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Tribute, Shipwrecks, and Institutional Adaptation:
The Ryukyuan Tributary Ship Incident during the
Jiaqing Reign”

Tsai, Cheng-hao ™~

Abstract

Although the Ming—Qing tributary system was characterized by relatively stable and
institutionalized norms, its actual operation was profoundly shaped by both contingencies
in nature and human factors, requiring continual negotiation and adjustment between the
suzerain and tributary states. The request by the Ryukyuan king Sho Ko for investiture
from China during the Jiaqing reign provides a salient case for examining the flexibility
inherent in this system. In 1806, a Ryukyuan mission set out to seek investiture but was
forced to land in Taiwan by a typhoon while en route, resulting in the loss of all tribute
goods except those aboard the lead vessel. After receiving assistance and repairs from
the Taiwan prefectural authorities, the mission proceeded to Fuzhou in 1807, though its
schedule had been substantially delayed. Although the envoys initially intended to proceed
immediately north to the capital in Beijing, they ultimately postponed their audience until
the autumn in accordance with established precedent, with members dispersing to pursue
tributary trade in the interim.

Subsequent issues further disrupted the mission. The chief envoy, Yang Kedun,
died of illness while traveling north, and a Ryukyuan reception vessel ran aground
and sank near Haitan, causing significant loss of personnel and materials. Following
prolonged negotiations, the Ryukyu Kingdom received additional imperial subsidies,
enabling it to charter merchant vessels and continue the mission. In 1808, the Ryukyuan
envoys accompanied the Qing investiture mission back to Ryukyu to conduct the formal
ceremony. Nevertheless, disputes arising from the return of the chartered merchant ships
prolonged the settlement of related affairs until 1810.

*  Received: 16 June 2025; Accepted: 13 March 2026
** - Associate Curator, Southern Branch of the National Palace Museum
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Spanning several years and encompassing Taiwan, China, Japan, and Ryukyu,
this process involved repeated shipwrecks, the death of a chief envoy, and substantial
casualties among the accompanying personnel, while also prompting the tributary state
to mobilize its own maritime resources in response to the crisis. Viewed as a whole, the
case demonstrates that within the institutional framework of the Qing court’s “rouyuan
(conciliatory governance for those from afar)” policy, the tributary relationship was
sustained through flexible responses and negotiations between the Qing court, the tributary
state, and various frontline actors such as Fujian administrators, Ryukyuan officials,
and interpreters. It thus reveals the tributary system as a mode of political practice that
functioned through dynamic interaction and coordination rather than as a rigid or purely
ceremonial order.

Keywords: investiture system, maritime disaster relief, Shang Hao, Yang Kedun, Tsai Bangjin,
Fujian Province, Penghu
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