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Abstract
This essay investigates the encounters with Indigenous peoples on Taiwan (the island of Formosa) 
in the context of “imperial archipelagos.” By placing Taiwan vis-à-vis islandic territories such 
as Hawai‘i and the Philippines, I argue that the encounters with Formosan “aboriginals”2 could 
be related to the acquisition of “imperial archipelagos” against the backdrop of the nineteenth-
century US expansionism into the Pacific. My point of reference is the historical figure Charles 
Le Gendre (1830-1899), then US consul in Xiamen, who was appointed by President Ulysses 
Grant. In three parts I analyze his involvements with Formosan “aboriginals”—the Rover 
Incident (1867), the Southern Cape Treaty (1867), and the propaganda pamphlet, Is Aboriginal 
Formosa a Part of the Chinese Empire? (1874). I argue that Le Gendre’s “island encounters” with 
Formosan “aboriginals” not only reveal the influence of the nineteenth-century discourse of 
Manifest Destiny, overflowing with the tropes of “discovery,” “conquest,” and “civilization,” but 
also manifest the prevailing notion of terra nullius in international law toward the end of the 
century. By drawing on the work of Brian Russell Roberts, Lanny Thompson, Douglas L. Fix, 
 James Anaya, and others, I contend that Le Gendre transplanted to the Pacific the dominant 
ideologies of terra nullius and settler colonialism, making Taiwan part of the US “imperial 
archipelagos” that were in a strategic relation of mediation and triangulation with Japan.  
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INTRODUCTION: “IMPERIAL ARCHIPELAGOS”

In his 2015 essay, “Archipelagic American Literary History and the Philippines,” 
Brian Russell Roberts cites the work of Filipino scholars, Jay L. Batongbacal and 
Merlin M. Magallona, and argues for an archipelagic turn in American studies. 
Debunking the continental myth of the US nation, Roberts refers to the work of 
Martin W. Lewis and Kären E. Wigen who argue that “despite the ancient and 
ubiquitous division of the earth into Europe, Asia, and Africa (with the Americas 
a later addition), such ‘parts’ of the earth were not necessarily defined explicitly as 
continents prior to the late nineteenth century” (28-29). Roberts argues that the 
continental myth of the United States as a nation has obscured many instances of 
the historical and geographical formation of the US’s colonial-islandic domains. By 
challenging the continental myth of the US, Roberts reconstitutes the US nation 
from the perspective of the archipelagic—the numerous islands surrounding the 
continental US and spread across the Caribbean and the Pacific—and reasserts 
the significance of the peripheral and outlying island borders between continental 
landmasses and oceanic waters. Along with Michelle Stephens, he proffers the 
concept of the “archipelagic Americas”—“a planet-spanning, temporally-shifting 
set of islands and island chains affiliated with and indeed constitutive of America” 
(5). In this alternative mapping, he enumerates, “the archipelagic Americas would 
range from Canada’s Arctic Islands to the Galapagos and from the Virgin Islands to 
Guahan/Guam” (5). By drawing on the works of Roberts, Stephens, and many others, 
I situate the US encounters with Formosan “aboriginals” from the perspective of 
the “archipelagic Americas.”

Roberts is not alone in his archipelagic remapping of the Americas. Numerous 
other Americanists have suggested similar discursive trajectories to counter US 
continental exceptionalism. In his Reimagining the American Pacific: From South 
Pacific to Bamboo Ridge and Beyond (2000), Rob Wilson locates the archipelagic 
Americas in Hawai‘i. His work is “an attempt to understand these localist drives and 
place-based orientations as part of a complex Pacific and American affiliation that 
does not fully fit the Eurocentric and/or ‘exceptional’ model of American studies” 
(ix). Wilson’s attention to Hawai‘i counter narratives is echoed by Allan Punzalan 
Isaac, who in American Tropics: Articulating Filipino America (2006) turns to the 

“American tropics”—the US tropical island possessions in the Philippines. While 
Isaac is impassioned in his transoceanic archipelagic mapping of the American 
tropics, his work provides an incisive critique of the “simultaneous avowal and 
disavowal of the [archipelagic] presence in the United States” (90). That is to say, 
there is an intriguing “doubling” effect in the American tropics—the simultaneous 
visibility and invisibility of the archipelagic Americas vis-à-vis the continental 
US nation. They form what Isaac has powerfully conceptualized as the “enfolded 
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borders” of the US—that is, the islandic territories being simultaneously made a 
“part of” and set “apart from” the continental “mainland” of the United States. 

Isaac’s conception of “enfolded borders” is further historicized by Lanny 
Thompson who, in Imperial Archipelago: Representation and Rule in the Insular 
Territories under U.S. Dominion after 1898 (2010), revisits the pivotal historical 
moment of 1898 and highlights the various forms of imperial governance of the 
island territories (Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, Hawai‘i, and the Philippines) developed 
by the continentalist US. If Roberts conceptualizes the “archipelagic Americas,” 
Thompson focuses on the insular territories that formed and transformed the global 
scope of the US empire in 1898. After its triumph in the 1898 Spanish-American 
War, the US gained possession of the former Spanish colonies of Cuba, Puerto Rico, 
Guam, and the Philippines, with the annexation of the Hawai‘i archipelago after 
the US-instigated overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i. By focusing on the “insular 
territories” absorbed by the continental US in 1898, Thompson provides nuanced 
analyses of the US representations and governance of these island dominions. 

Thompson defines the 1898 insular possessions collectively as the “imperial 
archipelagos.” Thompson’s purpose is twofold. First, he aims to examine how 
the textual and visual representations of these “overseas [island] territories . . . 
constituted and normalized imperial rule” (1). Second, he argues that the different 
parts of the “imperial archipelagos” were connected by the “military, political, and 
discursive space constituted through the overseas expansion of the United States” 
(2). Diverse in their social structures and racial compositions, which formed “an 
assemblage of diverse contact zones” (2), the islandic territories literally constituted 
the new American “colonial project” overseas (2). At the core of Thompson’s 
arguments is how American colonial discourse subjugates the island populations 
in its colonial project of constellating the “imperial archipelagos.” He claims 
that “despite the recurrent criticism of ‘American exceptionalism,’ we frequently 
overlook the US imperial archipelagos, composed of those oft-forgotten [island] 
territories of the first overseas ‘American empire’” (12). Along with Brian Russell 
Roberts, Rob Wilson, and Allan Punzalan Isaac, Thompson’s conception of the 

“imperial archipelagos” helps lay the geopolitical and historical framework for the 
US imperial expansionist project across these overseas islandic territories from the 
Caribbean to the Pacific.

In this essay, I investigate the encounters with Indigenous peoples on Taiwan in 
the formational context of “imperial archipelagos.” By placing Taiwan in relation to 
the “imperial archipelagos” (or American islandic territories such as Hawai‘i and 
the Philippines) resulting from US expansionism into the Pacific, I argue that the 
nineteenth-century encounters with Formosan “aboriginals” should be read as part 
of the US colonial processes. My point of reference is the historical figure Charles Le 
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Gendre (1830-1899), the US consul in Xiamen appointed by President Ulysses Grant. 
In three parts I analyze his involvements with Formosan “aboriginals”—the Rover 
Incident (1867), the Southern Cape Treaty (1867), and the propaganda pamphlet, Is 
Aboriginal Formosa a Part of the Chinese Empire? (1874). I argue that Le Gendre’s 
“island encounters” with Formosan “aboriginals” not only reveal the pervasive 
reach of the nineteenth-century discourse of Manifest Destiny, overflowing with 
the tropes of “discovery,” “conquest,” and “civilization,” but also anticipate what was 
to prevail as the notion of terra nullius in international law toward the turn of the 
last century. By drawing on the work of Brian Russell Roberts, Lanny Thompson, 
Douglas L. Fix, James Anaya, and others, I contend that Le Gendre transplanted to 
the Pacific the dominant ideologies of terra nullius and settler colonialism, making 
Taiwan part of the US “imperial archipelagos,” even though such absorption would 
be strategically mediated and triangulated by way of Japan.  

Moreover, the three parts of my discussion parallel the major events in the 
diplomatic career of Le Gendre in both Taiwan and Japan. Part I, “The Rover Incident,” 
introduces the 1867 shipwreck event in the context of US-Pacific expansionism and 
its repercussions. By tracing the US-Pacific expansionist movements across the 
Marquesas, Japan, Taiwan, Hawai‘i, and the Philippines, I aim to revise the notion of 

“imperial archipelagos” by mapping Taiwan in the midst of the US “island borders.” 
Part II, “The Southern Cape Treaty,” explains the importance of Le Gendre’s treaty- 
making with the Formosan tribal chief. I further juxtapose this treaty (Southern 
Cape Treaty) with the Medicine Lodge Treaty made with the Plain Indians back on 
the continent to compare the displacements of Formosan “aboriginals” with those 
of Native Americans. In Part III, “Is Aboriginal Formosa a Part of the Chinese 
Empire?”, I situate Le Gendre’s rhetorical question (which served as the title for his 
treatise) in the context of the Japanese Expedition to Formosa in 1874 and analyze 
his motivations for justifying the Japanese Expedition. Finally, I sum up how the 
notion of “imperial archipelagos,” when re-situated in terms of the Formosan 

“aboriginals” and their encounters with US and Japanese empires, can shed light on 
US transpacific and insular expansionism in the end of the 19th century.   

THE ROVER INCIDENT

If the geopolitical framework of the “imperial archipelagos” draws our attention 
to islandic territories such as Hawai‘i and the Philippines in the context of the US-
Pacific expansionism, I place Taiwan in relation to this US “imperial archipelagos” 
and my point of reference is the Rover Incident. In March 1867, American 
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merchant ship the Rover, carrying businessman Mr. Joseph Hunt, his wife Mrs. 
Mercy Hunt, and a crew of 14 white sailors, struck a coral reef and was wrecked 
near the cape in southern Taiwan.3 The event led to the murder of the Hunts and 
the crewmen in the hands of the indigenous Paiwan people from the southern tip 
of the island. The Rover Incident drew the attention of the then American consul 
in Amoy (Xiamen), General Charles William Le Gendre (1830-1899)4 who traveled 
to Taiwan to investigate the matter. 

Born in France, Le Gendre was the son of a well-established painter and fine arts 
professor at the École de Beaux-Arts.5 He graduated from the University of Paris 
and migrated to the United States after his marriage to Clara Victoria Mulock, the 
daughter of a rich and famous lawyer from New York. He was later naturalized 
as an American citizen. Unlike his father who had a career in the arts, Le Gendre 
joined the US army and fought under General Ulysses Grant during the Civil War. 
He was recognized for his courage and bravery in battles. Hailed as a Civil War 
hero, he was later appointed by President Grant to the post of American consul in 
Amoy (Xiamen) in 1866. In the wake of the Rover Incident, Le Gendre embarked 
on many trips between Amoy and southern Taiwan, trying to resolve the issues. He 
then became very knowledgeable about the geography and natural environments 
of southern Taiwan.

An experienced commander in the Civil War, Le Gendre was interested in 
geological and naturalist explorations of the island of Formosa. He was particularly 
concerned about the strategic advantages presented by the islandic environments 
of southern Taiwan. He made many field trips, drawings, surveys, and maps 
of the island, which have been recently edited and compiled by Douglas L. Fix 
and John Shufelt and published as Notes of Travel in Formosa.6 According to Fix, 
the voluminous manuscript is “a travelogue, ethnography, and intelligence brief 
that is essential to understanding the complex diplomatic relations between and 
among the US, Japan, and the Qing dynasty during the 1860s and 1870s.”7 In this 
compendium, Le Gendre wrote, “The southern end of Formosa, in the beginning 
of the year 1867, was the theater of a tragedy that caused much emotion in official 
circles” (Notes 251). Because of the murder of the American merchant, his wife, 
and the crewmen, the American government felt “nothing could be done but to 
inflict some punishment on their [aboriginal] murderers” (Notes 252). The official 
consensus was immediate punitive actions against the perpetrators. Le Gendre 
was “fully persuaded that nothing but carefully conducted negotiation with the 
aborigines sustained by an imposing force, would ever bring about a change in 
their manner of dealing with foreigners” (Notes 253). 

In the summer of 1867, Rear Admiral Henry Bell led and launched the Formosan 
Expedition (see fig. 1), with the strength of 181 officers, sailors, and mariners, as 
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a punitive operation in response to the Rover Incident. This may be marked as a 
major armed attack launched by the United States against Taiwan.8 Admiral Bell’s 
words present an unfavorable impression of the Formosan “aboriginals”:

Soon after anchoring our ships the savages began to collect in small squads of ten or 
twelve, with muskets, on the tops of the hills two miles distant. . . . The men were naked, 
being girded about their loins, and their bodies painted red . . . These natives . . . are really 
much more formidable than the untamed beasts. (qtd. in Notes 255)

Fig. 1. “Attack of United States Marines and Sailors on the pirates of the island of Formosa, East 
Indies,” Harper’s Weekly, June 1867

The Rover Incident and the subsequent Formosan Expedition are particularly 
revealing in terms of the “imperial archipelagos” mapped by Thompson for the 
former Spanish islandic territories and Hawai‘i annexed by the US in 1898. I 
propose a relational mapping by placing Taiwan in the context of the “imperial 
archipelagos.” As Robert Eskildsen points out, “foreigners’ adventures in Taiwan 
should be understood against the background of the expansion of western 
colonialism” (15). I argue that the Formosan Expedition should be historicized in 
the larger context of American expansionism in the Pacific.9 The earliest incident 
in the history of US expansionism would be the 1812 occupation of the Marquesas 
by David Porter, who renamed the archipelago as the Madison Islands in honor of 
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President James Madison. The Marquesas are noteworthy as they are the setting 
of Herman Melville’s first novel, Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life during a Four 
Months’ Residence (1846), a popular travel narrative about American adventures in 
the South Pacific. Such seafaring ventures are, of course, alluded to in Moby-Dick 
(1851), which maps the US whaling empire from Nantucket island in the Atlantic 
to the Japanese archipelago in the Pacific. Taiwan, being close to Japan, drew the 
attention of American merchant Gideon Nye, who established the Nye Brothers & 
Co. in 1833 and was at the forefront of US commercial expansion in East Asia. In 
1855, Nye signed a secret treaty with the “taotai” (governor) of Taiwan to acquire 
monopoly over trade in southern Taiwan and obtain exclusive access to the harbor 
of Kaohsiung. Like Le Gendre, Nye “spared no effort to try to win the [US] support 
for the scheme” to annex Taiwan (Langley 397), which did not prosper owing 
to the sectional conflicts preceding (and as a consequence of ) the Civil War.10 A 
similar proposal was made by Commodore Matthew Perry in 1854, which was also 
jettisoned, given the intensifying tensions that ultimately led to the Civil War.11 The 
Formosan Expedition of 1867 clues us to the active schemes for the pursuit of US 
imperial power in the Pacific and helps us revise Thompson’s conception of the 

“imperial archipelagos.” The 1867 Expedition should be considered as part of the 
US expansionism in the Pacific—from the 1812 occupation of the Marquesas to the 
1853 “opening” of Japan. These repeated “island encounters” help us see the global 
scope of the “colonial encounter” that Peter Hulme has insightfully examined in 
his work.12 In addition, these “island encounters” lay the pattern for the “enfolded 
borders” between the islands and the US continent proposed by Isaac.   

THE SOUTHERN CAPE TREATY

In terms of the formation of the US imperial archipelagos, the signing of the 
Southern Cape Treaty between Le Gendre and Tautekok, the chief of the 
Confederation of the 18 Tribes in Southern Taiwan, deserves a further scrutiny. In 
Notes of Travel in Formosa, Le Gendre provides an account of the signing of the 
agreement. He recounts asking for an explanation from Chief Tautekok for the 
killings of the American merchants and crewmen. Tautekok enlightens him that 
it was in revenge for the previous extermination of the Koalut tribe by white men. 
The survivors of this extermination passed down this desire for exacting vengeance. 
Le Gendre maintained that the killing of innocent victims was unguaranteed by 
this prior history. Tautekok replied, “I know it and am enemy to the practice, and 
therefore sought to join you at Poliac to express my regrets” (Notes 281). Tautekok 
was peace-minded and he offered a solution, “If you come to make war, we shall 
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resist you of course; if, on the contrary, you are ready to make peace, it shall be 
so forever” (Notes 281). Le Gendre and Tautetok thus agreed to sign the treaty on 
three wooden planks: first, in the case of castaways, the Paiwan people would hand 
them over to the Chinese; second, the Paiwan people would not molest crewmen 
on shore searching for water; and third, they would not attack any ship that carried 
a red flag—which has been taken as a  symbol of peace between Tauketok and Le 
Gendre (Notes 281). 

The Treaty was well-received on all fronts. Admiral Henry Bell, for one, showered 
Le Gendre with praise. A London newspaper also lauded the “intrepidity and 
moderation of the [American diplomat]” (258), who had earned a high regard (qtd. 
in Notes 258). The newspaper commented: “General Le Gendre would have amply 
earned our thanks had he procured the punishment of these Formosan savages by 
an American armed force. But he had has done better than this. With wonderful 
tact and firmness, doubtless aided by a keen appreciation of the native character, 
he actually succeeded in inducing the Chinese authorities to fit out an expedition 
themselves to punish their lawless subjects” (qtd. in Notes 258). 

Le Gendre’s own conception of sovereignty lies at the core of the treaty-making 
between the US nation and the Paiwan people, which reminds us of the numerous 
treaties signed between the US and Native Americans at the same time. The US 
government used treaties as a mechanism to displace the American Indians from 
their tribal homelands and facilitate the westward expansion across the continent. 
In the same year when the Southern Cape Treaty was signed, the US government 
signed the Medicine Lodge Treaty with the Southern Plains Indian tribes, which 
was a set of three treaties intended to bring peace to the Great Plains by relocating 
the Indians to the reservations. On July 20, 1867,  the Indian Peace Commission 
was established to negotiate peace with Plains Indian tribes then at war with the 
United States. After the negotiations over the course of three months, the Plains 
Tribes agreed to sign the treaties. The first treaty was signed on October 21, 1867 
with the Kiowa and Comanche tribes. The second, with the Kiowa-Apache, was 
signed on the same day. The third treaty was signed with the Southern Cheyenne 
and Arapaho on October 28. As a result, the Southern Plain tribes were relocated 
to the present-day state of Oklahoma.  

It would not be far-fetched to suggest that Le Gendre’s treaty-making initiative 
with the Formosan tribes could have been influenced by the practice of treaty-
making with the Native Americans on the continent. In his book, Indigenous Peoples 
in International Law, James Anaya discusses Chief Justice Marshall’s incongruous 
rulings concerning the status of the American Indians. The most famous among 
them is the case of the Cherokee Nation v. Georgia. In 1831, the Cherokee Nation 
sought a federal injunction against laws passed by the state of Georgia depriving 
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them of rights within its boundaries. The Supreme Court ruled that the Cherokees 
were a “domestic dependent nation,” with a relationship to the United States like 
that of a “ward to its guardian” (26).13 

The status of “domestic dependent nation” within the federal union is ambiguous. 
On the one hand, it recognizes sovereign Indian nationhood on tribal lands; on the 
other, it subjugates tribal sovereignty to federal rule, reducing it to “dependency.” 
While controversial, this “domestic dependent nation” status is comparable, I 
argue, to the notion of “enfolded [island] borders.” Like the dubious islandic 
borders between the archipelagic territories and the continental nation, the status 
of “domestic dependent nation” registers a “simultaneous avowal and disavowal” 
of the presence of the Indian nations within the United States. In other words, the 
doubling of the visible and invisible borders between the American Indian nations 
and the US continental nation fit and parallel those between the islandic territories 
and the American federal union. 

To sum up, the significance of the Southern Cape Treaty is threefold. First, 
it expresses the Formosan “aboriginals’” redress for the innocent Americans 
killed in the wake of the shipwreck. When the Chinese “taotai” asked Tauketok 
to extend the same courtesy to the Chinese, the request was rejected, signifying 
Indigenous animosity against the Chinese and a kind of alliance with Le Gendre. 
Second, it recognizes the sovereignty of Tauketok, the Chief of the Confederation 
of the Eighteen Tribes, who entered into treaty-making independently of the Qing 
Dynasty, so that the treaty could be taken as a sign of Indigenous sovereignty. Third, 
due to the independent status of Formosan “aboriginals” (the Paiwan tribe to be 
specific),14 Le Gendre claimed that tribal territories were not part of China. He then 
published a pamphlet entitled Is Aboriginal Formosa a Part of the Chinese Empire? 
in 1874, in which he argued that China could not claim possession of Aboriginal 
Formosa and on which, however ironically, he based his arguments in defense of 
the Japanese Expedition to Formosa in 1874. In the following, we turn our attention 
to this pamphlet.  

 

“IS ABORIGINAL FORMOSA A PART OF THE CHINESE EMPIRE?”

Despite his success in dealing with the Rover Incident and in signing the Southern 
Cape Treaty, Le Gendre failed to advance his career in the US foreign service.15 
Disappointed, he set his way back to the US, making a stopover in Japan in December 
1872. He was, at this juncture, introduced to Japanese Foreign Minister Soejiima 
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Taneomi, who was distressed by the Mudan Incident, a shipwreck event like the 
Rover Incident, which however caused the killing of over 50 Okinawan fishermen 
by Formosan “aboriginals” in 1871. The Mudan Incident, which occurred four years 
after the Rover Incident, was almost identical to the latter except that the victims 
were Japanese. When he arrived in Japan in 1872, Le Gendre was hired as a special 
advisor to Soejima Taneomi due to his experience dealing with the Rover Incident. 
He was the first foreigner ever employed in that position.16 Between 1872 and 1875, 
Le Gendre worked for the Japanese Foreign Ministry. Based on his conviction that 
Aboriginal Formosa was outside the jurisdiction of China, he urged the launching 
of the Japanese Expedition to Taiwan in retaliation for the Mudan Incident in 1874. 
According to John Shufelt, Notes of Travel is literally “a compilation of intelligence 
for use by Meiji policy-makers actively considering the annexation of Taiwan in 
1873-1874” (xv). In 1873, Le Gendre went with Soejima to Beijing and was jailed 
briefly by the American government for his involvement with Japan. The pamphlet 
was written in prison during this period and remains La Gendre’s most cogent 
statement in defense of the Japanese Expedition to Formosa.  

Published anonymously, the pamphlet is short in length but comprehensive 
in scope. Roughly divided into four parts, it proceeds, after an introduction, to 
its expositions on notions such as discovery, conquest/possession, savagery/
civilization, and international law. The introduction consists of a translation of an 
1874 Chinese newspaper article from Shanghai that accuses Japan of inappropriate 
interference in the “domestic” affairs between China and Formosan “aboriginals.” 
The Chinese author regards Formosan “savages” as falling within the territorial 
jurisdiction of China and therefore beyond the reach of “a foreign power [Japan] 
to interfere without authority.”17 In disagreement, Le Gendre proceeds to offer his 
counter arguments in four aspects. It is important to note that Le Gendre’s treatise 
about Formosan “aboriginals” not only reveals the influence of the nineteenth-
century discourse of Manifest Destiny, overflowing with the conventional tropes of 

“discovery,” “conquest/possession,” and “savagery/civilization,” but also anticipates 
what was to prevail as the notion of terra nullius in international law by the end of 
that same century. 

First, Le Gendre disavows the Chinese claim to the “discovery” of Formosa. He 
cites numerous historical documents to prove that China never “discovered” or 

“conquered” Formosa. He presents several maps in support of his contention that 
China could not lay claim to the eastern portion of the island, which is blocked 
by a “central range” that divides the island into two halves. Second, he inveighs 
against China’s disinterest in either “governing” or “civilizing” the “savages,” and 
thus defaulting on the right to possession of the island.  
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Le Gendre’s claim for the independent sovereignty of Formosan “aboriginals” 
is based on his understanding of the “law of nations” (14-20), citing the work of 
the Swiss jurist and politician, Johann Kaspar Bluntschli (1808-1881), whose 
International Law was first published in 1868. In the pamphlet, Le Gendre tries to 
apply the “law of nations” to the question of the status of Formosan “aboriginals”:

The Formosan tribes with settlements of friendly Hakkas and Peppos in their front, 
assert yet for themselves an unlimited independence and absolute sovereignty over the 
region occupied by them, and this claim will stand good unless China can show that 
she has satisfactorily established her right under that law of nations, which refers to the 
contiguity of a semi-civilized power to a country occupied by a wild race, to seize upon 
this territory and hold it; not only against the natives themselves, but against everyone, 
exactly as the United States claim suzerainty over the Indians in America, and the British 
over the natives of Australia and New Zealand by conferring the benefits of civilization 
upon them as an equivalent for the national independence of which against their will, 
she deprives them. (15; emphasis mine)     

                           

In this passage, Le Gendre is, in effect, arguing against the Chinese newspaper 
commentator’s claims. Unlike the Indian nations in relation to the federal union, 
Le Gendre argues that Formosan “aboriginals” are not subject to Chinese (Qing 
Dynasty) rule. They enter into treaty-making with the American consul on the basis 
that they are outside of Chinese jurisdiction. Being “independent,” they remain 

“wild” and do not receive any “benefits of civilization” in exchange for dependence. 
In a different passage, as Le Gendre reiterates, China has failed her “civilizing 
mission,” leaving the savages “a most cruel pest to all mariners who may be so 
unfortunate as to be thrown on their shores” (18). Toward the end of the pamphlet, 
Le Gendre provides the most forceful arguments in support of Japanese conquest 
of the “aboriginal” territories of Formosa: 

Japan would be perfectly justified in taking the matter into her own hands and occupying 
their territory, to pacify and civilize them if possible, and if not, to exterminate them or 
otherwise deal with them as the United States and England have dealt with the barbarians 
who infest their shores, or threaten by their acts the good relations they are anxious to 
preserve with civilized powers. (19). 

As Shufelt points out, Le Gendre “bestow[ed] upon Japan a status equal to that of the 
US and Britain” (Notes xxiii)—that is, the status of a civilized and modern empire 
in Asia. In preparation for the launching of the Japanese Expedition to Formosa to 
take place in May 1874, Le Gendre drew from his experiences of and knowledge 
about the island, and made available 1,600 pages of detailed descriptions and more 
than 200 drawings, maps, photographs, sketches of the peoples, customs, and 
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geographies of aboriginal Formosa. In recognition of his provision of diplomatic 
advice and military intelligence, the Japanese government awarded him the Order 
of the Rising Sun, Gold and Silver Star in 1875, the first time the award had ever 
been conferred on a non-Japanese recipient.18                

According to Chiou-kuan Chen, the Taiwanese historian who wrote the foreword 
to the Chinese edition of Notes of Travel in Formosa, the Southern Cape Treaty was 
signed as an international treaty. Le Gendre therefore formed an alliance with the 
Formosan “aboriginals” by recognizing their sovereignty, which however ironically 
became the basis for Le Gendre’s arguments in defense of the colonial conquest 
of aboriginal Formosa by Japan. Chen argues, “If Le Gendre had been an ally of 
Tauketok, he was actually an enemy of Formosa” (9). Sandra Caruthers Thomson 
has also argued in her essay, “Filibustering to Formosa: General Charles Le Gendre 
and the Japanese,” that “his role in this incident is illustrative of the expansionist 
tendencies of many Americans in East Asia” (442). I maintain that Le Gendre, as 
an enemy of Formosa, has actually betrayed his alliance with Tauketok. The irony 
is that the 1874 Japanese Expedition had actually paved the way for the eventual 
Japanese colonization of Taiwan in 1895—only three years before the American 
annexation of Cuba, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.   

 

CONCLUSION

In this essay, I have tried to relate the “island encounters” with Indigenous 
peoples of Taiwan to the formation of the “imperial archipelagos” that came to 
characterize US expansionism in the Pacific. By drawing on the work of Brian 
Russell Roberts, Lanny Thompson, James Anaya, and others, I argue that the “island 
encounters” with Indigenous Taiwan people should be considered as part of the US 
expansionism of “imperial archipelagos,” as represented by the diplomatic career 
of Charles Le Gendre. In the context of treaty-making, the Southern Cape Treaty, 
like the Medicine Lodge Treaty, signifies the fragile status of Indigenous peoples 
in international law—with the betrayal of alliances and the dispossession of tribal 
lands in both cases. Most importantly, I conclude that the Formosa Expedition in 
1867 sheds light on the global expansion of the US empire. It was not only advancing 
on the continent but also “transpacifically” encountered and triangulated across 
the islands of Taiwan and Japan, as I have presented through an examination of the 
diplomatic career of Charles Le Gendre and his “island encounters” with Formosan 

“aboriginals.”   
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Notes

1.	 This essay developed out of the paper which I presented at the 2019 conference, 
“Critical Island Studies: The Islandic, Archipelagic, and Oceanic,” held at the 
Ateneo de Manila University in Manila, Philippines. I am grateful to both 
Maria Luisa Torres Reyes and Vincenz Serrano for the invitation, and to the 
anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments.  

2.	 The term “Formosan aboriginals” is retained in keeping with the way it was 
used by Le Gendre himself to indicate the historical context of the end of the 
19th century. 

3.	 For a general and descriptive account of this event, please see http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Rover_incident. Accessed on 29 Dec. 2021. 

4.	  Please see https://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/Charles_Le_Gendre. Accessed on 20 
Feb. 2016. 

5.	 His father, Jean-Francois Legendre-Heral (1796-1851), was a renowned painter 
and sculptor. For details, please see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-
Fran%C3%A7ois_Legendre-H%C3%A9ral. Accessed on 12 Dec. 2021. 

6.	 The “notes” remained inaccessible until they were eventually published by the 
National Museum of Taiwan History for the first time in 2012. 

7.	 Prof. Douglas Fix is one of the leading scholars on Le Gendre. He and Prof. John 
Shufelt co-edited the English edition of Notes of Travel in Formosa. I am hugely 
indebted to their work. The original manuscript consisted of 1, 600 pages, 200 
maps, photographs, diagrams, and sketches and is now archived in the Library 
of Congress. For details, please see <https:// www.reed.edu/dean_of_faculty/ 
faculty_ profiles/profiles/fix-douglas-l.html>. Accessed on 21 February 2016.  

8.	 This was preceded by 7-month occupation of the harbor of Kaohsiung by 
American captain John Simmons in 1857. 

9.	 Shipwreck incidents abound in the history of Taiwan. The Rover Incident is 
notable as it concerns the presence of American military and imperial power 
on the island. For an insightful reading of the close relationships between 
shipwreck narratives and western colonialism, see Rebecca Weaver-Hightower’s 
Empire Islands: Castaways, Cannibals, and Fantasies of Conquest. 

10.	 For details, see Harold Langley, “Gideon Nye and the Formosa Annexation 
Scheme,” Pacific Historical Review, vol. 34, no. 4, Nov. 1965, pp. 397-420. 

11.	 For details, see http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/ entry/Matthew_C._
Perry. Accessed 9 Apr. 2016. See also Thomas R. Cox, “Harbingers of Change: 
American Merchants and the Formosa Annexation Scheme,” Pacific Historical 
Review, vol. 42, no. 2, May 1973, pp. 163-184.

12.	 See Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean, 1492-1797 (1986). 
13.	 The famous Marshall trilogy concerns the three sets of lawsuits that dealt with 

Native American sovereignty in early decades of the nineteenth century. In 1823, 
Johnson v. M’Intosh was a landmark decision of the US Supreme Court which 
held that private citizens could not purchase lands from Native Americans, and 
that the only Native American conveyances of land which can create valid title 
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are sales of land to the federal government. The 1832 Worcester v. Georgia case 
laid out the relationship of the tribes with the state and federal governments, 
stating that the federal government was the sole authority to deal with the 
Indian nations.

14.	 It is a “sovereignty” very different from the case of Native Americans, who 
were treated as “domestic dependent nations,” a difference I discuss in the next 
section. 

15.	  Le Gendre had his mind set on an appointment as US ambassador to Argentina, 
but his bid for it did not prosper. 

16.	 He later married a Japanese woman, raised a family, and stayed in Japan until 
1890.  

17.	  For details, see p. xxx. 
18.	  In all, Le Gendre served as advisor to the  Ministry of Foreign Affairs  of 

the Empire of Japan from 1872 to 1875 and as advisor to Emperor Gojong of the 
Korean Empire from 1890 to 1899. 
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