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The Traditional Economy of Taiwan’s Aborigines

before the Dutch Rule

Jerry Liang-Shing Wang

Department of History, National Chung-Hsing University

At the beginning of the Seventeenth Century, before the Dutch rule, there were more
than twenty races of aborigines living separately in Taiwan. They lived in various
geographical environments with diversified cultures, and hence in different stages of
economic development: while some still made their livings mainly by fishing and hunting,
others had already entered the stage of agriculture. In spite of these differences, there was
a common economic character, namely, the natural economy in which people produced
mainly, if not only, for their own domestic consumption.

Generally speaking, on the production side, the primitive economy of Taiwan’s
aborigines at that time seemed to be supported mainly by swidden agriculture, with the
assistance of collecting, hunting, and fishing. Domestic handicrafts and the exchange of
surplus produces existed, but there were no professions like craftsmen or merchants
developed. Compared with those of contemporary Han Chinese, production technologies
of aborigines were backward, and even a little bit waste of resources. Yet, under the
situation of relatively sparse population, they might have been the best choice for
aborigines. Due to warm weather, fertile soil, and rich natural resources, aborigines’ basic
material needs were easy to satisfy. Therefore, they tended to maintain the status quo,
hardly with any motive to save up or improve production technologies. This
self-sufficient natural economy was gradually corroded after Han Chinese traders came to

Taiwan since the mid-Sixteenth Century, although the impact was not great. It is after the
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Dutch arrived Taiwan, establishing colonial rule, extending Christian belief, developing
trade and agricultural production, that aborigines’ natural economy began to change both
in width and depth.

Key Words: Taiwan’s economic history, Taiwan’s aborigines’ economy, Taiwan’s

primitive economy



