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The Blue Frontier

In this revisionist history of the eighteenth-century Qing Empire from a
maritime perspective, Ronald C. Po argues that it is reductive to view
China over this period exclusively as a continental power with little
interest in the sea. With a coastline of almost 14,500 kilometers, the
Qing was not a landlocked state. Although it came to be known as an
inward-looking empire, Po suggests that the Qing was integrated into
the maritime world through its naval development and customs institutionalization. In contrast to our orthodox perception, the Manchu
court, in fact, proactively engaged with the ocean politically, militarily,
and even conceptually. The Blue Frontier offers a much broader picture
of the Qing as an Asian giant responding ﬂexibly to challenges and
extensive interaction on all frontiers – both land and sea – in the long
eighteenth century.
Ronald C. Po is Assistant Professor in the Department of International
History at the London School of Economics and Political Science.
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Across the world, historians have taken an oceanic turn. New maritime
histories offer fresh approaches to the study of global regions, and of longdistance and long-term connections. Cambridge Oceanic Histories
includes studies across whole oceans (the Paciﬁc, the Indian, the Atlantic)
and particular seas (among them, the Mediterranean, the Caribbean, the
North Sea, the Black Sea). The series is global in geography, ecumenical
in historical method, and wide in temporal coverage, intended as a key
repository for the most innovative transnational and world histories over
the longue durée. It brings maritime history into productive conversation
with other strands of historical research, including environmental history,
legal history, intellectual history, labour history, cultural history, economic
history and the history of science and technology. The editors invite
studies that analyse the human and natural history of the world’s oceans
and seas from anywhere on the globe and from any and all historical
periods.
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Preface

This book provides a bird’s-eye view of the maritime endeavors of the
eighteenth-century Qing Empire. Even if the Qing was commonly seen
as a continental-oriented regime, at least by the end of the eighteenth
century, it does not follow that it was incapable of exerting its inﬂuence
across the sea. To prove my proposition, I approach the topic by examining the conceptual framework of Qing maritime policies, its maritime
militarization and the institutionalization of its Customs Ofﬁces, as well
as some nonofﬁcial maritime writings. In a nutshell, I attempt to place in
the foreground the indigenous dynamism of high Qing maritime policies
and its maritime consciousness so as to substantiate the history of frontier
and maritime studies in Asia. I also hope that the present study will
contribute to the existing research by introducing both a theoretical
and a historical analysis that positions the Qing Empire as a maritime
player in the early modern period.
I am immensely indebted to the works of previous scholarship for the
insights I have gained on the issues to be discussed in The Blue Frontier,
from the inner–outer model to maritime militarization, and from the
Customs Ofﬁce to maritime writings. I am particularly obligated to the
work of John E. Wills Jr., Wang Gungwu, and Jane K. Leonard, who
noted that late imperial China was also a sea-based society whose elaborate civil bureaucracy can be studied from a maritime point of view.
Timothy Brook, Chen Guodong, and Zheng Yangwen see the Qing as a
prime mover in maritime and global history, beginning in the seventeenth century, during the ﬁrst wave of globalization. Therefore, the
dynasty’s participation in the maritime sphere should be studied in
parallel with its ambitious achievements on land. Research conducted
by Huang Hongbin and Li Qilin further inspired me to focus on the naval
development of the high Qing across the East Asian Sea; and Hans van
de Ven’s, Gang Zhao’s, and Angela Schottenhammer’s studies inspired
me to trace the origins and signiﬁcance of the Customs Ofﬁce in the early
modern period. Above all, this book connects their discerning perspectives to the works of Peter C. Perdue, Leonard Blussé, and many others,
ix
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Preface

who have pioneered a refreshing Qing history that is based on the study
of both land and sea frontiers within the broader global context. I have
learned tremendously from their substantial and stimulating academic
contributions to late imperial China and maritime Asia. Without their
insights, this book, in its present form, would never have seen the light
of day.
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Emperors of the Qing Dynasty, 1644–1912

Name by which most customarily known

Reign
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Yongzheng
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Jiaqing
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1644–1661 (18 years)
1662–1722 (61 years)
1723–1735 (13 years)
1736–1796 (60 years)
1796–1820 (25 years)
1821–1850 (30 years)
1851–1861 (11 years)
1862–1875 (13 years)
1875–1908 (34 years)
1909–1912 (3 years)
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