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Civilian Land and Granting of Cultivation Permits:
An Investigation of Land Administration on Taiwan
during Ming-Qing Transition

Wen-liang Li

ABSTRACT

During the Ming-Qing transition in the 1680s, Shi Lang and many famous early
Qing admirals were appointed to besiege Zheng Chenggong’s forces on Taiwan. Whilst
the court debated over whether to retain Taiwan or not, many of them took advantage of
their power and influence to seize and occupy large tracts of land on Taiwan. Although
some of the seized land was originally official land (wenwu guantian) under Zheng
Chenggong’s regime and included in the tax base, the majority of it was previously
categorized as garrison land (yingpan tian) and was not even registered at local
administrative offices. The war and the transfer of land ownership during this transitional
period further provoked a major transformation in local land tenure relation. Many
tenants chanced the opportunity of the original proprietors in exile to register themselves
as the proprietors of “civilian land” at the newly founded county offices. In other words,
the “official land” of Taiwan under Zheng Chenggong’s regime had become “inheritable
and taxable civilian properties” by early Qing.

Soon after Qing rule began in Taiwan, county-level officials sought for measures to
expand their tax base and to redress land seizure by military officials. To hasten the
restoration of social order and to revive the economy from the turmoil of war, the county
officials encouraged land reclamation by granting cultivation permits. Under such policy,
civilians who sought to reclaim uncultivated land were required to apply for permission
from the local government. Upon verifying that the ownership of the requested pieces of
land was not in dispute after investigation, the applicants would subsequently be issued
cultivation permits. In this way, local officials not only could control land reclamation
and ownership but also expanded the tax base by exerting the power of approbating

cultivation applications within their jurisdiction.
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The system of granting cultivation permits also brought about an unexpected yet
profound consequence. To raise enough funds for local development, county officials also
confiscated lands and generated income from their rental. Lands seized by the local
administration were registered as official properties and classified as “official fields (guan
zhuang).” During the reign of Emperor Yongzheng (1723-35), local officials in Taiwan
had more funds at their disposal than their counterparts in the Mainland before the system
of supplementary salary (yanglian yin) was implemented. Some capable officials were
thereby able to build local infrastructure, provide welfare and relief, and improve
irrigation works. The comparatively affluent financial state of the local governments in
early Qing laid down the foundation for Taiwan’s initial local administration and land
development.

Keywords: Civilian Land, Shi Lang, Taiwan, Granting Cultivation Permits, Official
Fields
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