The Mutan Village Incident:

It’s significance for East Asian geopolitics
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Roots of the incident

For the declared purpose of resolving the long-standing problem
of Taiwan aboriginal attacks upon Japanese seamen stranded in
Taiwan territorial waters, in May of 1874, Japan sent a
contingent of 3600 soldiers to Taiwan under the command of
army Lt. Gen. Saigo Tsugumichi. Following the punitive
expedition against the aborigines, the Japanese established
friendly relationships with them, presenting them with Japanese
ceremonial banners and seals for use in subsequent official

communications.
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Japan’ s pretext for sending this Japanese expeditionary force

was as follows:

First, in December 1871, a Miyako Island boat sailing from
Naha encountered a storm at sea on its return voyage. It was
cast onto the southeastern coast of Taiwan near Payao Bay. Of
the 66 crewmen who were so fortunate as to land there, 54 were

killed by aborigines from Kaoshihfo and Mutan villages.
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Subsequently, in March of 1873, while on a trading voyage four
seamen including ship’ s captain Sato Rihachi from Oda
Prefecture (present-day Okayama Prefecture) were also blown
by a storm to the vicinity of Mawuku in eastern Taiwan, where

aborigines made off with their clothing.
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Although the Japanese authorities at first sought to resolve this
problem through diplomatic channels, nevertheless, as in earlier
instances of European and American ships stranded in Taiwan,
the Qing authorities continued to deny responsibility, based on
the principle that “those are uncivilized people on the outer
fringes of civilization.” Consequently, under the premise that
“the Qing Empire is unable to deal with this sort of affair,”

Japan sent troops to Taiwan for punitive action against the

island’” s aborigines.

Shihmen in the Hengchun region, where, on May 22,
1874, Japanese troops engaged in armed conflict with

ithe aborigines.
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Worth pondering are the questions, (a) why didn” t the
Japanese immediately send a punitive expedition against the
Aborigines after the December 1871 Mutan Village Incident;
and (b) exactly what role was played in this incident by the
Qing government, which had long claimed suzerainty over

Taiwan?
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This 1871 incident was by no means the first instance of seamen
stranded in Taiwan being attacked by aborigines. The Rover
Incident in March of 1867, involving a shipwrecked vessel of
American registry, i$ a prominent case in point. The
Euro-American hegemons had repeatedly sought resolution of
the problem from the Qing government without their eliciting
any substantive official action.. In the aftermath of the Rover
Incident, and in the absence of any alternate avenue of redress,
the American consul to Xiamen, Charles W. Le Gendre, boldly
traveled directly to Taiwan and met with aborigine chief
Tauketok, with whom he negotiated a nautical disaster relief
agreement. In other words, judging at least from this sort of
event, the Rover Incident clearly revealed a sort of
dual-jurisdiction situation. Moreover, based on this sort of
circumstance, Le Gendre enuciated his theory holding that
“barbarians’ lands have no owners,” and even wrote a book
entitled <ital>Is Aboriginal Formosa a Part of the Chinese

Empire </tal> The book contributed to Japan’ s theoretical

Justification for its later military actions in Taiwan.
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International news media reports

When the 1871 shipwreck incident occurred, Western media

published the following reports:

The October 24, 1872 issue of the <ital>New York Times<ital>
carried a report from a San Francisco source stating, “A
number of Japanese seamen shipwrecked in Taiwan were
cannibalized by its aborigines. The King of Okinawa sent an
emissary to Edo [present-day Tokyo] in an attempt to secure

assistance regarding measures for retaliation.”

On the same date, Shanghai’ s <ital>North China Herald<ital>
reprinted a <ital> Japan Gazette<ital> report, stating, “Recent

reports from Satsuma Prefecture [present-day Kagoshima] of a
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cannibalization incident in Taiwan has horrified high-level
Japanese authorities. A number of junk boats claiming to be
under the jurisdiction of the Ryukyu Islands ruled by the Duke
of Satsuma drifted onto the coast of Taiwan. According to
Japanese news sources, the seamen of these junk boats were
cannibalized by the island inhabitants-+. In this connection, the
Japanese authorities are additionally facing problems with
regard to their territorial claims on the Ryukyu Archipelago and
related questions. It is our impression, however, that Japan® s

claims to suzerainty over the archipelago are internationally

recognized.”
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From the above-quoted two reports, we can clearly see that (a)
Westerners lots of fears and misunderstandings concerning
Taiwan’ s aborigines; and (b) the matter of assigning
responsibility for the harm done to Okinawan seamen brought
up the question of sovereignty not only over Taiwan but over

Okinawa as well.
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Policy positions of European and American powers

Unexpectedly, however, at the same time the decision was made
to send an expeditionary force to Taiwan, it met with the
intervention of Western powers led by England and the United
States. Its main reason was the concern of the
nineteenth-century British hegemonic power regarding the
influence which the conflict between the Qing and Japanese
governments might have on British financial activities in East
Asia, and the possible damage to the economic interests of
British traders in the region. Under the paramount influence of
British power, but primarily through the immediate agency of
the American government, Western countries adopted an

attitude of grave concern with regard to Japan’ s mobilization
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of military force, criticizing such action as a violation of
international laws governing intergovernmental relations, and
emphasizing that an armed intervention in the name of national
security would not be tolerated by the international community.
At the time, John A. Bingham, who had just been newly
appointed as ambassador to Japan, took a rigid stance in
opposition to Japan” s deployment of an armed force to Taiwan
and, following Britain” s lead, prohibited American citizens or

ships from taking part in such activity.
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The governing logic underlying Western powers’

consideration of the circumstances of that moment was that
Japan’ s rationale for sending an expeditionary force to Taiwan
was no more convincing than any rationale for “another
country suddenly sending 3000 troops to Hokkaido.” Even
assuming that there was some validity to Le Gendre’ s
barbarian-land-no-ownership theory, and that the Qing
government had no grounds for asserting its sovereignty, it was
nevertheless likewise true that there was no evidence to show
that the Qing government had renounced its claim to
sovereignty over eastern Taiwan. If another country had designs
on the conquest of this  “barbarian land,” then the Qing
government could similarly cite its national security as a pretext
for mounting a military response. This would be deemed
acceptable in the eyes of the international community.
Regardless, the international consensus of the time was critical
of Japan, based on its identification of Taiwan as a territory of

China. This outcome indeed bewildered and stunned the

Japanese diplomatic community.
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Resolution of the incident

Although, Japan, in defiance of British and American pressure,
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deployed troops to Taiwan and took punitive action against the
aborigines involved in the Mutan Village Incident, and although
the Qing government deployed 10,000 troops to Taiwan to
counter them, no direct conflict between Qing and Japanese
troops occurred. Through the arbitration of Thomas Wade,
British ambassador to the Qing court, a treaty was signed by the
two sides on October 31, 1874, whereby the Qing government
paid reparations in return for the withdrawal of Japanese troops,

thereby averting war. The treaty’ s main stipulations included:

L] Qing government acknowledgement that the Japanese
deployment of troops had been for the purpose of

protecting of its nationals;

u Qing government compensation in the amount of
500,000 taels of gold, including 100,000 taels as
consolation payments to the families of the deceased,
and 400,000 taels for the purchase of ownership rights to
roads and buildings constructed by the Japanese in the

“barbarian land.”
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After the Mutan Village Incident, the Qing court
g‘.- %acknowledged that the Japanese troops were acting for
'ﬁthe purpose of “protecting their nationals,” and that the
Ryukyus were Japanese territory. In 1871 Japan

constructed a cenotaph to memorialize the Ryukyu

=residents who gave their lives.
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Remarking critically on this outcome, British ambassador to
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Japan Harry S. Parkes stated, “The proposition that a victim of
invasion should have to pay reparations is incomprehensible!
Japan certainly has no right to receive any compensation.”
According to Shen Pao newspaper editorials published on
October 9-10, 1874, the Qing government nevertheless very
reassuringly opined that “Allowing Japan to send troops to
attack the barbarians was indeed a major mistake. However, the
negligible concession of using the sum of 500,000 gold taels to
avert war and multi-year losses, rendering major problems small
and small ones nonexistent, cannot be denied as a superior
strategy. At the same time, our country’ s sovereign
responsibility for Taiwan has become manifest, serving to
forestall further foreign aggression. For this Japan spent 3-4

million taels of gold, for which reason it will certainly refrain

from such unwise action in the future.”
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True to what the Shen Pao editorials said, given the fact that the
actual expenditure for the punitive expedition against the
Taiwan aborigines amounted to 7,700,000 taels of state treasury,
from the point of view of the nearly bankrupt finance ministry
of the new Japanese government of the time, the instigators
behind the whole incident, Iwakura Tomomi and Okubo
Toshimichi and their cliques might well have been indicted for a

long list of charges.
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There nonetheless remained some ambiguity as to who ended up
being the final beneficiary in this incident. As the result of the

Beijing conference which resolved the incident, there appeared

in the final treaty such language as, “Taiwan savages did harm
to Japanese nationals” and acknowledgement that the aim of
Japan’ s expeditionary force was “to protect and obtain
Jjustice for its people.”  This, together with the fact that the

consolation money paid by the Qing government was disbursed
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to the families of the deceased through the auspices of the
Japanese government, was tantamount to the Qing
government’ s admission that the Ryukyu Islander castaways
could be regarded as Japanese citizens. Hence, Japan' s
sovereignty over the Ryukyus gradually came to be recognized
by the international community, while conversely the theoretical
basis for the Qing Dynasty claim of traditional sovereignty over
the Ryukyus was weakened. Given these circumstances, Japan
had of course broken the dominion relationship between the
Ryukyus and the Qing Dynasty, giving a major impetus to

Japan’ s policy of merger with the Ryukyus.
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The Mutan Village Incident brought with it an inkling for the
Qing government that the Qing Empire had already lost its
stature as the lead character on the East Asian international
stage, while at the same time planting the seeds for a

longer-term grudge-bearing enmity between Japan and China.

Compiled and edited by Ann Lin / Translated by James Decker.
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W Certificate of appreciation awarded aboriginals allies who helped the

Japanese military in their quelling of the Mutan villagers in 1874.
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