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The Evolution of a River—Sea Defense Policy during the
Shunzhi Reign of the Qing Dynasty

Xingui LI

Abstract: The Shunzhi reign of the Qing Dynasty developed a river—sea defense policy to resist incursions
by Zheng Chenggong’s fleet into the Yangtze River from the sea beginning in 1654. The Qing army’s river-
defense method developed in three phases. The first phase began in April 1654 and ended in September 1655.
It was guided by the official system of the Ming Dynasty, supplemented by restrictions on maritime trading
and shipbuilding to increase the size of the army’s forces. However, flaws in the design of Qing weapons and
equipment prompted the Qing court to more strongly emphasize shipbuilding to increase its capabilities. This
second phase began in September 1655 and ended in April 1661, although the army also continued to use the
official system of the Ming Dynasty and maritime trading restrictions to supplement its efforts. Shipbuilding
and military reinforcement cannot be organically unified, and during the second phase of development Qing
forces had been unable to stop Zheng’s army from repeatedly entering the Yangtze River and threatening
the safety of grain transport. This forced the Qing court to develop the third phase of its policy, which ran
from April 1656 to December 1660 and involved the implementation of a more extreme version of the sea
ban, prohibiting all maritime activities. The need for access to money and grain, which remained unresolved
throughout the Shunzhi Dynasty, was a key influence on the evolution of the river—sea defense policy. At the
beginning of the Kangxi period, with greater central control of finances and grain, the navy shifted its focus to
constructing and strengthening sea defenses to support the sea ban. After the recovery of Taiwan in 1683, the
Qing court ended the sea ban and the coastal evacuation. Consolidating coastal defense, the Shunzhi reign’s
concept of the sea ban had a profound impact on the development of the Qing dynasty’s sea defenses.

Keywords: The official system of the Ming Dynasty, Shipbuilding and military reinforcement, Maritime
trading restrictions, River—sea defense policy, Shunzhi reign, Qing Dynasty
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