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TAITWAN AS A LABORATORY FOR THE STUDY OF
CHINESE SOCIETY AND CULTURE*

SHAO-HSING CHEN .

China is one of the sources of world civilization and her people account for more
than one fifth of the world’s population. For some time she was considered a
sleeping lion, but the awakening of the lion in recent times is a concern for people
in many' countries. In his lecture at Georgetown University in March, 1966, Hubert
Humphery, Vice President of the United States, said: “Our problem to-day in Asia
is that we are abysmally ignorant of that part of the world. Out of the tragedy of
the war comes an impetus and incentive for knowledge” (Time, April 1, 1966, p. 9).
Prqbably because of these and other reasons many western countries are eager to
learn about China. Social scientists wish to go to Mainland China for their research
but the current situation does not permit them to pass through the bamboo curtain.
Reluctantly, they have gone to Hong Kong and Taiwan, using these places as
substitutes for their study of Mainland China. But can these substitutes fulfil their
neede? Let us examine the situation of Taiwan.

Taiwan was under Japanese rule for 50 years (1895-1945), and remarkable
changes took place during these times. Therefore, a question may be raised: Is
Taiwan not a Jabanizéd society? or is it still a Chinese society? In fact this is an
embarrassing question to the people in Taiwan, but since not a few foreigners
are still not certain concerning this problem, it seems not unnecessary to ponder
somewhat on this point. India was under the British rule for more than 180 years,
and Indonesia under the Dutch for about 120 years, but probably nobody thinks
India was Britanized and Indonesia Netherlandized. For 88 years China was ruled
by the Mongols and 268 years by the Mapchus, but the people and culture are still
Chinese, though not without change. The length of time under alien rule does not
necessarily mean the ruled were assimilated by the rulers.

No doubt, alien rule will have its impact upbn the ruled. Various constructions
carried out by colonizers and peace and order kept by them do have influences upon

- their subjects, but society and culture: ways of daily life, family life, religion or

folk belief, and the attitude of the people, etc. are not easy to change. These are
? existing inside the mind of people,

* The author is grateful to Prof. and Mrs. Bernard Gallin, Prof. Edgar Wickberg, Prof.
Frederic Joseph Foley, Mr. George P. Cernada, and Mr. William L. Parish for their con-
structive comments on this paper.

what Emile Durkheim defined as “social facts,
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and it is very hard to change them from outside. Though the material construction'
and political system brought by the colonial rulers will have their impact on the
society and culture of the ruled, if there is no attitude change among the people to
respond to the stimulation, the stimulant from ouiside can only have a superficial
influence and cannot change the configuration of society and culture. The Amish of
the United States still keep their traditional way of life despite the fact that they
have lived among a most industrialized and modernizéd environment for a long
time. _

The oppression and exploitation of the conquerors or colonizers upon their
subjects inevitably bring forth resistance and antagonism of the latter against the
former. Usually this situation will consolidate the unity of the conquered, and drive
them to stick to their traditional way of life. Under certain circumstances, however,
the ruled will change their attitude, and as a result bring forth remarkable social
and cultural changes. This was what took place in Taiwan during and after the
end of World War I. Economic boom during the War and depression after the end
of the War were comi)letely new experiences for the rank and file in Taiwan, and
involved them in the modern economic cycle for the first time, shook them loose
from their conservative traditions, and induced them to try to adopt new cultural
traits. On the other hand, stimulated by the world-wide current of democracy and
liberation, enlightenment and anti-colonialistic movements were started by young
Taiwanese at these times. The combination of subjective attitude change and
objective stimulation wrought out the remarkable social and cultural changes from
these times®. An example will help us to understand the situation. For a long
time Taiwanese celebrated their New Year by the lunar calendar, and called the
New Year of the Gregorian Caléndat “Japanese New Year.” The Japanese pressed
the Taiwanese to adopt the new one and to give up the old one, but were not suc-
cessful. In their enlightenment inover_ﬁent the young Taiwanese told their fellow
people that the solar calendar is a good calendar, adopted by most civilized countries,
and the Japanese also adopted it. We should not hesitate to adopt it because it was
adopted by the Japanese. This helped many Taiwanese to adopt new cultural traits,
and there were many such examples.

By the later years of Ch'ing rule the able Governor-General, Ming-ch'uan Liu,
had started a progfam of modernization, but the extremely conservative circumst-
ances of that time did not permit the innovation to succeed. After the Japanese

(1) This is an interesting and significant topic which the author has analyzed in several
of his articles (“Population Growth and Social Change in Taiwan” Bulletin of the
Department of Archaeology and Anthropology, National Taiwan University, No. 5 and 6,
1955; “Social Change in Taiwan,” Studia Taiwanica, First issue, 1956; “Diffusion and
Acceptance of Modern Western Artistic and Intellectual Expression in Taiwan,” Sfudia
Taiwanica, Second issue, 1957), and intend to elaborate further in the future.
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arrived, the colonial government carried out a plan of development. It was forced
upon the people by police power and was quite “effective.”” Perhaps because of this,
it was assumed that the modernization in Taiwan was carried out by the Japanese.
We must be careful in the analysis of this point. What Ming-ch'uan Liu failed to
do and the Japanese succeeded at doing were material construction and innovation
of administrative systems, and not changes in society and culture. If there were
no attitude change among Taiwanese themselves, there would be no substantial
changes in society and culture, despite the changes in material construction and
administrative system, as we observe in India under the British and Indonesia under
the Dutch, or the Amish in the United States.

Because new cultural traits were adopted by the Taiwanese through the Japanese,
and in fact some liberal Japanese even cooperated with Taiwanese in their struggle
against the unreasonable colonial oppression, the change was inevitably tinted with
Japanese color. No doubt this had gave rise to the impression of Japanization of
Taiwan. But in fact _the new cultural traite adopted by the Taiwanese were not
Japanese cultural traits but were western, modernized cultural traits which the
Japanese themselves had adopted only shortly before. The Taiwanese adopted them
voluntarily and selectively, and from their own social and cultural context. Just
as the Japanese are modernizing, so the Taiwanese are also modernizing. Social
scientists familiar with society and culture understand that these are “sccial facts”
existing within the minds of people, and that if there is no subjective response,
society will not change by mere objective stimulation, and that, if there is subjective
response to the objective stimulation, the change is the change of the society itself,
and not a “nization” Of the stimulant. It is clear from these considerations that
the remarkable social change that tock place in Taiwan during the, Japanese rule
is not a Japanization, but is a modernization of a Chinese society. Though it
might differ from that of the Mainland, it is still a Chinese society, and the differ-
ence is not a drawback but ié a benefit for the study of Chinese society, because it
tells us the possibility and the possible way of future social change in China.

Though T a.iwan is a Chinese society, is it “typical” of China? This is a difficult
problem, and the same question can be raised against Chekiang, Honan or any
other parts of China. Anyway, Taiwan is a part of China, and probably we have
to study many parts before raising the question of what is “typical” of China.
Still, there are some characteristics of Taiwan among the whole of China, which
will be pointed out in the follows. In terms of land area, Taiwan accounts for only
0.37 percent of the whole of China, and in terms of population the former is only
1.52 percent of the latter.®> Mainland China has a proverbially Ilong historf, but
for Taiwan the dependable documents currently available date only from the early

(1) cf. note 1 in the following page.
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seventeenth century.®® On the Mainland there were “china” and “silk” which the
nobles of the world were attracted to, and thought and philosophy which Montes-
quieu, Voltaire, Rousseau and others had admired, but in Taiwan we observe only
common folk culture. Considering the spectacular variety in geography and culture
on the Mainland, what exists in Taiwan is quite mean and simple. Indeed, in these
respects, Taiwan is tiny and insignificant in comparison to Mainland China and it
seems difficult to believe that the substitute could be of any use for the study of
China. From the standpoint of social science, however, there seem to be some other
perspectives.

Before going into detail, a preliminary consideration of a point of our subject
is necessary. What does the word “study” mean? If its main point is the descrip-
tion of facts, then surely the tiny and insignificant island of Taiwan is not worthy
of attention for the description of a spectacular and magnificent China. In a “study,”
however, theoretical analysis and interpretation are more important than the factual
description. From this aspect, although the spectacle and magnificence of Athens
or Rome might well be splendid subjects for a colorful description, but they are
not necessarily the best subjects for social scientific analysis. On the other hand,
small and seemingly less significant subjects, such as-the several Mexican villages
studied by Robert Redfield, may not capture the attention of national chroniclers,
but if properly studied, significant theoretical contributions, such as Redfield's theory
of folk society, may be derived from them. For theoretical analysis a simpler
society is often a more appropriate subject than a complex one. From these con-
siderations we can see that, though Taiwan may not be an attractive subject for
a colorful description of China, still it can be a good subject for scientific study of
Chinese society,.

Throughout the world there are abundant materials which can be used for
social research, but before proper research is possible these raw materials have to
be collected and processed and transformed into scientific data. There are different
types of data and different types of research, and the latter depends upon the former.

(1) Accoring to United Nations’ Demographic Yearbook, 1963, the proportions are as follows:

o o o) e g
Absolute figure Proportion Absolute figure Proportion
Mainland China 9,561,000 99.63 686,400,000 98.48
Taiwan 35,961 0.37 10,612,000 1.52
Total 9,596,961 100.00 697,012,000 100.00

(2) Chen Ti: Tunghuan-chi (Description of the Eastern Barbarians), 1602, contains the
earliest concrete description of Taiwan based on first hand observation.
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In an unexplored tribal society, data are collected by observation and field survey.
Inevitably the scope of such data is limited and it is not easy to check the validity
of the collected data. In a peasant society, chronicles, gazetteers and other literary
works are usually available. No doubt they are useful, but they are not compiled
by people with a sense of modern science, and often they can be utilized only after
careful examination. In a modern society there are reports, statistical returns, and
other documents prepared by people with a scientific sense, and with these data an
extensive and systematic analysis can be carried out. With the first and the second
types of data only “explorative” or “formulative” studies are possible, but with the
third type of data it is possible to carry out “descriptive” studies.(” In Taiwan,
as will be stated below, there exist substantial data of the third type since the
beginning of Japanese rule, but on the Mainland, most of the data available belong
to the second type. In other words, the data available in Taiwan afford material
for a more substantial and extensive analysis of Chinese society than those available
on the Mainland. '

There are Chinese, Dutch, Spanish and Portugese records concerning Taiwan
(Formosa) from the latter half of the sixteenth century. Chinese bibliographies
during the Ch’ing rule (1683-1895) are numerous and most of them have been edited
and republished by the Office of Economic Study of the Bank of Taiwan and other
agencies. All of these belong to the second type of data as stated above. Beginning
with the Japanese period (1895-1945) there are specific reports and statistical returns
on land, population, agriculture, commerce, industry, transportation, communication,
public health, education, religion, crime, ete. The name of an able and enlightened
colonial officer, Shimpei Goto, who served in Taiwan from 1898 to 1906, is worthy
of mention in this connection. Goto was a medical doctor and believed in “scientific
administration.” To him, understanding the situation of land and people was the
foundation of successful rule and he carried out a huge project of land survey
(started in 1898 and completed in 1905, with an expenditure of 5.22 million yen), and
a census in 1905. Japan had planned to take her first census in 1905 but because of
the incumbent Russo-japanese War (1904-1905) the project had to be postponed. In
Taiwan, however, the resolute officer Goto enforced the project despite strong objec-
tions from the central government of Japan. The census of 1905 was not only the
first census of an integral part of the Chinese population, but also the first census
in the Far East. It took two years for preparation, 7,405 people worked on it, and
the expenditure amounted to 185,840 yen. Besides the survey of land and people, a
commission for the research on political, legal, economic and social conditions was
organized in 1901. Abundant funds were allocated and able scholars were invited

"(1) Types of study as analysed by C. Selltiz, M. Jahoda, M. Deutsch and S.W. Cook in
their Research Methods in Social Relations, revised one-volume edition, 1959, p. 50.
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from Japan. Taiwan’s aborigines were also surveyed "and studied. The work con-
tinued until 1915, and the many volumes of the report contain much valuable data.

On the Mainland, even the population of a town is often difficult to get. In
books by Martin Yang and C.K. Yang, for example, the populations of the villages
they surveyed in respective years are only estimated. In Taiwan, the size of popula-
tion and the number of births and deaths of each township for each year have been
recorded since 1906, The system of household regis:cration is a wonder to many
western demographers. Such details as the area of land, of cultivated land, and
the output of main crops in each township are also available. There are detailed
maps of the whole island and of each locality. Eight population censuses were
taken (seven during the Japanese rule, one after Taiwan was restored to China)
and three complete life tables were computed (two during the Japanese rule, one
after that). With these data studies can be made of population change and life
expectancy of an integral part of the Chinese population. The census of agriculture '
and the census of industry and commerce were also carried out after Taiwan was
restored to China.

What kind of research could be undertaken with these data? Here we will give
an example. Using vital statistics Mr. Tseng-lu Li of the Department of Sociology,
National Taiwan University, computed 11 successive abridged [ife tables from 1906
to 1962. From these tables we can see that the prolongation of life expectancy is a
precise indicator of social change in Taiwan. The abridged life table of 1906
is particularly valuable as it is a life table of a society at its initial stage of
modernization and this type of data is not easily available. Utilizing the 1960-1962
statistics, Mr. Li also computed 22 abridged life tables of respective administrative
divisions in Taiwan which enable us to compare many aspects of regional
differences. Three abridged life tables by settlement pattern: the city, the town,
and the village, were also computed by him.(®» The local land bureau has the
registration of every piece of farm land and its map. In the Provincial Land
Bureau some parts of the data of the land survey carried out by Ming-ch’uan
Liu, and the data of the land survey by the Japanese colonial government are still
kept, and if you will, you can make a study on whether a Chinese proverb: “A
piece of farm land will have eight hundred owners within one thousand years” is
true or not. Utilizing these data, Professor Edgar Wickberg of the University of
Kansas is carrying on a research project, and he has commented favorably on the
abundance and quality of them. There are many data in Taiwan which will allow
us to make systematic and comprehensive studies.

While on the Mainland even the population of a town is often not easy to get,

(1) Li, Tseng-lu: “Abridged Life Tables for Males and Females in Taiwan, 1906-1962.”
Taiwan Wen Shian, Vol. XVI, No. 4, Taipei, 1965.
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in Taiwan even census and complete life tables are available. With such scientific-
ally prepared and extensive data in Taiwan, the results of complete studies of
Chinese society and culture can serve as a very good frame of reference for the
study of the Mainland. In addition to having more sclentifically accurate data
available for research, Taiwan also possesses certain characteristics which make it
an even more advantageous subject for study. Although smallness of area and
brevity of history are drawbacks to Taiwan as representative of China, at the same
time, these are factors which enable scholars to comprehend the configuration more
easily. In this small piece of land, there was a convergence of Chinese, aboriginal,
Dutch, Spanish and Japanese cultures. Before and after the Japanese occupation
there was frequent and abundant migration of population between Taiwan and the
Mainland, but during the half century of Japanese rule (1895-1945) the colonial
government strictly regulated migration and the Chinese in Taiwan were a -“closed
population.” Under these circumstances, Taiwan can be viewed as an ideal labora-
‘tory for experimental study of change of Chinese population and society. This is
an invaluable treasure-house which social scientists should not fail to realize and to
take advantage of in their study.

In this resourceful “laboratory” the process of a series of Chinese socio-cultural
changes can be traced: from a premodern stage to a stage of initial modernization,
then to a stage of colonialistic development and lastly a stage of autonomous deve-
lopment.

Before the Japanese occupation in 1895, Taiwan wasa premodern peasant society.
Usually social survey or research is possible only after an area has achieved a
certain degree of development. So, for the research to begin, the area must have
already passed its initial stage of development. This is what G. W. F. Hegel described
as “die Eule der Minerva beginnt erst mit der einbrechenden Daemmerung ihren
Flug.” The situation in Taiwan was somewhat different. Though the local people
could not engage in research themselves, the Japanese colonial government did it
carnestly and systematicaily. As a result the situation of the premodern stage or
that of the stage of initial modernization were recorded in detail. This type of
data is hard to find, and it is fortunate that we have it for this part of China.
From this viewpoint it is fair to say that Taiwan is one of the best places for the
study o£ Chinese social history.

It is an undeniable fact that under the half century of Japanese rule (1895-1945)
Taiwan had achieved a certain degree of development in material construction and
administrative system. The development was forced upon the people from the
above (von Oben), so it was quite “effective,” but it was not a natural development
from the base (von Unten), it was not a balanced development. After the end of
Warld War II, Taiwan was restored to China in 1945. The forced development



— 8 — Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology

from the above was soon replaced by voluntary development from the base. In
other Words, the colonialistic modernization gave way to autonomous modernization.
Certain remarkable changes took place in Taiwan after the end of the War will
demonstrate the contrast between these two types of modernization. During the
Japanese rule, Taiwan was a market for consumer goods and a supplier of agr-
icultural products for Japan, and the development of industry was discouraged.
After 1945 the development of industry mushroomed. Primary and vocational educa-
tion was fairly advanced during the Japanese rule, but higher education was dis-
couraged. The change in overall emphasis on higher education was one of the most
spectacular transformations after the end of the War. Although the living conditions
of the Taiwanese were improved under the Japanese rule, the people were not
allowed to organize and to govern by themselves, but now the principles of govern-
ment of the people, for the people and by the people are being promoted. The
experience in Taiwan is a good reference for the development planning of many
areas which were colonies in former times.

Why China had not or could not be modernized has been a subject for polemic
among social scientists. For interpretation some of them had recourse to religious
sociology and Calvinism and Confusianism were contrasted. If the existence of
Taiwan is not forgotten, and the fact that a part of China, Taiwan, has been
modernized since the first part of the twentieth century is not overlooked, then the
well-known premise of Confusianism inhibiting moderization of Chinese society
should be revaluated completely. The fact of Taiwan is a challenge to this sector
of Sinology, and from this viewpoint, Taiwan holds a very important place in the
study of Chinese society and culture.

Not a few western social scientists have come to Taiwan and taken it only as
the “inevitable” substitute for their study of Mainland China. As they proceeded
with their research, however, they gradually realized that Taiwan was a favorable
place, and in some respects a more favorable place than Mainland China itself, for
the study of Chinese society and culture. In a personal letter to the present writer
a well-known American scholar stated: “In my opinion, Taiwan is a most fascinat-
ing place for historical study.” It is nice that the merits of the invaluable “lab-
oratory” for the study of China are gradually being recognized. If the significance
of the “laboratory” is duly realized and if a substantial project for the study of
China in Taiwan and through Taiwan could be carried out, I believe that fiot only
will the study of China be greatly promoted, but at the same time, social science
will benefit immensely from it.
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