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Introduction
• A famous official Qing scroll, entitled “Pacifying the South 

China Sea (靖海全圖)” [1], provides us with some glimpses 

of the relationships between the Chinese pirates and the 

Qing navy during the reign of Emperor Jiaqing (1896-1820)

• Zheng Yi Sao鄭一嫂 (1775-1844) and Zhang Bao張保

(1786-1822), the Bonnie and Clyde of the South China Sea, 

leading formidable pirate fleets

• Unlike their compatriots in the heartland, the pirates never 

stuck to the land permanently

• As they were accustomed to moving by boats freely and 

even hiding in islands, they were mobile, flexible, and 

uncontrollable in nature

• As such, they were some “free-floating elements” in the 

empire, who lived in the de jure shadow of the Qing state 

but not the de facto subjects of it

Objectives
• To explore the political and economic landscapes of 

Southeast China that bred the free-floating elements

• To examine the means by which the pirates fled the state’s 

control and flourished

• To explain the circumstances under which the state could 

utilize the pirates as open resources

Methodology
• This research employs the sociological concept of the “free-

floating elements”, which was coined by Shmuel Noah 

Eisenstadt and then modified by Tse Wai Kit Wicky, in 

describing the mobile population in an empire [2]

• It adopts a global perspective to evaluate the emergence of 

piracy in the South China Sea, avoiding an internalist 

approach 

• It is based mainly on primary 

sources, such as Qing scrolls, 

official documents, and 

contemporaneous Westerners’ 

accounts and canvases

Results
• The pirates could hardly be incorporated as a stable part of 

the empire; they posed menaces to the imperial order

• However, the pirates were open resources that could 

occasionally be appropriated by the state

• There were negotiations and bargains between the pirates 

and the state, which suggested that these two parties 

converged on a relatively equal footing [3][4]

• The capitulation of the pirates to the state did not mean they 

were subdued but manifested a form of co-operation: they 

were appointed officers to fight other maritime powers

Conclusion
• Piracy was a prolonged problem with which the state had 

been vexed for centuries; peace was always transient [5]

• The free-floating elements were not only dangerous to the 

imperial order, but they were sporadically helpful resources

• Their presence was not exclusive to the Qing State – they 

also existed in such regimes as the Roman Empire, the 

Spanish Philippines, and the Islamic Caliphates, which are 

worth further research
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