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Description of Folk Society in Taiwan in Ancient Contracts

Commissioner of Kaohsiung City Archive Du Jianfong

Land development and tribal relationship in Taiwan during the Qing Dynasty has always been an
important theme in the research of Taiwan history. In the past decade, academic community in Taiwan has
concentrated on collection and study of ancient publications and contracts in the folk society. Based on
ancient publications and contracts unearthed, hundreds of papers have been published over the years on
migration and settlement of the Han people as well as history of folk society.

Santaro Okamatsu, Ino Kanori and Yoshio Azuma during the Japanese colonial period were among the
first scholars to start investigating private land ownership in Taiwan and tenancy relations of production and
exchange in the folk society. After the restoration of Taiwan, scholars including Zhou Xienwen, Zai Yanhui
and Huang Fusan continued to conduct study on the aboriginals and land development.

Since 1970, contracts related to pledge of land and sale of land, tenancy contract, partition of property
and contracts for the practice of "Fan Chan Han Tien" during the Qing Dynasty were gradually excavated in
Taiwan. As the society now focuses on cultural reconstruction and self-recognition of tribes and community,
the study of plains aboriginal tribes opens a new gate for the study of Taiwan history. For centuries, stories of
the plains aborigines were buried under the culture of the Han people. Now, through the unearthed ancient
contracts, their culture has finally ceased to be "the missing link" in the history of Taiwan aborigines. Indeed,
the study of plains aboriginal tribes has become one of the popular subjects in indigenous research in Taiwan.

The property structure during the land development process in Taiwan was very complicated mainly
because of the following reasons: (1) The complexity of the land owned by plains aborigines: the plains
aborigines and the Han people had very different tribal cultures and different concepts of land ownership. As
the Han people accelerated their speed of settlement, the practice of "Fan Chan Han Tien" (i.e. the aborigines
possessed the land and the Han Chinese were tenants) emerged. As a result, the aborigines lost their land
ownership to the Han people rapidly. (2) The practice of private land ownership of the Han tenants implied
very subtle duties and obligations. For instance, permanent tenancy rights and the property structure of "one
field, two owners" actually meant to protect tenants' rights to reclaim the land and use the land for multiple
purposes.

In addition, when the government shifted from a Han government to a foreign government, changes of
major policy often involved land control. For instance, the livelihood of the landowners and the tenants was
significantly impacted by the feudal land tax reform carried out by Governor Liu Mingchuan in the late Qing
Dynasty as well as land adjustment and the policy of "big-rent" abolishment at the beginning of the Japanese
colonial period. These policies later also affected economic evolution and social development.

The contract involving the aborigine Wang Lanmo and the others of Sincan Tribe in the first month of
the 14th year of the reign of Chiaching (1809) is a good example of an ancient contract that is noteworthy.
After the contract was excavated, scholars were able to understand property structure of the Han and the
plains aborigines in southern Taiwan. Through this ancient contract, we can see how plains aborigines
gradually disappeared under the enormous stress of Han's settlement expansion. Moreover, from the stamps
on the ancient contract, one can see that the contract has witnessed the change of two public sectors over the

past century.




The above-mentioned contract is special because it is written in both Han writing and Sincan
manuscript.  The annotation of the content written in Sincan manuscript describes a unique historic
phenomenon: Land owner Wang Lanmo of Sincan Tribe of Siraya of the plains aborigines had to pledge the
inherited land to the Han people in order to survive in the Han society. The description allows one to
understand the formation of the unique property structure between the aborigines and the Han.

The deal was closed because facing the situation where "there was no source of income and excessive
unpaid work", "the aboriginal landowner" or "chief" of the plains aborigines, had no way but pledged the
inherited farmland to borrow money from the Han and the Han could manage the farm as "the creditor".
More often than not, the aboriginal landowner was not able to pay off the debt and the contract was extended
repeatedly.

Consequently, the contract became a witness to history as it was initially made in the Qing Dynasty and
went through the two periods when Governor Liu Mingchuan governed Taiwan and when Taiwan was ruled
by Japan as a colony. The historic value of the Sincan document lies in the fact that it highlights the
weakened status of the plains aborigines in the Han society. At the same time, through the contract, one can
roughly understand the farm tax system and economic policies under different regimes.

The other three ancient contracts, namely "Su Gongzhu's mortgage contract in the second month of the
27th year of the reign of Chienlung (1762)", "Zheng Yen's mortgage contract in the 60th year of the reign of
Chienlung (1795) and "Lin Kunde's mortgage contract in the sixth month in the 16th of the reign of
Chiaching (1811)", are categorized as general antique of Kaohsiung City. These historical contracts also have
some important features. The content of "Su Gongzhu's mortgage contract in the second month of the 27th
year of the reign of Chienlung" allows one to understand business and civil laws in Taiwan at that time. We
could also see that during the Qing Dynasty, commonly seen currencies in Taiwan include silver and a coin
named Guangxu Reign of the Qing Dynasty as well as silver coins from abroad, copper coins and note.

During the Qing Dynasty, foreign silver coins commonly seen in Taiwan include columnario (with
crowned pillars on both sides of the earth and decorative rim), Carlos and Johanna coins (with the profile of
King Carlos on the obverse side), the Dutch "Knight with Sword", Mexican Carolus dollar (also known as the
"Eagle Dollar") and "the Bird Dollar" and Japanese dragon coin.

Various currencies were used in Taiwan during the Qing Dynasty. According to "An Addition to
History of Taiwan" written by Yu Wenyi in the 11" year of the reign of Chienlung (1746), there were (a)
sword collar, a coin made of silver that was 9 gian in weight and came from the West; (b) round dollar, also
known as Hualan, a silver coin with decorative rim. The coin was 7.2 gian in weight. Sometimes, two
smaller round coins equal to a bigger one and sometimes four smaller ones equal to a bigger one; (c) square
dollar, a coin that weighted the same as the round dollar and was often known as "foreign cake"; (d) middle
dollar, which weighted 3.6 gian; (e) you, a silver coin that sometimes weighted 1.8 gian and sometimes
weighted 0.9 gian or 0.45 gian. These currencies all came from Luzon. Imperial censor Huang Shujing also
wrote in the article "A Note about Proventia": "Business in Taiwan favor foreign currency, including silver
coins produced by the red head. The simple-shaped coin has imprints of foreign characters and these coins

are mostly silver with different styles."
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