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Commerce and the Transformation of a
Taiwanese Frontier Region at the Turn
of the Nineteenth Century

Nan-hsu Chen”

Abstract

Hazinan (Gamalan, modern-day Yilan county) was a stateless zone in eastern
Taiwan. Since the sixteenth century, Hazinan aborigines had traded with Han
Chinese but still maintained their autonomy. The three-hundred-year status quo
abruptly changed after 1796 when tens of thousands of Han Chinese forcibly
settled Hazinan. Fourteen years later, Hazinan was unprecedentedly brought under
Qing rule, the earliest takeover of such stateless zones in eastern Taiwan. The
sudden transformation of Hazinan, as this article argues, should be examined in
reference to a still downplayed aspect - the changing conditions of economy and
trade in northern Taiwan over the eighteenth century. Regional trade nourished
frontiersmen such as Wu Sha, the principle leader of Han colonists. Most likely,
Wu Sha convinced himself as well as his investors of the possible returns from the
agricultural colonizing plan, as cross-strait rice trade boomed between southeastern
China and rice-abundant Taiwan over the eighteenth century. Funds from investors
enabled Wu Sha’s adoption of militarized reclamation that eventually overcame
fierce aboriginal resistance. Hazinan’s sustained demands for trade attracted pirates
to the newly established migrant society and agricultural economy. The pirates
attempted to meet their need for rice in Hazinan because of Qing embargos on rice
and other strategic resources. The pirates’ need, in turn, could facilitate Hazinan’s
vital import and export. Structured by trade, the situation convinced the authorities
to annex Hazinan in order to eliminate pirates in southeastern China. Trade,
therefore, played an essential role in the rapid reconfiguration of the relationship
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between Hazinan aborigines, Han migrants, and the Qing Empire. Its effect was
particularly profound in times and regions that Han expansion lacked state support

while encountering restrictive natural and social environments.

Keywords: rice, investment in frontiers, Han agricultural expansion, frontier

transformation, cross-strait and regional trade
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