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[We present two articles on a critical moment in the history of Japanese imperialism on Taiwan, the nature of the impact of colonialism on
indigenous people, and contemporary ramifications of that history. In the first of these, Robert Eskildsen reflects on the broader issues of
Japanese colonialism for contemporary East Asia in light of the 1874 Taiwan expedition and contemporary assessments of it. The second is
Nishida Masaru’s report on a commemoration of the expedition involving Japanese NGOs and villagers at the site of the Mudan Incident toward
framing a people’s reconciliation: “Japan, the Ryukyus and the Taiwan Expedition of 1874: toward reconciliation after 130 years.” Japan Fo cus]

What natio n will be do minant in Eas t As ia? The ques tio n will elicit different answers  to day than in 1874, the year o f the Taiwan
Expeditio n, but it s till o ffers  a useful s tarting po int fo r co ntemplating the fascinating co mmemo ratio n o f the expeditio n that Nishida
Masaru describes  in his  article.

By 1874 so me Wes terners  had begun to  believe that Japan held an advantage o ver China because Japan had co mmitted itself to  the
Wes tern sys tem o f trade and diplo macy. Still, China had advantages  o f s ize, res iliency and cultural acco mplishment that co uld no t
be igno red, and Japan’s  material advantages  o ver its  larger neighbo r wo uld no t beco me indisputable until the Sino -Japanese War o f
1894-95. The Taiwan Expeditio n therefo re to o k place during the interlude after Japan had abando ned its  early mo dern sys tem o f
trade and diplo macy but befo re its  decis io n to  participate in the Wes tern sys tem had pro duced an unmis takable advantage o ver
China. In his to rical retro spect, o f co urse, we have co me to  expect that Japan wo uld eventually beco me po litically predo minant in
Eas t As ia because o f its  decis io n to  “Wes ternize,” but such an o utco me was  neither auto matic no r o bvio us  at the time o f the Taiwan
Expeditio n. It o nly became o bvio us  after two  related po litical pro cesses  had nearly run their co urse, o ne by which Japan clarif ied its
wes tern and so uthern bo rders  and the o ther by which China’s  diplo matic do minance in Eas t As ia waned under repeated attacks  fro m
Western po wers  and Japan.

Indeed, o ne o f the bigges t s to ries  in the his to ry o f nineteenth-century Eas t As ia is  the decline in China’s  regio nal influence. China’s
defeat in the Sino -Japanese War was  certainly a watershed mo ment, but in Japan perceptio ns  o f China’s  decline s tarted much earlier.
Banno  Junji go es  so  far as  to  sugges t that by the end o f the To kugawa perio d China had already beco me an example o f all that
Japan sho uld no t be, and the co untry had already co mmitted itself to  a co urse that Fukuzawa Yukichi wo uld famo us ly describe,
decades  later, as  “escaping As ia.” (1)

The Meiji Res to ratio n gave Japan the flexibility to  pursue changes  in the diplo matic s tatus  quo  in Eas t As ia, but the changes  carried
with them eno rmo us  risks . Do mes tically, Japan implemented radical ins titutio nal changes  in o rder to  co nfo rm mo re clo sely to
Wes tern no rms , but do ing so  alienated impo rtant co ns tituencies—farmers  and samurai—and ultimately pro vo ked armed rebellio n. In
fo reign relatio ns , Japan set o ut to  learn the no rms  o f Wes tern diplo macy and use them to  clarify a number o f bo rder relatio nships :
with Russ ia in the no rth, Ko rea in the wes t, and China in the so uth—thro ugh a co mplex intermediate zo ne that included the Ryukyu
archipelago  and Taiwan. The pro cess  o f redefining Japan’s  bo rders  in the wes t and so uth pro ved particularly tro ubleso me and
embro iled Japan in a sus tained challenge to  China’s  diplo matic supremacy in Eas t As ia that invo lved gunbo at diplo macy, diplo matic
co ercio n and armed co nflict. Altho ugh it invo lved no  clash with Chinese fo rces , the Taiwan Expeditio n was  the earlies t o f these
armed co nflicts .

Fas t fo rward to  the present, and we see that so me o f the is sues  that clo uded the future o f Eas t As ia in the seco nd half o f the
nineteenth century have co ntempo rary analo gues , altho ugh the geo po litical co ntext has  changed dramatically in the las t 150  years .
The bigges t difference in the geo po litical co ntext, o f co urse, is  that all the s tates  in the regio n, with the po ss ible exceptio n o f No rth
Ko rea, are co mmitted to  o perating within the internatio nal sys tem and they have develo ped a measure o f eco no mic
interdependence. These facto rs  will mitigate the po ss ibility o f armed co nflict in the future. On the o ther hand, natio nalism, the
legacies  o f Japanese imperialism, Wo rld War II and the Co ld War, and China’s  gro wing eco no mic s tature already exacerbate
diplo matic co nflicts , and they undo ubtedly will co ntinue to  do  so  fo r many years  to  co me. Agains t this  geo po litical backdro p, three
co ntempo rary s trategic co nflicts  s tand o ut as  particularly tro ubleso me.

The firs t and mo s t dangero us  co nflict co ncerns  the lo ng-term fate o f No rth Ko rea. To  be sure, the Ko rean Peninsula has  been a
perennial s trategic co ncern in Eas t As ia fo r well o ver a century and echo es  o f pas t co nflicts  lo o m o ver the fraught s ix-party
nego tiatio ns  that are primarily a legacy o f the Co ld War.

The seco nd s trategic co nflict invo lves  China’s  and Japan’s  co mpeting claims  to  the Senkaku/Diao yu Is lands . The is lands  impo rtance
lies  in the fact that, under internatio nal law, they can be used to  defend o r refute co mpeting claims  to  natural reso urces  and
so vereignty o ver large areas  o f the surro unding seas . In this  case, po tential undersea o il f ields  and co mpeting claims  co ncerning
the s tatus  o f Taiwan’s  so vereignty are at s take. Certainly the co nflict has  arisen partly because o f China’s  gro wing eco no mic po wer,
which has  led bo th to  a mo re muscular fo reign po licy, and to  China’s  drive to  secure much needed so urces  o f energy. In o ther
respects , ho wever, the co nflict reprises  debates  fro m the late nineteenth century o ver the bo undary between China and Japan. All
s ides  in the debate rely o n his to rical claims  to  so vereignty, but many o f the claims  are dubio us  because they igno re the necessarily
ambiguo us  nature o f so vereignty during the early mo dern perio d in the archipelago  zo ne that lies  between China and Japan, a zo ne
that includes  the Ryukyu Archipelago , Taiwan and the Senkaku/Diao yu Is lands . In effect these his to rical arguments  anachro nis tically
pro ject mo dern no tio ns  o f natio nal so vereignty back into  a pas t time when such no tio ns  held no  s ignificance.

The third s trategic co nflict in the regio n co ncerns  the lo ng-term fate o f Taiwan. Here to o , dubio us  his to rical claims  to  so vereignty
info rm the debate. Taiwan’s  his to ry, and in particular the his to ry o f s tatis t po wers  o n the is land, is  lo ng, co mplex, and co ntes ted,(2)
and it is  unlikely that debates  abo ut whether China has  so vereignty o ver Taiwan will be decided any time so o n. The his to ry o f the
Taiwan Expeditio n may shed light o n these debates  because the expeditio n illuminates  the his to rical ro o ts  o f this  co ntempo rary
co nflict. Indeed, many o f the ques tio ns  abo ut so vereignty in Taiwan—as  co ns trued under internatio nal law—were firs t raised in the
diplo matic sparring related to  the expeditio n.(3) Ques tio ns  abo ut Taiwan’s  s tatus  also  have ro o ts  in the Japanese co lo nial perio d,
s ince large parts  o f the is land remained o uts ide o f s tate co ntro l until the Japanese co lo nial regime integrated them by fo rce, and
s ince, as  so me scho lars  have argued, “mo dern” Taiwanese identity was  fo rged during the co lo nial perio d. Taiwanese identity,
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acco rding to  such arguments , is  necessarily po s t-co lo nial and thus  dis tinct fro m mainland Chinese identity.(4)

The co ntempo rary s trategic co nflict o ver Taiwan thus  invo lves  tho rny ques tio ns  o f so vereignty, natio nal identity, and the legacy o f
Japanese imperialism. The co mmemo ratio n o f the Taiwan Expeditio n that Nishida describes  is  particularly interes ting because all o f
these ques tio ns  are so  clearly wo ven into  it.

To  begin with, the co mmemo ratio n that Nishida describes  enacts  a po s twar Japanese ritual that makes  a ges ture to ward ato ning fo r
pas t Japanese aggress io n in Eas t As ia. Such rituals  usually address  the legacy o f Japan’s  war in As ia mo re o penly than they do  the
legacy o f Japanese imperialism, but in his  co mmentary Nishida brings  up the matter o f Japanese imperialism by making a rare link
between the Taiwan Expeditio n and the later co lo nizatio n o f Taiwan. I have so ught to  s tress  this  link in my o wn wo rk, but until
recently mo s t Japanese scho larship has  igno red it. A willingness  to  cas t mo re light o n the early o rigins  o f Japanese imperialism may
help set the s tage fo r a mo re tho ro ugh public examinatio n o f the his to ry o f the Japanese empire, including its  dis so lutio n at the end
o f Wo rld War II. Nishida’s  co mmentary thus  hints  at a bro adening o f po s twar rituals  o f ato nement that may pro mo te a fuller
dis cuss io n o f the legacy o f Japanese imperialism.

At the same time, the co mmemo ratio n relies  o n a tho ro ughly co ntradicto ry appreciatio n o f frames  o f natio nal identity. Ultimately
the frames  affirm natio nal identity and draw attentio n away fro m po tentially unco mfo rtable ques tio ns  abo ut the his to ry o f identity
in Taiwan. In particular, the co mmemo ratio n implies  that the villagers  o f Mudan are representative o f all o f Taiwan’s  abo rigines , and
ultimately o f Taiwan as  a who le. This  is  pro blematic fo r two  reaso ns . Firs t, because it impo ses  a unifo rm identity o n the abo rigines
that echo es  their s tatus  as  the “uncivilized” o ther to  Japan’s  “civiliz ing” co lo nial regime, altho ugh Nishida Masaru in this  article
fo cuses  explicitly o n the Mudan. And seco nd, because it f lattens  dis tinctio ns  between the abo rigine and Han Chinese po pulatio ns  o f
Taiwan. The co mmemo ratio n therefo re ends  up framing Japanese ato nement in terms  o f bo th a unifo rm abo rigine identity that,
his to rically, was  impo sed thro ugh co lo nial rule and a unifo rm natio nal identity that igno res  crucial ethnic differences . In this  sense,
co nventio nal frames  o f natio nal identity trump the his to ry o f Japanese imperialism, and the co mmemo ratio n, by naturaliz ing
natio nal identity (ins tead o f presenting it his to rically), effaces  a ho s t o f diff icult ques tio ns  abo ut who  the Taiwanese really are—
Chinese, abo rigine, o r so mething else that was  fo rged in the particular experience o f the Japanese co lo nial perio d.

Nishida’s  descriptio n o f the co mmemo ratio n reaffirms  arguments—res ting o n dubio us  his to rical claims—abo ut so vereignty that
date fro m the Meiji perio d. He s tates  that the Taiwan Expeditio n gained Qing reco gnitio n o f Japanese so vereignty o ver the Ryukyus .
In fact, the fact Qing dynas ty and the Ryukyuan mo narchy co ntes ted Japan’s  claim to  the Ryukyus  fo r many years  afterwards . By
igno ring the co ntes ted nature o f Japan’s  annexatio n o f the Ryukyu Kingdo m, Nishida implicitly accepts  a frame o f Japanese natio nal
identity that o bscures  the way that the pro jectio n o f s tate po wer, and mo re generally imperialism, helped to  fo rm the mo dern
Japanese natio n-s tate. In this  way the natio nal frames  used in the co mmemo ratio n tend to  derail attempts  at reco nciliatio n because
they efface a reco gnitio n o f the ro le that the impo s itio n o f natio nal frames  played in generating and jus tifying pas t co nflicts .
Imperialism (bo th Japanese and Wes tern) played a crucial ro le in birthing mo dern natio nalism in Eas t As ia, and ges tures  at
reco nciliatio n, ho wever well-intentio ned, will no t go  very far to ward eas ing ranco r abo ut the legacy o f Japanese imperialism unless
they ackno wledge this  co nnectio n. Ins tead, such ges tures  will tend to  have the co unterpro ductive effect o f validating so me o f the
mo s t impo rtant, and perhaps  mo s t galling, co nsequences  o f Japanese imperialism.

No t surpris ingly the co mmemo ratio n that Nishida describes  is  as  much abo ut co ntempo rary debates  o ver the his to rical
unders tanding o f the mo dern natio n-s tate as  it is  abo ut reco nciliatio n. The take-ho me message, ho wever, is  that nineteenth-century
debates  abo ut whether Eas t As ian s tates  sho uld enter the Wes tern-do minated internatio nal sys tem have been superceded by
twenty-firs t-century debates  that pit the his to ry o f natio nal identity agains t the his to ry o f imperialism. The annual vis its  o f the
Japanese Prime Minis ter to  Yasukuni Shrine, and the predictable respo nses  they pro vo ke bo th ins ide and o uts ide o f Japan, are a
go o d example o f ho w these debates  usually play o ut. The pers is tence and repetitiveness  o f the ideo lo gical clashes  between Japan,
China, the Ko reas  and Taiwan o ver ho w to  address  the legacies  o f Wo rld War II and the Japanese empire sugges t that, no  matter
what natio n is  do minant in Eas t As ia, debates  based o n irreco ncilable po ints  o f view abo ut the his to ry o f imperialism and natio nal
identity will be a s table, lo ng-term feature o f the po s t-Co ld War o rder.
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