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Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2024. Pp. xv+251. HK$350.00/US$65.00.

In his latest book, Robert J. Antony once again explores the issue of piracy in Chinese 
waters. Although the title suggests a broader focus on piracy in China throughout 
the period under consideration, the author actually concentrates largely on the 
southern coastal regions between 1740 and 1840. This geographical area encompasses 
the territories that roughly correspond to the Guangdong and Guangxi provinces, 
extending south to the Vietnamese border. This work provides an updated synthesis of 
the author’s previous publications on the same theme and incorporates scholarship on 
piracy and maritime history published in recent years (Preface). Although he does not 
propose any new interpretations, the author does expand his analysis by integrating 
recent research findings, thereby enriching the narrative on pirates.

The book is organized into eleven thematic chapters, along with an Introduction 
and Conclusion. From the outset, the author emphasizes the importance of taking 
a bottom-up approach in order to do justice to individuals marginalized by the 
prevailing socio-economic structures. This refers to the inhabitants of the coast, and 
more specifically to pirates, demonstrating how the world of the seashore was subject 
to their influence. According to the author, such individuals would have played  
a pivotal role in coastal production, trade, and consumption. Although considered to be 
on the margins of respectability, pirates still managed to influence life on the southern 
coast through extortion, bribery, and terror. However, it must be considered whether 
this significant influence can be attributed solely to the pirates or whether other 
factors or actors should be taken into account. While it is evident that the Guangdong 
pirates developed and prospered through their collaboration with the Tây Son regime, 
the author does not adequately explain how they held the coastal population under 
their pressure. To achieve this, the pirates needed to be able to rely on land-based 
individuals who were responsible for collecting the proceeds of their illegal activities, 
including racketeering.1 A deeper appreciation of the situation would be facilitated by  
a comprehensive understanding of this particular facet of their endeavour.

1 	 A similar phenomenon was observed along the southeastern coast, extending from eastern 
Guangdong to southern Zhejiang. This was facilitated by the territorial reach of the Tiandi 
Hui 天地會 secret society, which may have received support from certain influential coastal 
clans. From the second half of the eighteenth century onwards, at least on the southeast 
coast, the stability of local society, or even its control, no longer appears to rely solely  
on clans. It seems as though they were indeed fading away in favour of other groups, allegedly 
the members of the Tiandi Hui networks. Although the pirates managed to collaborate  
with them for a time the Tiandi Hui members benefited from a real territorial presence, 
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The author introduces the concept of the “inner” (neiyang 內洋 ) and “outer”  
(waiyang外洋 ) oceans in the second chapter. In his opinion, this appears to be inconsistent 
and cumbersome because these specific spaces were subject to change depending on 
the government’s capacity at sea, as previously argued by Wensheng Wang.2 These 
two bodies of water would reflect the boundary between the Qing navy’s sphere of 
intervention and that of the pirates. While it is evident that these two terms also 
align with the range and the impact of the naval forces’ units, defining these spaces 
solely in this way does not fully reflect reality. Although it is accurate to assert that 
the naval forces did not willingly enter the waiyang, they were nevertheless compelled 
to do so. Hence, these terms are primarily defined by the distinction between specific 
geographical and hydrographical areas related to particular nautical and professional 
activities. They do not represent any imaginary sea, but waters with peculiar 
features that allowed those who frequented them to distinguish and “delimit” their 
“boundaries.” The waiyang is not really the “dark realm,” a term that could probably 
be applied to the dayang大洋 or heiyang黑洋 . The discourse on “inner” and “outer” 
seas developed by the author has been used to measure the extent of Qing sovereignty, 
but other factors should be taken into consideration, such as the presence of the state 
in these regions.

As in his Like Froth Floating on the Sea (2003),3 but with a different time span  
(where he considered the phenomenon of sixteenth-century wokou倭寇 , albeit only in 
a cursory manner), Antony divides his enquiry into three distinct periods, intending 
to demonstrate the increasing importance of piracy in shaping the socio-economic 
and the political history of maritime China: the Ming-Qing dynastic transition 
(1640s–1680s); the pirates’ alliance with the Tây Son (1770s–1810); and the 
escalation of the rivalry between China, Asian, and European powers (1840s–1910). 
Nevertheless, it is regrettable that the wokou period is neglected in a general overview 
of piracy in China and of the evolution of the state’s relationship with the sea. This 
is because it was this series of events that led to the coastline and the sea becoming 

(Note 1— Continued)
	 which would enable them to survive—unlike the pirates. See Paola Calanca, Piraterie et 

contrebande au Fujian. L’administration chinoise face aux problèmes d’illégalité maritime (17 e–
début 19 e siècle) [Piracy and smuggling in Fujian province: The Chinese administration 
confronted by problems of maritime lawlessness (17th–early 19th centuries)] (Paris: Éditions 
des Indes savantes, 2011).

2 	 Wensheng Wang, “Sino-Vietnamese Pirates and British Invaders: Maritime Crises, Oceanic 
Governance and Sovereignty in Mid-Qing China,” Review of Culture 60 (2019): 46–65. 

3 	 Robert J. Antony, Like Froth Floating on the Sea: The World of Pirates and Seafarers in Late 
Imperial South China (Berkeley: Institute for East Asian Studies, University of California, 
2003).
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part of the empire’s security policy. The decision to omit them is presumably the 
result of the focus on the Qing dynasty. Furthermore, incorporating some of the 
arguments of the New Qing Maritime History into the broader discourse may also 
obscure consideration of prior advancements in the Chinese state’s maritime relations.4 
It is evident that, akin to the Ming, the Qing ultimately encountered failure in the 
medium term. Alongside the perennial observations on the continental nature of the 
Chinese state and its attachment to Confucian values, it is important to recall that 
the implementation of an active maritime policy is a costly endeavour, and the state’s 
financial resources were in fact persistently inadequate. Furthermore, the second 
period, spanning from the 1640s to the 1680s, is addressed in a relatively cursory 
manner, giving rise to a number of questions. The focus is on Zheng Chenggong鄭成
功 (1624–1662), with no mention of his father Zheng Zhilong 鄭芝龍 (1604–1661), 
who played a pivotal role in the accomplishments of the Zheng clan and in the renewal 
of trade practices in Asian waters. The events that characterized the final period under 
consideration (1840s–1910) have also not been the subject of comprehensive coverage. 
As mentioned earlier, the focus of this study is the Guangdong region between 1770 
and 1810. However, the eastern coast also experienced a significant resurgence of 
piracy during the same period. Studying these two phenomena together would 
have provided a better understanding of the situation and enabled a more nuanced 
evaluation of the conclusions concerning the characteristics of Chinese pirates.

The fourth chapter examines the symbiotic relationship between the Chinese 
pirates and the Tây Son rebels in Vietnam, which allowed the former to develop, 
flourish, and survive over time while placing the Qing court in an uncomfortable 
position, and the latter to remain in power until 1802. In addressing the economic 
impact of the pirates’ actions, Antony develops the idea that these actions were 
positive, especially if placed within an idealized framework of the search for a more 
equitable society. In my analysis, Chinese pirate communities were never egalitarian, 
a view also held by Antony, and few of their leaders were motivated by ideals, with 
rare exceptions.5 Their only goals were survival and profit. The subsequent chapter 

4 	 Antony notes (p. 25) Ronald Po’s view that the early Qing Empire successfully integrated 
itself into the maritime world by expanding coastal militarization, for example. However, 
this was nothing more than the implementation of measures that the Ming had been unable 
to generalize due to the political climate at the end of their reign, However, these measures 
had already been experimented with and adopted in certain regions.

5 	 This, for example, happened in 1726, when the authorities caught a fleet of pirates. When 
describing their actions, they focused primarily on the bandits’ elaborate displays: each 
boat hung a flag inscribed with the motto “rob the rich and rescue the poor” (jie fu ji pin
劫富濟貧 ). The leaders of the group wore long red robes, like the Luohan 羅漢 (disciples of 
Buddha), and sat on large cushions of the same colour. The entire group was dressed in red 
and green. See Calanca, Piraterie et contrebande au Fujian, p. 101.



202 Book Reviews

examines the development of piracy along the Pearl River Delta within the context 
of strained Sino-foreigner relations, and of customary contributions imposed on 
Hong merchants by the Qing in order to bolster the coastal defences. Then, the 
author examines the government’s response to large-scale piracy between 1794 and 
1810, focusing on the “annihilation” ( jiaomie剿滅 ) or “pacification” ( zhaofu招撫 ) 
approaches. In the following section, the author elaborates on the violent nature of 
pirate society, documenting practices such as cannibalism, which he links to traditional 
rituals, as well as cruel acts that caused physical and psychological harm. Chapter 9 
examines the phenomenon of piracy during the period spanning from the 1840s to 
the 1940s. The final chapter seeks to demonstrate the complexity of defining piracy 
by comparing Chinese and European representations and perceptions of piracy. Using 
the Coloane pirate incident of 1910 as an example, it illustrates how its meaning can 
vary depending on who is speaking and their cultural background. He also insists 
on the idea that the Chinese government viewed piracy as an internal problem, 
while Westerners saw it as an external one. While this is certainly true of China, it 
was probably neither simple nor uniform in Europe too, and certainly merits closer 
consideration according to period and region.

Antony concludes by saying that he wrote this book in the hope that other 
scholars would find piracy an interesting and important topic. It is evident that 
significant research remains to be conducted in this domain, despite the contributions 
of other historians who have also published on Chinese piracy. This is particularly true 
of the Ming dynasty and the wokou, whose history deserves to be revisited, as do the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Furthermore, that certain subjects will 
be addressed with greater or lesser effectiveness is unavoidable. This is in part because 
certain topics necessitate the mastery of multiple languages. 

Despite the author’s attempts to portray everyday life by the sea, his sympathy 
for the pirates sometimes shines through. In the absence of any written records left 
by these actors, it is challenging to ascertain the motivations behind their actions, 
other than the pursuit of profit and a desperate flight once they were wanted by the 
authorities. Notwithstanding the aforementioned reservations, this book, like its 
predecessors, will be appreciated by the reader as an engaging and informative read.
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