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The “Retention of Taiwan” Debate
in 1683: A Political Process and Its
Historical Narratives

Yu-wei Huang ~

Abstract

This article explores the evolution of Qing government’s debate on whether
Taiwan should be incorporated into the empire, and analyzes the management of
that debate as well as its political significance. The Qing government started the de-
bate after its army defeated the Zheng Family and took over the Pescadores and Tai-
wan in 1683. The debate lasted for some time and eventually led to the beginning
of Qing rule over Taiwan. It was thus a pivotal point in Taiwan’s history during the
Qing period. To this date the dominant narrative of this event has been built upon
Jinghai jishi (G405 ) written by the Qing general Shi Lang  (jifif) , which
highlights the important role Shi Lang played in the decision-making process while
portraying the Qing court as doing little regarding the Taiwan issue. However,
another historical evidence, namely Qijuzhu (GEEJEJE) or the diaries of imperi-
al actions and speeches, showed a very different picture. According to the latter,
the Qing court had decided to retain Taiwan before Shi Lang first proposed such a
move. It is therefore necessary to clarify the stances took by various factions at the
Qing court that helped shape this critical decision.

This study utilizes Qijuzhu and the records of discussions at the Qing court in
reconstructing the political process leading to Taiwan’s retention by the Qing. First-
ly, upon careful examination, the materials seem to indicate that Kangxi Emperor
was actively controlling the agenda of the debate rather than passively influenced
by Shi Lang’s opinion. This historical image contradicts the present narrative re-
garding Taiwan’s retention by the Qing. Secondly, by examining the social class-
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es and identities of the participants in the debate, the study demonstrates how the
political structure had been shifting since the Qing conquest of China. As ethnic
relations between Manchu and Han became a major concern during Kangxi’s reign,
the court’s decision-making process started to favor a consensus of the two main
ethnic groups in order to present a unified position of the Qing court. The study fur-
ther notices that the Manchu high official Ming Zhu (BHEf) was aggressive in the
Taiwan discussions and fully utilized the debate to create his own political benefit,
thus extending his personal social network. This suggests the possibility of Ming
Zhu being a key figure behind the scene. Shi Lang’s report on the retention of Tai-
wan was but one factor in producing a “consensus” of Qing court at the time. After
the debate, however, various historical narratives of the event emerged, and among

them only Shi Lang’s viewpoint became the source of a common description today.

Keywords: Shi Lang, Ming Zhu, Kangxi Emperor, territory, Taiwan
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