The modernization of Taiwan
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Each period has its own particular characteristics

In the short four hundred years of recorded Taiwanese history,
there have been five changes of rule. The first modern
government structure appeared at the beginning of the
seventeenth century during the period of Dutch rule. This was
followed by the era of Koxinga and his son, then the Qing
Dynasty, Japanese imperial rule, and finally the Republic of
China, which brings us up to the present day. Due to the
constant changes in power, each period in Taiwan’ s four
hundred years of history has developed its own characteristics
peculiar to the period. To take the example of the Japanese
imperial era, a simple word to sum up the characteristics of this

period would have to be  “modernization.”
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Not something that Japan wanted to touch

In June 1865, at the end of the Sino-Japanese War, Japan took
the territory of Taiwan, including the Pescadores, according to
the terms of the Treaty of Shimonoseki. However, at least
between June 1895 and March 1898, the uncivilized lands of

Taiwan were not actually something that Japan wanted to touch.
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All kinds of local sicknesses rampant

The majority of the population was still illiterate. Unbaptized by
the modern education system, the cultural standard was fairly
low. The local people were very different from the Japanese in
terms of popular culture. In almost 212 years of Qing Dynasty
rule, social and public authority had not extended very far, with
the result that folk customs still held sway and management was
not easy. On top of this, the climate was hot and humid,
sanitation was primitive, and local diseases were rampant. Open
a newspaper from the first five years of Japanese rule, the
Taiwan Daily News, and everywhere you will find records of

virulent local diseases.
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Taiwan Baikyaku Theory

As for management and control of Taiwan, since the
circumstances were not all that easy, somebody in the Japanese
Imperial Diet came up with the idea of the “ Tarwan Baikyaku
Theory,” which advocated selling the territory to France,
which had a particular interest in it, for 100 million yen.

However, this proposal was not accepted by the Diet.

Taipei.
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Choosing a process of “gradual assimilation”

In March 1898, after Kodama Gentaro took office as the fourth
governor-general of Taiwan, everything began to change.
Kodama appointed Goto Shimpei, who had a medical
background, as the chief civil administrator of Taiwan. Goto
founded his work on principles of “biological colonial
management,” and began to establish the foundations of
modern construction in Taiwan. Goto’ s “biological colonial
management” based on principles were based on his belief that
to try to transplant the eyes of a bream onto a flatfish was
completely unnatural. If all the systems and institutions in use at
that time in Japan were to be directly transplanted to
unmodernized and uncivilized Taiwan, they would certainly
bring unwarranted misunderstandings and clashes. For
governing Taiwan, Goto advocated a process of “gradual
assimilation,” and also temporarily terminated the
long-running debate between the two approaches of basic

policy, “interior expansionism (assimilation policy),” and

“special government (non-assimilation policy).”
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The new policies of Goto Shimpei

In office from March 1898 to November 1906, Goto Shimpei
spent eight years as chief civil administrator. Starting with
hygiene and health, he advanced all kinds of investigative work;
created a unified monetary system by which promoted financial
and commercial exchange; carried out construction and
expansion of all kinds of communications and transportation
enterprises; developed hydro and thermoelectric power plants in
order to establish the power resource foundations for Taiwan™ s
development of industry; and, starting with the improvement in

plant strains, revitalized Taiwan™ s rice and sugar industries.
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Implementing household registration and population census

To take the investigative work as an example, apart from land
and forestry surveys, and investigations into old customs in
Taiwan, Japan implemented a household registration system in
Taiwan, and carried out a population census. In order to
effectively handle all sorts of information concerning the
territory under their rule, the promotion of statistics and
surveying work was extremely important groundwork for
modern nations. The population census was also the base of all
kinds of other statistical and surveying work. However, Japan
did not carry out a population census of itself until 1920, while
Taiwan had finished the work for its first population census in
1905. Because those leading domestic politics in contemporary
Japan lacked accurate knowledge of the work involved in a
population census, the census in Japan took off ten years after
that of Japan’ s new territories. The major factor was that these
political leaders were unable to differentiate household
registration from a population census, and naturally they were
unwilling to put a budget aside for a population census.
Consequently, when the first population census was carried out
in Taiwan in 1905, it was under the name of “First Provisional

Taiwan Household Registration Survey.” In 1915, population
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census work was promoted under the name of a  “Second

Provisional Taiwan Household Registration Survey.” In fact,
the population census was literally entitled “survey of national
strength,” and the statisticians engaged in the survey used this
title to emphasize that the scope of a population census goes
beyond mere population figures, and includes surveys of
industry, management and other levels, and as a matter of
course gives the outside world an impression of being a survey
of “national wealth.” On top of this, the great Western
powers were carrying out this kind of policy too, and this was
one of the important conditions for Japan to become a
“civilized nation.”  With the incessant propaganda of the
statisticians and the help of pressure groups, in 1920 the
political leaders of Japan were finally persuaded to carry out a
population census, and Taiwan too, was able to continue, with

Japan, to promote all kinds of survey work under the name of

“survey of national strength.”
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s Modern education began in the Japanese period. From this chart
produced by the Japanese government it can be seen that by 1941

the number of young Taiwanese in school had reached sixty

An undeniable help to Taiwan’ s economy

At the beginning of its occupation of Taiwan, the imperial government
provided the governor-general with subsidies of seven million yen a
year, and originally calculated that after thirty years Taiwan’ s public

finances could achieve independence. However, in the wake of the

smoothness of vigorous industrial development and increase in income
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from government monopolies and land taxes, Taiwan’ s public finances
became independent in 1905. From 1907 a surplus could be returned to
the imperial government. In October 1935, the governor-general of
Taiwan held an  “Exposition to Commemorate the 40th Anniversary of
the Beginning of Administration in Taiwan,” an exposition which has
remained unique and unrivaled to this day, and which served as a report
on the achievements of Taiwan’ s modernization process under
Japanese rule. It attracted attention from all over the world, including
the Republic of China" s KMT regime, and was highly admired. In
fact, the legacy of “colonial modernization” under Japanese rule was

an undeniable help to the economy of Taiwan until well into the 19505

and 1960s.

There’ s no hiding the fact that the foundations of modernization
established during the Japanese imperial occupation of Taiwan were
basically meant to tie in with capitalist development in Japan itself. But
if Taiwan had not had this historical experience, there would be precious
little difference today between Taiwan society and Hainan Island, under

Chinese rule.

Edited by Ann Lin / translated by Elizabeth Hoile
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