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The Development of Agriculture and the
Environmental Reshape in Taiwan during the
Dutch Period and Cheng Chen-kung Period

Pin-chang Tseng*

This paper intends to examine the agricultural development in Taiwan during
the Dutch Period and the Cheng Chen-kung Period from an ecological viewpoint.
It will pinpoint the traits of each period and discuss the differences between them.
Furthermore, it will also explore the significance in this aspect from a historical
point of view.

Taiwan was once ruled by the Netherlands via the East Hindu Company and
by the regime of Cheng Chen-kung of the Ming Dynasty during the 17" century.
The two colonia governments had all done their best to develop agriculture on
the island, immigrating a great number of people, crops, and domestic animals,
and aso laying a good foundation in rice and sugar industries on the island.
However, the two governments had different purposes and strategies. The former
cared more for business profits. Other than cultivating rice and wheat as food,
they also grew sugar cane, ginger, silk worms, cotton and other economic crops
for profits through international trade. They also encouraged mass production by
having Chinese or Dutch entrepreneurs ( or leading businessmen ) hire laborers or
recruit tenants to grow the crops in great amount. The Cheng regime, on the other
hand, wanted to make Taiwan a base for food supplies to the army and the people
living there. Besides sugar cane, they also planted any crops that could sustain

human life, e.g., yams, sesames, ramie, peanuts, etc. Instead of making agriculture

" Assistant Professor, Department of History, National Cheng Kung University
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agreat enterprise, they asked farmers or soldiers to cultivate the land.

In either case, the development of agriculture in Taiwan then was in essence
an ecological or environmental change from the burn-and-grow style of
agriculture of the aboriginals to the centralized and controlled style of agriculture.
The strategies used by the two regimes, however, represented two extreme
schools of colonialism—the West and the East. While the Dutch government
wished to grow crops for economic profits, they did not succeed in doing so
because the many crops they introduced from their homeland did not grow well
on the alien land. And the mass production measure they took also failed because
of higher capitals and risks. In contrast, the crops cultivated by the Cheng regime
were common to the Chinese people along Ming and Canton provinces and were
meant to sustain life rather than to make profits, thus having great chances of
success. Moreover, the small-farm style of agriculture was a good measure for the
people to grow crops and to raise domestic animals at the same time as a way to
combat the original plants on the land. In this way, they had a better chance to
survive.

Although the two regimes did not use the same strategies and did not have
the same results, they nevertheless had tried their best and overcome the
difficulties in making Taiwan a good place for agriculture—especialy the
dry-land and small-scale farming as found in the southern parts of Taiwan. The
sugar cane, rice, fruit trees, and domestic animals introduced by the Dutch people,
and the yams, sesames, ramie, peanuts, and blue woods planted by the Cheng

regime have thus remained important agricultural productsin Taiwan since then.

Keywords: the Dutch Period, the Cheng Period, cultivation, ecological change.
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