza 1853; 1998, p. 161. TPI, Vol. VI. However, Vol. IV recorded this as “Omocon.” see
TPI, V. IV, pp. 22–97. “Howoncon/Omoncon,” see Boxer 1953, p. 183, n. 1.

39 Hudson 1961; 2004, p. 211; Chen 2009, pp. 81–108.

40 Chinese Society for Historians of China’s Foreign Relations 1987, p. 276.

41 Zhang 1981, “Foreword,” p. 16.
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Fujian province, to Chaozhou, Huizhou, and Guangzhou in Guangdong province. The seats
of these prefectures were no longer isolated imperial bases as they had been in the Tang
(618–907) and Song (960–1279) dynasties, although the extension of imperial political con-
trol was not smooth. One of the central issues the empire had to handle was local power.
The issue around local power was not simply a central/local division, since some high offi-
cials in the court were the allies of, or even came from, these local powers.

Besides the issue of local power, one particular form of the local power in southeast
coastal China was piracy, which caused much trouble for the empire. The history of the
southeast coast of China between 1500 and 1700 is inseparable from the issue of piracy.
Zhu Wan 朱紈 (1494–1550), the head of the Ming coastal defense for Fujian and
Zhejiang, once tried to challenge powerful families. He raided many of the hiding places
of the wokou and put more than ninety people to death.42 However, his action provoked
those families to rebel and he was later impeached, leading to his suicide. Before taking
his own life, Zhu was reported to have said, “It is still possible to get rid of foreign bandits
and pirates, but especially difficult to get rid of Chinese bandits and pirates. It is possible to
get rid of Chinese coastal bandits and pirates, but especially difficult to get rid of Chinese
noble bandits and pirates.”43 The bandits and pirates also strengthened both mobility and
their social networks through marriage ties, although it might begin with force, as Zhu
Wan bitterly criticized: “Xu Fu 許福, a national civil service degree holder of Tong’an
County, whose sister was robbed by pirates, joined with them after she married one of
them. The result was that their family became rich.”44 Their borderless status was as a
Ming literatus declares: “Unscrupulous merchants in Fujian and Guangdong became accus-
tomed to having contact with the barbarians. They elected rich and powerful people as the
head of each ship, with valuable commodities inside and other private goods to exchange.
They got hundred-fold profits.”45 From the perspective of “unscrupulous merchants” and
pirates, the complaints of the officials (“became accustomed to having contact with the bar-
barians”) reveal that the empire was trying to interfere with the borders beyond. Conflicts
became unavoidable.

In the context of this loose coastal border the empire was limited in establishing its
administration, although its power was enforcing fixed borders. Scholars have discovered
that the Maritime Trade Office (Shibosi 市舶司) was transferred from Quanzhou to
Fuzhou around the Chenghua (1465–1487) to the Jiajing reign since there were too
many “unscrupulous merchants” in Quanzhou.46 Even as late as the mid-sixteenth century,
when the Ming court chose a place to establish the Tariff Supervising Bureau
(Duxiangguan 督餉館), it had to change the original location from Meiling 梅嶺,

where pirates were active, to another place close to the central Zhangzhou Prefecture
seat. An early seventeenth-century book, Dong xi yang kao (Research on the Eastern and
Western Oceans), written by a local Zhangzhou literatus Zhang Xie 張燮 (1574–1640),

42 Gu 1977, t. 3, p. 846.

43 Zhang 1974, pp. 5404–5.

44 Zhu 1962, p. 2158.

45 Zhou 1935, No. 2954(2), p. 27.

46 Xue 1936, pp. 43–45; Sa 1937, pp. 247–50; Bao 1968, pp. 91–95.
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records an instance in which bandits disrupted the opening of a port (Meiling) market, and
that finally the government had to open up another port (Haicheng).47 It is no doubt that
even this valuable port, Haicheng 海澄, took the empire a little time to confirm as the
solid border.48 In the fortieth year of the Jiajing reign (1561), wokou attacked Haicheng,
but people in Haicheng took this chance to respond by “proclaiming ‘Twenty-four
Leaders’ and taking control of the sea for a long time,” in the name of resisting wokou,
but the government then quickly labeled them also as wokou.49 Influenced by previous
Japanese scholars’ ideas about community and gentry, Katayama Seijirō studies the
inner motive power driving this rebellion. In formulating his ideas, he focuses on the inde-
pendent movement of people in Haicheng. However, he leads the discussion back to the
maritime prohibition policies.50 In fact, this port did not emerge as an important market
until well after the removal of the embargo in 1567, taking some two decades to achieve
real prosperity.51 Enforcing the administrative border took time, and during this time all
sides used identity discourse to support their agency. We should focus on that local knowl-
edge in terms of how these local people (pirates, local elites, merchants, and commoners)
presented themselves, rather than the grand discourse left by the state.

We will now make a detailed inquiry as to why these people became wokou or why they
were named wokou. Taxation and brokerage in the context of local administration played a
central role in this process. It is easy to understand that despite the rebellions and attacks,
one way the government enforced its authority was through taxation. However, this might
have driven even more people to join the outlaws. The scholar-official Zheng Xiao 鄭曉

(1499–1566) gave a good explanation for the reason for this state of affairs:

The big civil and military officials cannot restrain their troops, and the local
officials often abduct the rich using military law. They wildly extort and impose
tariffs . . . from the initial wokou entrance into Huangyan 黃岩 County until
now, ten years have passed and most people in Fujian, Zhejiang, Jiangnan,
Jiangbei, and Guangdong have followed the wokou. . .. People who were evil
and fond of benefits liked the arrival of the bandits and they have used this
occasion as an excuse to avoid taxes and corvée conscription.52

The mid-Ming scholar-official Tu Zhonglü’s 屠仲律 memorial to the emperor tells us they
were supposed to be registered people; however, they were not under direct official control
in reality since they lived in the borders beyond. Regarding such wokou, Tu concluded:

47 Zhang 1981, pp. 131–32.

48 In the ninth year of the Jiajing reign (1530), the Grand Coordinator and Censor-in-chief Hu Lian suggested
moving the Coastal Patrol Circuit to Zhangzhou, but the “Office of Pacifying the Border” was only set in
Haicang. In the forty-second year of the Jiajing reign (1563), the Grand Coordinator Tan Lun applied to set
a Coastal Defense Sub-Prefect and changed the “Office of Pacifying the Sea” to the “Office of Coastal
Defense,” see Chen 1968, p. 17.

49 Ibid., p. 116.

50 Katayama 1962, pp. 389–420.

51 Chen 2009a.

52 Zheng 2000, pp. 116–17.
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We should cut off the source of unrest. The unrest of the maritime bandits
results from evil people who trade with the foreign areas. The foreigners are
in a proportion of nearly ten percent, the landless people may be twenty per-
cent, the natives from Ningbo and Shaoxing account for nearly half, and the
people of Zhangzhou, Quanzhou and Fuzhou are up to a ninety percent
(yiren shiyi, liuren shier, Ning Shao shiwu, Zhang Quan Fu ren shijiu) 夷人十

一，流人十二，寧、紹十五，漳、泉、福人十九. Although they were all
named wokou, they were “really” [our] registered people (Qishi duo bianhu zhi
qimin ye 其實多編戶之齊民也).53

It is clear from the sources that such groups of bandits were formed from the local popu-
lace. One source in 1561 records that “over half of the bandits in Fujian were native
people.”54 Another author explains in 1562 that “the bandits Lü Shangsi 呂尚肆 and Li
Zhanchun 李占春 colluded with the surviving wokou of Fuzhou, Xinghua, Zhangzhou and
Quanzhou and plundered everywhere.”55 It is apparent from such sources that the existence
of such bandits was quite normal in the coastal regions. According to many Ming officials, it
was the common view that wokou were such kinds of people during the Jiajing reign.56

the colonial settlements and the new borders
There is another abundant body of scholarship in the context of Sino-Western interactions
that works well in this field. Aside from the great achievements of earlier Portuguese east-
ward expansion and its impact in this region, which are fully developed by Charles
R. Boxer, Roderich Ptak, and George Bryan de Souza, the interlaced Spanish and Dutch colo-
nial scenes are also prominent.57 The Survival of Empire is definitely an outstanding mono-
graph on the early Portuguese exploration and colonization in Asia, with solid statistics
revealing the imperial business and those merchants and pirates who engaged in it. The
parallels in the relationships among imperial administrators, merchants, and pirates, and
between Portuguese and Chinese communal groups, makes clear that the Chinese initially
considered all the Portuguese as pirates. This is also one noteworthy conception that
defined the border and its distinction for the “uncontrolled” people. Compared to the
Portuguese presence, the Spanish and Dutch were more active in the northeastern South
China Sea, especially after the seventeenth century, hence, they played major roles in
terms of the collision of borders and the dominance over cross-border people.

Manel Ollé eloquently points out that the Spanish changed their colonial “model” dra-
matically and strategically to accommodate the Chinese “factor” in the Asian ecology.58

53 Tu 1962, p. 2979b; MSL, SZ 422 JJ 34/5 renyin壬寅, p. 7310. Here Tu does not mean a real ratio, but refers to a
rough constitution of wokou and pirates, comparing the different regional natives to the foreigners.

54 MSL, SZ 489 JJ 39/10 dingwei, pp. 8142–43.

55 MSL, SZ 499 JJ 40/7 guisi, p. 8258.

56 Ye Xianggao found that the number of actual Japanese bandits never exceeded one thousand. See Ye 1962,
p. 5052a; Jiang 1962, p. 4153a; Mao 1962, p. 2700b; Zhao 1962, p. 2672a.

57 Boxer 1953; Ptak 2003; Souza 2004.

58 Rodríguez 2004, pp. 23–34.
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Leonard Blussé addresses the diasporic Chinese interaction with the Europeans within a
broad context of European expansion and Southeast Asian local development.59 Some
recent works also reveal that the outsiders of the northeastern South China Sea crossed
the border to engage in this region.60 These studies map a basic but vivid scene of the
imperial “encounter” and of the trans-regional people beyond the borders. At the same
time that the Chinese empire was enforcing its borders, the Western European colonial
powers also began to create some new borders (northern Taiwan and the Philippines)
beyond southeast coastal China, and people who lived in the borders beyond had their
own responses to this as well.

Spaniards and Their “Western” Trading Networks
The Spaniards, in search of spices, came to East Asia after the arrival of the Portuguese.
Since they had first seized sites in America, once they successfully reached the South
China Sea across the Pacific Ocean, they viewed the Philippine Islands as the Western
Islands, which could be evident in their letters and reports.61 They tried to fight against
the Portuguese in the Moluccas and were later defeated; hence the leader of the fleet
had to surrender.62 A letter from Father Jerónimo de Santisteban to Antonio de
Mendoza, the Governor of New Spain, proves that the disease and famine that the
Spaniards suffered was profound. Hence, a truce was made between the Spaniards and
the Portuguese, and part of the facilities on Ambon were abandoned.63 Still, the
Spaniards needed a foothold: on September 24, 1559, the King ordered Luís de Velasco,
the Governor of New Spain, to seek to discover the islands opposite Molucca, despite a
vexed domestic debate over the destination and routes for exploration.64 It was in 1564
that Philip II finally ordered Miguel López de Legazpi to lead a fleet to Luzon in order
to avoid conflict with the Portuguese.

Then the trade between the Chinese and the Spaniards began, though it took several
decades to thrive, during which the Spanish administration in Manila was trying to control
the Chinese population. The Spaniards needed commodities made in China, while Chinese
merchants were eager for silver, which the Spaniards extracted from the New World, espe-
cially in Potosi, South America. But the trading relationship was not built smoothly.65 The
newly established trading relations brought both the Philippine authorities (a 6 percent

59 Blussé 1977, pp. 290–309; 1981, pp. 159–78; 1997.

60 Oka 2010; Gil 2011. James Chin also reveals that reliance on the sea for subsistence promoted the formation of
an institutionalized Fujianese maritime trade network, see Chin 2014, pp. 93–112.

61 TPI, Vol. II, 1521–1569, “Preface,” p. 12, pp. 23–43; Vol. III, 1569–1576, p. 127; Schurz 1959, p. 27.

62 TPI, Vol. II, “Preface,” p. 12; pp. 45–73.

63 Ibid., p. 13. In spite of this, Villalobos still discovered some southern islands and named them “Philippinas
islands.” See TPI, VIII, p. 127. According to José Rizal, only the southern islands were discovered, see Craig
1927, p. 314. Abraham Ortelius’s Indiae Orientalis, Insularumque Adiacentium Typus (1570) only mapped
Mindono and Cebu, which also proves this fact, see Ts’ao 1979, pp. 307–8.

64 It is the Treaty of Zaragoza (Tratado de Saragoça) made in 1529 that restricted the Spanish expedition. Andrés
de Urdaneta supported the action but thought it should be more cautious to avoid the region of Philippinas
since it belonged more to Portugal. See TPI, Vol. II, “Preface,” pp. 14–15.

65 Chen 2009a. About the background and the statistics of the Philippine trade, see Schurz 1959, Chaunu 1960.
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import duty, generating over 30,000 pesos’ income per year) and the Chinese merchants
substantial benefits; the people living in Manila were also able to obtain numerous com-
modities.66 The rise of mutual exchange not only represents the manner in which the
Chinese empire strengthened its administrative border or how the border gradually pre-
sented its potential power, but also reveals how borderless people were regulated under
a “non-smuggling” rule while at the same time retaining their “outlaws” business in a cre-
ative way: the negotiation inherited the “smuggling” tradition of the local society since
there were definitely more real trading ships than official ships (two on average per
month).

The prosperity generated by increased commerce attracted a greater number of Chinese
immigrants to settle in Manila, which became a problem for the Spaniards. In 1547, the
Chaozhou pirate Lin Feng heard that Manila was a new and relatively unprotected settle-
ment. Seizing the opportunity to capture Manila, Lin Feng took nearly one hundred ships
and several thousand men and women, along with seeds and cattle, to establish a new
settlement in Manila. Upon arrival, Lin Feng and his troops found that Manila would
not be an easy capture—the Spaniards resisted and conflict ensued. At first, Lin and his
troops successfully attacked Manila and killed the Spanish commander Martín de Goiti
(1534–1574), but they eventually grew weary from the unanticipated battle and thus
fled to the Pangasian region to find a settlement. The Spaniards then pursued Lin to
Pangasian and surrounded his settlement, leading to a four-month-long gridlock of
skirmishes with Lin’s troops. At last, Lin somehow escaped the Spanish blockade, fleeing
the scene of battle.

After Lin’s attempted conquest, and another case in which Pan Hewu killed the Spanish
Governor-General in the 1590s, the Spaniards grew paranoid about possible further
Chinese settlements. Pan Hewu, one of the South Fujianese sojourners and the famous
rebel leader in the sixteenth century, led laborers to kill Governor Dasmariñas and his sol-
diers—an astonishing incident at that time.67 In 1603, the Spaniards suppressed the
so-called “Sangley Rebellion,” during which they killed many Chinese in Manila based
on a suspicion from people such as Archbishop Benavides that the Chinese were trying
to take over the Philippines.68 Interestingly enough, these Chinese merchants were neither
associated with Lin Feng, nor were they engaging in piracy; the Spaniards, however,
believed that they should not be underestimated as a potential threat. In the end, the fail-
ure of Lin Feng to settle in the Philippines, the mutual distrust created by a series of mis-
fortunes, and the Spaniards’ reaction in expelling the Chinese merchants changed the
status quo in the trade between Fujian and the Philippines. This conflict was not the
final one, as we can see what disaster Zheng Chenggong’s victory in Taiwan brought to
the Chinese settlers in Manila.

66 Qian 1986, pp. 69–78.

67 For the Spanish records of this case, see TPI, Vol. XV, pp. 31–287; Vol. XVI, pp. 27–209, 217–317. Pan’s case is a
common theme in the Chinese academic world, but it has been less stressed in English scholarship, although
John E. Wills, Jr., and Edgar Wickberg et al. have mentioned it, see Wills 1998, pp. 333–75. Only until recently
has Zhang Xie’s record of this case been translated and introduced, see Brook 2013, pp. 124–25.

68 TPI, Vol. XII, pp. 83–97; Vol. XIII, pp. 287–91; Vol. XIV, pp. 38–52; Vol. XIV, pp. 53–80.
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One of the following conflicts in 1662 proved this trouble, when governor-general
Sabiniano Manrique de Lara was alarmed by Zheng’s threat to invade the Philippines as
well as forcing him to surrender.69 “The damned Dutch barbarians do not know the rule
of nature and dared to mistreat our commoners,” Zheng said. “. . . Your small state is no
different from the Dutch barbarians, who rode roughshod over our commercial ships. . ..
I formerly intended to lead my troops personally to go on a punitive expedition.”70

“Koxinga and his friends in Luzon conceived the idea of expelling the Spaniards. Their
plot was discovered and the Spaniards murdered no less than 24,000 Chinese.”71

Zheng’s power, as mentioned before, grew very quickly after the 1630s, especially in the
1640s. By 1655, even the Dutch were aware that he would not punish those who killed
Dutch sailors if they gave up their stolen goods.72 In 1656, he also threatened the Dutch
and behaved very arrogantly. The Dutch had estimated that “time will tell us” what he
would do.73 Indeed, with the development of his power and the shortage of the resources
that he could get from the mainland, he gave the Dutch an answer by expelling them from
Taiwan.74 Hence, Zheng’s threat to the Spanish colonial authority was taken seriously.
Zheng demanded that the governor-general surrender and pay tribute on April 4. The gov-
ernor replied only after three months had passed, on July 10. He wrote for assistance from
Spain and New Spain and sent ambassadors to negotiate, however, he also suspected that a
group of Sangleys intended to rebel at the time once Zheng’s troops had arrived. Hence, the
Manila authorities pushed the Chinese into leaving the Philippines, as it would have been
hard to get rid of all non-Christian Chinese “infidels” outside the captive region in Binondo
and Parián.75 Many of the diaspora refused to follow the order to leave and relieve the
uneasy authorities, and misfortune also occurred during the process of expulsion.

Despite a series of misfortunes, the Spaniards finally strengthened not only the border
in the Philippines but also the maritime border north of the Philippines. At first the
Spaniards tried to fight to push the Dutch away from the near coast of Manila.76 They
also took over part of northern Taiwan in 1626, establishing Fort Keelung (San
Salvador) there and developed the trade with Fujian more closely, as I have mentioned earl-
ier.77 The Dutch continuously cut the trading route between Fuzhou and Keelung and
Dansui.78 Plus, ships between Nagasaki, Manila, and Macau were also attacked.79 The

69 TPI, Vol. XXXVI, p. 219; McCarthy 1970, pp. 187–96.

70 The original Chinese text was lost, while the Spanish version was kept, see Gonzalez 1964, pp. 358–59.
A Chinese re-translation, see Lai 1954, pp. 19–20.

71 Alvarez 1930, Vol. II, p. 132.

72 VOC 1202, fol. 57, see Cheng, pp. 424–25.

73 VOC 1212, fol. 21, Cheng, p. 435.

74 For some recent studies, see Andrade 2013; Cheng 2013; Hang 2016.

75 TPI, Vol. XXXVI, p. 221.

76 VOC 1086, fol. 5, Cheng, p. 53.

77 VOC 1090, fol. 140, Cheng, pp. 65–66; VOC 1096, fol. 12, Cheng, p. 90.

78 VOC 1096, fol. 4, Cheng, p. 92.

79 VOC 1094, fol. 5, Cheng, p. 85. Zhilong’s power also grew greatly (from 100 junks to 1,000) after the rice pro-
hibition and the ensuing hunger, see Lin 1965, p. 9.
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Dutch gradually changed their tactics of intercepting and blocking after 1636. One report
shows that there were many ways to change the trading pattern, including developing their
customs to trade in Dayuan 大員.80 Then there was no further need to intercept the junks
to Manila: “The Chinese need our silver, just as we cannot live without their commod-
ities.”81 Two forts in northern Taiwan were lost to the Dutch in 1642.82 The Dutch pressed
further during 1645–1647 by attacking the Philippine islands fiercely, however, a treaty
was made in 1648 to acknowledge the mutual benefits of trade.83 In short, by relying on
the colonial settlement, the Spaniards clarified their northern maritime border in the
first half of the seventeenth century, and gradually regulated people who crossed the bor-
der. Since the expulsion and killings of Chinese in 1662, the authority emphasized the
6,000 restriction and maintained the non-Christian Chinese population sojourning in
Manila at 5,000–6,000.84 The Spanish experience led to one dominant model of maritime
order in Manila, while the Dutch’s subsequent entry into this region led to another.

The Coming of the Dutch and Their “East”
When the Dutch first arrived on the Chinese coast, they were amazed that there were so
many sampans or junks and that the population was so huge.85 Not surprisingly, they uti-
lized the pre-existing trading networks when they came into this old world.86 They used
the labels too, to divide the cooperative “merchants” from the uncooperative “pirates.”
They tried to take a port along the coast of China by force but failed; they tried to seize
Macau from the Portuguese but were defeated. They attacked the “Haicheng-Manila” trad-
ing routes, and they launched wars against the Spaniards four times, and against the Ming
government and the Zheng family several times. The Dutch had their agenda to deal with
the complexity of their circumstances. In the northern part of Asia, they failed to get a foot-
hold on the Chinese coast and had to move to Dayuan in southwest Taiwan.87 To the south,
they needed to create another parallel fort to resist Bantam, which was at first controlled by
the local chief, and finally they chose Jayakarta (Batavia).88 Hence, to realize their agenda
in the north, finally a compromise was made and the trading routes became
“Haicheng-Manila” and “Anhai (Zheng’s base)-Dayuan.” The key point we should not
omit is that all these conflicts were a part of the bordering process against the background
of piracy. In the Tianqi reign (1621–1627), we again see the rise of pirates. Since the Ming

80 VOC 1119, fol. 164, Cheng, p. 183; VOC 1102, fol. 10, Cheng, p. 114.

81 VOC 1132, fol. 569, Cheng, p. 221.

82 Francisco Navas and Pablo Pastells have compiled Spanish sources to show the Spanish failure during 1641–
1642, see Borao 1994, pp. 39–40.

83 Jin 1990, pp. 223–25. During the same time, the junks controlled by Zheng grew considerably. Then, the
major threat to the Spaniards shifted from the Dutch to Zheng.

84 TPI, Vol. XXXIX, p. 123.

85 VOC 1077, fol. 3-40, pp. 18–19.

86 Prakash 1997; Blussé 1997; Flynn 2001.

87 Andrade 2005, pp. 415–44. Even pirates were invited by the Dutch to live in these Chinese villages, see VOC
1090: 196–206, fol. 202.

88 Blussé 1981, pp. 159–78; Wu 1996, pp. 31–34.
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court failed to extend administrative registration to all the borderless people, there were
numerous people who were considered to be outside the government’s control, while at
the same time, soldiers and bandits easily exchanged their identities. The Dutch also ori-
ginally used the term “pirate” to refer to these peoples, but later referred to them as mer-
chants after the Dutch and Zheng Zhilong 鄭芝龍 (Nicolas Iquan Gaspard, 1604–1661)
formed contracts, although the so-called pirates remained active until the end of the
Ming dynasty.89

Between the forces of the Chinese empire and the colonial powers, small groups of
pirates combined to form several concentrated groups in response. The Ming government
and the Dutch tried to pacify the pirates and utilize them to eliminate other “uncontrolled”
groups, which also accelerated the concentration of pirate groups. The process of concen-
tration took several forms: conquest, military pacification, or fights between different fac-
tions. The empire also asked the Portuguese for help in eliminating the pirates.90 The final
concentration of pirate power was when Zhilong, previously thought to have surrendered,
was victorious in uniting or defeating all pirates. However, the situation was not com-
pletely stable, as Li Kuiqi 李魁奇, Zhong Bin 鍾斌 and Liu Xiang 劉香 “rebelled” one
after another, leading to the reappearance of pirates. In general, though, Zhilong and his
son Koxinga were successful in controlling these groups.

Zhilong’s father, Zheng Shaozu 鄭紹祖 (or Zheng Shibiao 鄭士表), had been a minor
official in Quanzhou prefecture.91 When famine swept through Fujian, many people came
to seek shelter with Zheng’s family, and Zhilong became powerful. Referring to Zhilong,
one source records that: “He was familiar with the sea when he was a child, and he was
surrounded by pirates. After Zhilong joined with the Ming government, no ships or
junks could navigate without his flag.”92 Zhilong also built a base at Anping, where he
kept his army. He created his own financial system and did not need to ask the government
for support. He imposed taxes on commoners and asked the rich and powerful families to
donate to his coffers. When the Dutch first came into the region they clearly recognized
“the monopoly of the grand Chinese merchants.”93 They described Li Kuiqi and Zhong
Bin’s rebellion, after Zhilong had joined sides with the government.94 In fact, Li Kuiqi com-
peted with Zhilong for the alliance of the Dutch.95 It is recorded that Li “defeated Iquan’s
army, seized the Chinchew (Zhangzhou) gulf and surrounded Amoy (Xiamen), causing the
merchants to be unable to connect with each other at sea, so the trade vessels could not be
seen in Tayouan (Dayuan).” 96

By 1637, Zhilong had control over the sea area from Melaka to Nagasaki, from Southeast
Asia to the Northeast Asian maritime basin. The Dutch had to surrender; hence, they chose

89 Lin 1965.

90 Lin 1996, p. 539.

91 Xiamen Zheng Chenggong yanjiu hui 1986.

92 Lin 1962, pp. 155–56.

93 VOC 1097, fol. 1-67, Cheng, p. 98.

94 VOC 1096, fol. 10-17, Cheng, p. 88; VOC 1096, fol. 3-9, Cheng, pp. 92, 109.

95 Cheng, pp. 107–9.

96 VOC 1097, fol. 1-67, Cheng, p. 102.
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to join forces with Zhilong. The Dutch officials in the company surmised: “We should
choose our trade partner seriously and cautiously. We will stand with the Chinese high
official and drive out the pirates together.”97 Hence, the dissension and integration of
the pirates reveals the fundamental truth about the kou––that it is a loaded term. The char-
acteristics of the term, namely its mobility, instability, and its quick regeneration, can be
explained by the fact that many people there existed outside the control of governmental
power or in the borders beyond, a situation caused by an ineffective registration system and
an unstable border region.

The Ming–Qing transition did not help Dutch expansion, but did help confirm an ori-
ginal “borderless” region as a new local dominant area with clear borders: land mainly cen-
tered on south Fujian and Taiwan, and the broad basin of the South and East China Sea.98

When the Ming dynasty fell, the Dutch reported in 1642 that China was in chaos and mer-
chants had lost a great deal.99 However, Zhilong still had substantial commodities.100

Though the Dutch defeated and expelled the Spaniards in North Taiwan in 1642, they
could not achieve a decisive victory in the Philippines War during 1645 to 1647. As
Haicheng was gradually replaced by Anhai, junks in Anhai could be guided where to go,
and so Manila and Dayuan needed to compete. Although Anhai was destroyed by the
Manchu army in 1647, with the collapse of the Ming and the ascendance of the Qing,
the prosperity of Anhai did not stop during the change of dynasty.101 Over the next two
decades Zhilong’s son Koxinga persisted in fighting against the Manchu power, and his
troops wandered around the South China Sea. He found it was hard to survive without
a base, so he decided to seize Taiwan. As is generally known, Koxinga defeated the
Dutch, forcing them to give up Taiwan. After Zheng built a Chinese regime in Taiwan,
he also found that it was necessary to seize Manila to establish another anti-Manchu
“fort,” causing the Spaniards in the Philippines deep distress.102 Luckily for the Spaniard
colonists, Koxinga died suddenly, at the age of thirty-eight and before he could pursue
his ambition of taking over Manila. However, the resulting situation was brutal for the
mobile people as well as for the borderless people, as many of them were suspected,
expelled, or killed.

The conflicts between Lin Feng and the Spaniards, the Spaniards and the Dutch,
Koxinga and the Dutch, and Koxinga and the Spaniards reflect the process of border
and discourse creation. From the perspective of Lin Feng, the military pressure, whether
from the Ming court or the Spaniards, forced him to flee to another region to rule and
lead the pirates and commoners. From Zhilong’s perspective, the new border created by
the Dutch was invalid, as was the border enforced by the Ming empire; he only recognized
these borders when it was to his benefit, while Koxinga had his own agenda to create a

97 Ibid.; VOC 1102, fol. 1-25, Cheng, pp. 100, 114.

98 For the disruption and chaos caused to local society by the Ming–Qing transition in terms of piracy and the
insufficiency in administrative control, see Spence and Wills 1979; Struve 1984.

99 VOC 1138, fol. 1-116, Cheng, p. 235.

100 “Iquan (Zheng Zhilong) still transferred considerable amounts of commodities to Manila.” See VOC 1142, fol.
1-79, Cheng, p. 251.

101 VOC1159, fol. 1-62, Cheng, p. 280. Chen 2017, pp. 86–126.

102 Lee 1998, pp. 29–59.
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region with borders to save the Ming and get revenge on the Qing. Hence, he sacrificed his
competitor, the Dutch, in order to get control of Dayuan as a base. The integrated border-
less people then confirmed south Taiwan as their border with the Spanish colonial power,
and the southeast coastline as their border with the Manchus.

regional barriers and the space of the
borderless people
In every significant area barriers exist: the inner regional barriers of the Chinese empire
(especially the three southeast provinces in this article); the barrier between Zheng’s
Fujian (mainland) and Taiwan (island); the barrier between the native Taiwanese and
the Dutch; the south and north political barrier of Taiwan under Dutch and Spanish dom-
inance; the Manila inner and outer city barrier; the political barrier between the colonial
metropole (Manila), the northern region (Pangasian) and southern region (Mindanao) of
the Philippines. Among these barriers, the least obvious one was the inexactness of the
inner barriers between the three southeast provinces of the Chinese empire.

Relying on the administrative barriers, peoplewho lived on the borders beyond could con-
tinue doing their business. The mid-Ming scholar-official Zhao Mingke 趙鳴珂 had once
observed that the activities of the bandits were interprovincial. He expressed this opinion
by saying that, “The bandits collude across the provinces: Fujian’s bandits come to
Gaozhou and Chaozhou prefectures in Guangdong to build junks, and go to Ningbo and
Shaoxing in Zhejiang to buy their goods, and then go to foreign areas. Bandits in Zhejiang
and Guangdong build their junks and buy their goods in Zhangzhou and Quanzhou prefec-
tures in Fujian. This is the general malpractice in these three provinces.”103 Furthermore, the
barriers were not simply divided by coastal and inland region. For example, in Fujian, it was
recorded that, “The three prefectures, Fuzhou, Xinghua and Quanzhou, suffered from bandits
from the sea, while Tingzhou and Zhangzhou suffered from bandits on land.”104

If saying that the administrative barriers were obvious, the cultural and political bar-
riers inside the empire under the new strengthening borders were not obvious. Few people
noticed that the bandits constituted by the local populace robbed each other’s neighbor-
hoods. We can take Zhangzhou prefecture and Chaozhou prefecture as a case to better
understand such division. These two prefectures are side by side, and each experienced
severe unrest. One of the counties belonging to Chaozhou prefecture, Zhuluo 諸羅 county,
continued to have cases of unrest. Its local history records that Zhang Lian 張璉, the big-
gest bandit chief in Raoping饒平 county, robbed other places and wiped out many villages
“without concern or [local] lineage restrictions.”105 According to the sources, it seems that
the bandits who harassed Zhangzhou came from Chaozhou.106 However, a Chaozhou lit-
eratus Lin Dachun 林大春 also mentioned that Chaozhou suffered much from bandits
from other areas. Chaozhou and some areas of Jiangxi province feared that bandits from
Zhangzhou would come, and “one day suddenly there were bandits coming from the

103 Zhao, “Guang Fu Zhe bingchuan huishao lun,” quoted in Fu 1956, p. 115.

104 MSL, SZ 503 JJ 40/11 dinghai, p. 8311. Xinghua was an inland prefecture, while Zhangzhou was a coastal one.

105 Zhu 1962, p. 121.

106 Lin 1968, p. 769; MSL, SZ 469 JJ 38/2 gengshen, p. 7888.

102 borders and beyond

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

14
79

59
14

17
00

01
83

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1479591417000183


northwest and claiming that they were soldiers, but instead were actually bandits from
Zhangzhou.”107 The Dapu local history also records:

The bandits rose up from Ping and Jinguan and rebelled in collusion with
Zhangpu’s bandits. They built forts and camps valley by valley, and robbed
Zhangzhou, Quanzhou, Chaozhou, and Jieyang.108

This case strongly demonstrates that bandits in these two prefectures were mobile in order
to be able to rob, and that they generally did not rob their own local villages, for they were
people living on the borders beyond and who followed the original “order,” and thus were
not true bandits. In other words, they were closely connected to their local villages. The
inner barriers of the empire also stimulated local militarization. Each locality had its
own militia, the “village soldiers.” These groups were used not only as a defence against
outside bandits, but also at times even against the official military. It is not hard to find
inscriptions describing how the militia defeated the pirates.109 These local militia were
found “sufficient to be relied on,”110 so much so that the official military could not threaten
the local village.111 As Lin mentioned in his report, the official military was so corrupt that
Zhejiang soldiers came to Fujian and “fiercely harassed the Haicheng people, who suffered
much pain.”112 The same was true for the Guangdong soldiers, who went to Fujian.113 In
fact, soldiers often joined the bandits, especially after they were dismissed. This was an easy
transition considering that many of the soldiers and bandits came from the same villages.
There was a famous case in which the soldiers secretly made a deal with encircled bandits
in Xiaoyingfang 小營房 in Songjiang Prefecture to let them go by pretending that the ban-
dits had defeated them. “Many Zhangzhou people were the bandits, hence how is it pos-
sible not to succeed by using the Zhangzhou soldiers to exterminate the bandits?”114

Likewise, the similar nature of the bandits and soldiers was clear: be mobile in order to rob.
The best way to solve the problem of the borderless people was to force them to return

home and become registered people, fixing them inside the strengthening borders that the
empire was establishing. This strategy can be seen in the following incident: “Ruan E 阮鶚

(1509–1567), the Grand Coordinator at that time, led his army to defeat the wokou, but the
wokou escaped to the island of Nan’ao 南澳 [in Guangdong]; rebels joined them, making
nearly ten thousand families. Some asked Ruan to slaughter the bandits and rebelling fam-
ilies . . ., but Ruan said: ‘They were bandits in Zhejiang, but after they returned to Meiling
[in Fujian], they were ordinary people, why should we kill them all?’”115 This episode

107 Lin 1966, pp. 408b–409a.

108 Wu 2000, pp. 181–82.

109 The inscription, Guanling baozhang ji, is now located in Xinan village, Fotan town. See Cai 1994, p. 125.

110 Chen R. 1968, pp. 771–72.

111 Ibid., pp. 766–82.

112 Shen 1967, p. 3.

113 MSL, SZ 487 JJ 39/8 jihai, p. 8110.

114 Cai 1951, pp. 88–89.

115 “Jiyi,” quote from Fu 1956, p. 111.
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clearly shows that once the mobile people returned to their former status—that of sup-
posedly controlled, registered people—they were not viewed as wokou or haikou. Those
who remained mobile, though, were viewed as bandits or pirates. There were many people
who could be classified as being outside governance, and, unless an effective registration
system were put in place, or unless they were under the agenda of the empire, they and
the unrest they brought would never be eliminated.

One study concludes that, “In the latter Ming, the court began using a system of con-
scription, and enforced the protection of the coast by using both official forces and the citi-
zenry. As the enemies were won over as friends, the kou were finally pacified.”116 According
to Chen Boyi’s studies on the Ming military systems, militia, conscription and military
strategies, the military reform and its effectiveness are temporary, and effectiveness was
more proper to the Nanzhili region and Zhejiang province, but fitted the situation of
Guangdong and Fujian provinces rather less.117 The regional barriers among the three
southeast provinces show that the transformation of the borders beyond continued despite
the strengthening borders.

reshaping the historical discourse within
the clearer borders
As we have shown above, Chinese society experienced many vicissitudes during the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, including the collapse of the Ming dynasty and the
ascendance of the Qing dynasty. The people and the groups that lived along the southeast
coast were, at different times, recognized differently and many of their activities were at
times sanctioned and at other times outlawed. The studies of piracy produced in the last
fifteen years have fundamentally broken with earlier paradigms: this topic directly relates
to how marginal people and society came into the national system, with people’s identity
being reshaped under the strengthening borders and related discourse.

Both of the discourses on individual and borderless groups were significantly reshaped
in the process of border building. Firstly, the definition of certain people at that time began
to change, especially wokou and haikou. While it is not easy to clearly distinguish between
the wokou and haikou, by looking at a couple of examples, we may be able to gain a greater
understanding of the identification. The narrations on Wang Zhi汪直 and Hong Dizhen洪

迪珍 described them both as haikou and the heads of wokou.118 In the records of the
Zhangzhou local history (1561), Hong Dizhen is listed as the chief of bandits while
Hong and Wang were named haikou in the Ming “Veritable Record” (1563). Likewise,
Hong and Wang were examples of people with different labels, being called wokou, haikou,
and “people out of control” in different texts. Generally speaking, after the late Jiajing per-
iod, the term wokou was used less and less while the term haikou was more common. In
analyses of the unrest between the thirty-ninth to forty-fifth years of the Jiajing reign
(1560–1566), Fujian is described as a place where “bandits and haikou rebelled at the

116 Wang 2003, pp. 28-34. Similar point with a general description, also see Zheng 2003, pp. 150–52.

117 Chen 2011.

118 MSL, SZ 525 JJ 42/9 bingshen, p. 8567.
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same time,” and then it is recorded that this in fact happened. After the forty-fourth year of
the Jiajing reign (1565) we see the rise of Wu Ping 吳平, one of the major haikou. We can
see that bandits, wokou, and haikou are found in the texts in parallel. In short, the haikou
were at times under the label of wokou. When the wokou were in the ascendancy, the haikou
were also classified as wokou, but when the wokou “disappeared,” the haikou moniker reap-
peared. If we view the maritime forces after the wokou’s demise as in fact consisting of the
same groups, then the actual “disappearance” of the wokou (now labeled haikou) should
have come after the “Great Evacuation,” an order that forced people who lived on the south-
east coast to move approximately ten to eighteen miles inland in order to eradicate
anti-Manchu activities in the early Qing period.119 It is obvious that during several decades
of the haikou unrest different groups often became integrated.120

There were many reasons for the confusion in these terms. One of the most essential
reasons was the system of registration. As mentioned above, officials widely extorted and
imposed tariffs. Pan Jixun 潘季馴 indicated that, “The ordinary people had no way to
appeal, so they had to assemble and became bandits.”121 He furthermore reports that he
renewed the system of registration and everything went well. In this case we can see
that it was the imposition of the system of control that changed local society as well as
enforced the administrative border.122 Without such an adjustment, the kou would rise
once more. The transformation of the use of the terms wokou and haikou seems to have
occurred nearly around Qi Jiguang’s victory—he came to Zhangzhou to conquer the haikou,
then pursued Wu Ping and killed many haikou. But the record further states that “in
wiping out wokou and bandits, Jiguang’s contribution was great.”123 In the Tianqi reign
(1621–1627), we again see the rise of haikou. This phenomenon is closely related to the
imposition of land tax. Such measures led to instability and a greater amount of activity
outside official control. Those involved in such activity were referred to as haikou. The
Dutch also originally used this term to refer to these peoples. Many years later, after the
Dutch and Zhilong formed contracts, the same people became merchants. The haikou
were active until the end of the Ming dynasty.124

Since the government did not have a reliable system for registration, there were numer-
ous people who were considered outside governance; “Even Fujian, a territory of China, is
harder to manage than places outside the country.”125 At the same time, soldiers and ban-
dits easily exchanged identities. Feng Jiahui 馮嘉會 (?–1627), Minister of the Ministry of
War, indicated that “Fujian used to be afraid of foreigners, but now was afraid of the ban-
dits; we were initially afraid that different bandit groups would join together, but we now
fear that bandits and the people, or even soldiers, would join together.”126 The concern was

119 Chen 2001, pp. 103–4.

120 Andrade 2005.

121 MSL, SZ 492 JJ 40/1 gengyin, p. 8181.

122 Liang 1989, pp. 34–89.

123 “Minghuan zhi,” in Chen R. 1968, pp. 1029–30.

124 Lin 1965, pp. 8–12.

125 Chen 1963, p. 15. See also Academia Sinica 1951, t. 1, p. 2.

126 MSL, XZ 78 TQ 6/11 wuxu, p. 3796.
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that if the haikou could not be controlled, they would cause so much disorder that they
would eventually topple the regime.

On the basis of analyzing the various appellations applied to groups at different times, I
argue that we should comprehend labels such as wokou and haikou as often referring to the
same peoples. The terms used to designate these peoples not only describe these so named,
but also reflect those doing the naming. Whether these groups were involved in piracy,
trade, or even “daily lives” depends on one’s perspective. By analyzing the various kou of
different periods, we can see how different labels were applied in different situations,
and why the empire and colonizers did that. Through a cursory analysis of these terms
and groups, we can see that their activities of piracy and trade are actually two sides of
the same coin. It was finally after the “Great Evacuation” that various kou really “disap-
peared” (at least for over a century), for the whole structure and the complex relationships
within coastal society had then changed. The Qing regime finally had a solid registration
system, and the borders were enforced. Unrest and trade are topics of interest for scholars,
but they are often viewed as being in contrast. Actually, pirates and merchants often
existed simultaneously and within homogeneous groups with similar backgrounds. The
activities of the coastal groups discussed in this article show us how these groups formed.
No matter how the labels changed, the groups and the peoples constituting them did not
change. After these groups returned to the places they were supposed to be in, to the lands
along the coasts inside the designed or assumed borders, there was no need to label them
bandits or pirates any more, for they were then registered people.

Secondly, the new border also brought and enforced a new historical consciousness. The
events caused by people such as Lin Feng and Zheng Chenggong that unfolded in this
region are consequential to the formation and perceptions of modern nations. The ideas
and perceptions owned by today’s countries are rooted in historical processes. While the
Spaniards successfully secured the Philippines by defeating the merchant-pirates, the
Dutch failed to do the same in Taiwan. This difference is critical in helping to explain
why twenty-first century perceptions of Taiwan are so closely tied to China, while percep-
tions of the Philippines are not, despite both territories once having a similar historical sta-
tus. The Spaniards kept Manila and ruled the Philippines, so the Philippines were assigned
the historical explanation of colonial history after it won independence from America, and
are involved in a broader historical sense of the Malay archipelago; on the other hand, the
Dutch lost and Taiwan was taken by Zheng. A Chinese regime was built and a Chinese his-
torical explanation was made, thus the place became “part of China.” Zheng commanded
greater military force than Lin, so his relative success was not by pure chance. But the
diverging outcome from Zheng versus Lin’s conquests is somehow historically pivotal,
and the subsequent trajectories of each territory reinforced the outcome. The Manchu
emperor had to fight the anti-Qing military in Taiwan, and finally his army was victorious.
There were many debates at court over whether it was necessary to leave people and the
administrative system in Taiwan. The final decision was not taken based on the land con-
sideration but in the interests of security: if no one lived there, the island would be taken
by the pirates again and would constitute a serious threat to the Qing Empire. So the Qing
court kept Taiwan as an administrative region and the “hedgerow” of the empire. If the
Philippine islands had also been controlled by Zheng’s regime, or that control challenged
by other “pirates,” the Qing court most definitely could not have been able to withstand its
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anti-Qing neighbors.127 That was the real reinforced trajectory meaning of those two pirat-
ical cases. Few people consider that these two such “different” places had once been so
similar and could have had the same fate. However, except for thinking about the occa-
sional and necessary history, historians have a duty to learn more about what really shapes
people’s identity and historical consciousness.

conclusion
All in all, the division of the borders and the borders beyond supplied a broad stage for the
people in these vaguely defined areas to play different roles. Great powers clashed and rede-
fined their borders within which people became naturalized. It might seem a rather sad
story that eventually most of these people submitted themselves to one state or another,
but it was never a one-way process. The anthropologist James C. Scott has pointed out
how the people in Zomia, a mountainous region including Southwest China, Northeast
India, and upland Indochina, lived without being governed by any state.128 Whereas
Scott concerns himself with those stateless people who searched for self-determination
in an anarchic way, I focus more on how the non-stateless peoples lived in the borders
beyond, claimed their own order in their own way, and worked and became naturalized
(or, were to a greater or lesser extent classified and led) inside the strengthening borders
of pre-modern societies. If Scott is good at showing what the state fails to do in marginal
areas, this article shows what the powers succeed in doing, and to whom the state has done
it. In short, all the disorder and registration or other efforts to establish the management of
people inside and beyond the border only proved that the society created its own “order.”
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