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Chapter Two 

Taiwan under a Shroud: Social Landscape and the Spirit of 

Volunteerism and Conscription 

Introduction 

Historically speaking, Taiwan has seemed obscure to the outside world. It has lacked 

decent, safe harbors and thus Western ships have not been inclined to dock. Had these 

waters been deep and protected, Westerners still would have found little incentive to 

come to Taiwan. Until 1885, the island was a prefect of Fuchien (福建) Province, 

unimportant to regional trade and geopolitics. A rugged mountain frontier, Taiwan 

was inhabited by headhunters, pirates and ship-wreckers; it had a reputation anything 

but intriguing to Western commerce. During the Japanese era (1895-1945), Taiwan 

grew more isolated than ever. Virtually all of her trade was channeled into Japan. And 

Japan meant to exploit Taiwan for her own means, building an infrastructure to 

benefit agricultural production and enacting policies to monopolize key sectors and 

keep prices artificially low. The last thing Tokyo wanted was Western powers in the 

mix, feeding off her Taiwanese granary or distracting the island from this 

imperialistic agenda. The figures back up Japan’s intentions and seem to prove they 

were brought to fruition. In 1896, the share of total imports to Taiwan by Great 

Britain was 7.3 percent. In 1939, it was zero. In 1896, the United States had 5.3 

percent of the pie. 43 years later, the total had dwindled to 0.4 percent. China, which 

had commanded a whopping 37.4 percent, found itself at 0.5 percent. Not surprisingly, 

Japan’s figures moved in reverse, jumping from 27 percent in 1896 to 89.7 percent at 

the end of the thirties.41 

By the time World War Two broke out, Taiwan was resting behind a thick shroud. 

With its trade and diplomacy flowing through Japan, the island became invisible to 

the outside world. Elaborating on World War Two military intelligence files 

concerning Taiwan, George Kerr summed up how little the West knew: “there was a 

map of Keelung [H]arbor, sent over from the Navy files, dated 1894, and a few 

photographs of Keelung taken before 1914. We had standard hydrographic charts 
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available to all navigators and a set of Japanese Imperial Land Survey maps, which 

could be bought at any larger stationers in Tokyo. The most interesting item in the 

Army’s ‘Formosa File’ was a report on Japan’s alleged plan to use Formosa as a base 

for a push southward into Indochina”.42 The file was based on a series of newspaper 

articles published in Paris in 1905. As of 1937, no more than 100 Westerners resided 

on the island, along with seasonal workers, labeled “coolies”, and office workers in 

Western companies from China.43 The latter were closely investigated before being 

issued visas and likewise faced constant harassment upon arrival.44 Tourists were few 

and far in between. Subject to surveillance, camera confiscations, fines and red tape 

for actions as harmless as applying to leave the country at a city or point deemed 

“unusual”, like Hualien or Tainan as opposed to Keelung or Kaohsiung in what has 

been described as Taiwan’s spy fever, travelers felt less inclined than ever to put the 

island on their itinerary. It is not surprising that by late in 1940 the foreign community 

had dwindled to only half a dozen Westerners along with a handful of non-Japanese 

Asians. Kerr stresses the point in a wartime article for the Far Eastern Survey: In 

1940 in Taipei there were “Javanese and Sumatrians, Siamese and Filipinos, and two 

Indian students were expected when [I] left. Furthermore, for some ten years an 

elderly Annamite prince, with his suite – all of them political refugees from the 

French – had been kept in [Taipei], quietly awaiting the day when the Japanese would 

take over the control of Hanoi and he could be used as a puppet”.45 As bad as things 

were for Westerners, they seemed even worse for Taiwanese, who had no embassies 

and consuls, and few bureaucrats or politicians they could sincerely call on or have 

speak for them internationally or, more importantly, have speak up for them.  

Up until the 1940s, both Great Britain and the United States maintained consulates in 

Taipei. Other Western countries, when transgressions were committed against their 

citizens or interests, worked through these two channels. It is from the records of 

these diplomatic maneuverings along with confidential reports sent back home, and 

which are now in the public domain, historians can piece together the lead-up to the 
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4. February 23rd, 1942, 54.  
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Second World War. Through the consular reports, we know both countries were 

quickly coming to terms with Japanese intentions for Taiwan. Simply put, they 

figured Taiwan would act as the tip of the sword in Japan’s thrust into Southeast Asia. 

In a confidential report dated November 7th, 1937, British Consul C.W. Archer noted: 

“Formosa is no longer to be developed for the indirect benefit which the possession of 

a prosperous colony will bring, but ranks today as the provider of essential munitions 

which the Empire would otherwise lack, and the advanced base, whether for 

economic penetration in time of peace or for a naval and aerial offensive in time of 

war”.46 As the Second World War neared its second stage, namely, engagement in a 

“total war” with the West, Japan no longer saw Taiwan in the sense of a traditional 

colony, one that only produced raw materials that were then shipped to the 

motherland to be bent, twisted and pounded out into final goods. Taiwan, once 

neglected for its out-of-way geographic position, was now the launching pad for 

Japan’s “Southward Advance” or nanshin in Japan (南進), literally “south into”.47 

With the shift in world power – the emergence of Japan in the Pacific and a less 

isolationist America and Russia also lurking in the region – Taiwan’s geographic 

position began to occupy a bigger place in the imagination of the world. Now, many 

Japanese feared Western spies while many Taiwanese feared the neurotic behavior of 

officials paranoid about spies. If the historian pulls back the shroud, he or she will see 

the Taiwanese people did in fact identify with the Japanese and proportion identified 

themselves as Japanese. All recent historical revisionism aside, the Taiwanese seemed 

ready to contribute what they, as subjects and later citizens of Japan, could to the war 

effort. The major turning point, on that put the wheels in motion for the eventual 

inclusion of Taiwanese males (and females) in the Japanese military, took place in 

1932. 
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47 Liao, Ping-hui and Wang, David Der-wei, ed. Taiwan under Japanese Colonial Rule, 1895-1945: 
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2.1 Social Control in Colonial Taiwan: The General Mood 

As already alluded to, by the 1930s most Taiwanese individuals were trapped inside 

the machinery of a police state. Instead of easing up after 35 years of colonialism, that 

state only tightened the screws more. While it is true citizens in Japan enjoyed the 

space and movement not to mention certain freedoms that come with a parliamentary 

democratic system, the colonial government of Taiwan exerted increasingly rigid and 

often oppressive control over the social life of the Taiwanese people. Japanese 

policing statistics speak clearly enough to this point: in 1937, there were more police 

officers on patrol in Taiwan than teachers teaching. For every 1,052 people in Japan, 

there was one police officer. In Taiwan, a mere 580 people had a police officer.48 Just 

six years earlier, the ratio between police officers and the population had been 963 to 

one on the plains and a remarkable 57 to one in the mountainous areas, where higher 

concentrations of Aborigines resided. 49  Obviously, the intent boiled down to 

maintaining order and punishing anyone failing to get in line or as writer T.S. Ching 

points out: “to instill awe and dread in imperial authority”.50  

The direction of the Japanese bureaucracy further underlines the point. The colonial 

government, created under the auspices of the Organic Regulations of the 

Government-General of Formosa (the ORGG of Formosa) in 1895, answered to an 

appointed governor-general. As stated in the Literature Review, until 1919 only active 

or retired military personnel occupied this position. The trend was reestablished in 

1936; it followed through to the conclusion of the Second World War. All told, 12 

generals and admirals held the post of governor-general.51 Nine civilians, spanning a 

17-year time frame, did the same.  

In Japan, government officials answered to the electorate. In Taiwan, the 

governor-general and his subordinates, not the Taiwanese people or a constitution, 

represented the final word of the law. Writes Denny Roy: “In theory, Taiwanese, as 

subjects of the Japanese Empire, had claim on the rights and privileges granted by the 

Meiji constitution. But under Law 63, enacted in 1896, executive orders given by the 
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governor-general had the same force as the law, which put Taiwan under a military 

dictatorship”.52 The governor-general’s political authority included the following: 

control over “general political affairs”, power to lead military forces quartered in 

Taiwan, authority to direct government officials stationed in or from Taiwan and the 

right to issue executive ordinances.53 Such issues often included jurisdiction to decree 

a summary execution or immediately suspend the rights of prisoners to a fair hearing, 

or forms of habeas corpus as they existed in Taiwan at the time. They left dissenting 

Taiwanese, whether real or imagined, at the whims of the police and dangling in the 

wind.  

The law was stricter, but thankfully the chaos of the Qing Dynasty was gone. Almost 

nobody took legal matters into his or her own hands now. The grievances of everyday 

Taiwanese nonetheless often fell on deaf ears because first courts did not care and 

second they did not dare to care. As this thesis expounds in Chapter Four, the police 

force outranked them and almost all other levels of the bureaucracy. The organization 

of Taiwan’s bureaucracy, especially its legal apparatus, is meaningful in the 

discussion of volunteerism and conscription of Taiwanese males. More specifically, it 

is important in assessing the willingness of Taiwan’s population. Why? The police 

force took the most active role in conscripting individuals into the military. Usually, 

they did not answer to anyone. 

Without the necessary institutions, and most usefully the courts, to enforce the rule of 

law when it came to the police, little remained for young men resisting “forced” 

volunteerism. If they had qualms about the legitimacy of their orders, nobody listened. 

The historian senses a harsh reality here, whether in the circumstances of a concerned 

mother registering, or daring to register, a complaint about a son conscripted too 

young, from a one-son family or perhaps a son with a learning or disability, or of a 

distraught wife in recruiting office, trying to reclaim a 40-year-old husband and father 

of seven indiscriminately scooped up by a recruiting officer. Draftees themselves did 

not have a footing to protest. This was a police state, not a democratic one where men 

burned their draft cards and waved banners at the authorities. 
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As touched on in the introduction, the Taiwanese people were basically cut off from 

the world. They read propagandistic newspapers and magazines, stayed inside their 

communities – indeed they needed passes in order to move about – and rarely came in 

contact with individuals from other countries. In 1932, in an effort to further control 

what the Taiwanese were being exposed to, Japanese officials focused their attention 

to “dangerous thoughts” in a new drive: “The police have recently . . . conducted a 

house to house enquiry regarding foreign newspapers, periodicals, etc. Foreign 

residents have had to give lists of the magazines read by them and the nature of their 

contents, and the zeal of the visiting police also led them to ask for lists of all papers 

received at Consulates”.54 Nevertheless there is enough in the literature to suggest 

during the 1930s the Taiwanese grasped that Japan was gearing up militarily. For 

starters, Japan had become stricter in how she governed, especially after 1936, when 

the switch was made back to military governors with Nakagawa Kenzo, formerly 

Japan’s Vice-Minister of Education, being replaced by Kobayashi Seizo, an admiral 

from the Imperial Japanese Navy. New rules and regulations, and altered rules and 

regulations, sprung up with a dizzying regularity. Yes, the Taiwanese understood 

things had changed, that military priorities had been established. But they lacked 

perspective in comparison to citizens of other countries. They could not know what 

the extent of their inclusion in the larger scheme of Japan’s militaristic ambitions 

could be. Resistance at this point would have seemed absolutely foolhardy. On the 

other hand, had the Taiwanese people had access to real information as opposed to 

propaganda, they probably would have better understood the West and its real power. 

It seems fair to say a greater number of the young men to soon be conscripted would 

have been concerned. Far less would have volunteered. 

 

2.2 Shifting Priorities in Japan’s Taiwan 

In 1932, Japan invaded Manchuria. In response, A.R. Ovens, the British Consul 

stationed at Danshui, wrote: “Formosan views regarding the perpetual changes in 

administrative personnel command little publicity, and are not easy to gauge. The 

feeling that they and their country are being steadily exploited in the ultimate interests 
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of Japan and the Japanese is apparently widespread among the more thoughtful and 

less uneducated elements of the population”. In 1932, the level of authoritarianism 

was ratcheted up once again. According to the British Consular Report for May 16th 

of that year: “The authorities were, at the beginning of the year, perturbed at the 

spread of dangerous thoughts amongst Formosans and an increase in police activities 

was decided upon. Mr. Sonso Tomobe, an officer with special aptitude for this work, 

was appointed the Chief of the Police Bureau and, quite recently, 35 special police 

have been added to the force”.55 As already stated, censorship had grown more 

prevalent. The authorities were doing their utmost to keep reports of the Japanese 

invasion of Manchuria out of the hands and minds of locals. Even articles published 

in Tokyo, about the war in Manchuria or featuring the interviews or speeches of 

provocative anti-war politicians, were shielded from Taiwan’s newspapers. Not 

surprisingly, fresh troops arrived in Taiwan and were maintained at higher levels than 

before.  

Then, in 1934, a major turning point in Taiwan’s history occurred when the Greater 

Asia Movement opened its headquarters in Taipei. The Greater Asia Movement was 

organized shortly after Japan’s break from the League of Nations and was meant as a 

sort of counterweight. In it historians note a swing in how the Japanese explained 

herself to the world. An attitude of “us and them” had now entered their diplomatic 

vernacular. Instead of rushing to cooperate with the West to look like a global player, 

Japan now stood in opposition, striking an air of indifference if not confrontation. If 

necessary, they would create their own, competing sphere of interest. The stated goal 

of the Greater Asia Movement, which soon evolved into the National Defense 

Association, stressed the promotion of an independent Asia not dominated Western 

imperialists. Upon its inauguration, keener observers in Taiwan surmised the 

association would serve as the apparatus to subject the Taiwanese population, or at 

least its young men, to military service. The National Defense Association did not 

disappoint, moving at once to prepare the Taiwanese for non-combatant labor behind 

the lines.  

The National Defense Association’s proponents, such as Prince Konoe and 

Governor-General Nakagawa Kenzo, plus the Ministers of War and Foreign Affairs 
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back in Japan, called for non-combatant labor to be “the national duty assigned to 

Formosans, should the island become the scene of actual hostilities”.56 Beginning on 

February 11th, 1934, the goals of the association became concrete: spreading and 

developing the spirit of national defense, researching matters involving national 

defense, studying measures and training required at the present and “forming and 

guiding of public opinion” in these matters. Back in Japan, the National Diet voted to 

fund the National Defense Association in matters pertaining to the mobilization of 

Taiwan.  

 

2.3 Spy Fever 

On April 11th, 1935, the captain of the Dutch ship Juno became the first Westerner in 

the lead up to the Second World War to be charged with espionage. After steering a 

tanker chartered by the Asiatic Petroleum Company into the restricted waters off the 

Pescadores (澎湖), the captain was detained by the Water Police. He claimed his ship 

had simply been blown off course by a typhoon. He had had no choice but to make 

sail for the restricted areas of the Pescadores. Spurred on by a new brand of 

anti-foreign sentiment in the local papers, officials roundly declared the captain of 

Juno guilty, had him jailed and ultimately fined. Four days later, when a yacht called 

The Flying Dutchman, manned by a Russian, American and German, took shelter in 

Keelung, its crew was likewise arrested. That the American aboard was a lieutenant in 

the US navy did not help matters. In all, the three men spent two weeks in jail before 

being released with a fine of 200 yen. Both instances were unusual. In the past, the 

Japanese had not made it a practice to detain the captain or crews of ships brought to 

Taiwan as the result of poor weather. Now, within the space of two weeks, a different 

precedent had been set.  

The cases of Juno and The Flying Dutchman showed how the Japanese colonial 

government was shifting policy, moving to an increasingly protective, perhaps 

paranoid stance: “For some years to come it is safe to say that any foreign vessel 

making unauthorized entrance into any but the four open ports of Keelung, [Danshui], 

Anping and [Kaohsiung] will find itself involved in considerable trouble”, wrote the 
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British Consul at Danshui.57 Still, these were seen as diplomatic rows, based on 

Japan’s exit or (depending how one looks on things) expulsion from the League of 

Nation and, to put them in perspective, the world did not take them very seriously. In 

retrospect, the historian can see new elements in how the Japanese would conduct 

foreign affairs out of Taiwan. They were looking to shield secrets and also to put the 

local citizens on higher alert. As the Taiwanese followed along in the newspapers, on 

how their island was being besieged by foreign devils, they were asking themselves: 

“Since when has Taiwan ever been overrun by Westerners?” The more educated 

knew the answer: twice, perhaps three times in the history of the country. An 

atmosphere of unease permeated Taiwanese society, a general feeling ramped up by 

the erratic behavior of the authorities. Average Taiwanese were trying to figure out 

the new rules, where they could and could not go, with whom they could speak, how 

they might walk, what they might say, what time they should be in their homes in the 

evening and so forth so as not to provoke the increasingly sensitive or irrational 

Japanese. According to one Taiwanese witness now living in the Wanhua District of 

Taipei, “It was better to avoid them. You never knew what would set them off. Plus 

you just got fined for stuff you didn’t know about.” But fear mongering was paying 

dividends in making the vessel as tight as a drum. Taiwanese were on the defensive 

and more xenophobic now: “We avoided Westerners because that would get us in 

trouble – everyone did,” stated the Wanhua informant. 

From 1934 until the end of the Second World War, the Taiwanese people would see 

their contact with Westerners and the outside world repeatedly stymied in an 

ever-heightened air of hostility to all issues deemed foreign. They quickly came to 

realize dealings with Westerners held consequences. In helping an American or 

Canadian out on the street, a Taiwanese individual might want to look over his or her 

shoulder for the police, who appeared at any moment to slap a fine down for perhaps 

an unlicensed camera or compass, not carrying identification or something else. 

Indeed, Taiwanese residents were required to report dealings directly to the district 

station of the neighborhood they resided in. On June 26th, 1935 the new British 

Consul in Danshui C.H. Archer coined the expression “spy fever” in a confidential 

report back to London to explain the form of mass hysteria whipped up by the 

Japanese colonial government. In the witch-hunt for spies, the first and most natural 
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targets were Westerners. Explained the consul: “The foreign resident community of 

all sexes and ages, excluding Chinese, numbers less than a hundred, and the climate 

offers them little inducement to travel more than they must. Consequently, the sight of 

a foreigner in most districts remains a rarity; any individual who is eccentric enough 

to indulge in frequent week-end excursions is liable to excite suspicion; and no 

foreign resident of discretion takes an extended tour outside his usual beat without 

first informing the Government of his program and invoking suspicion”.58  

Once Westerners had been singled out, the usually hospitable Taiwanese now had to 

check their natural inclination, bringing the desired effect in a police state readying 

for war – a society where nobody trusted anyone else. All of the following became 

taboos in Taiwan: being photographed by a Westerner, doing business with a 

Westerner, learning a Western language and as an extension studying in the West. 

Parents of outbound students were indiscriminately taxed upon making tuition 

withdrawals or transfers at banks. Individuals from all walks of life were regularly 

summoned to police stations. Finally, anyone not doing as a government official 

wished, which obviously included protesting, not donating to the war effort in spirit or 

material means and when the call for volunteers came, grumbling, or finally just about 

any random expression associated with being human was running afoul of the law. “It 

was sometimes better just to keep you head down,” explained an elderly relative of 

the thesis’ author, “especially around Japanese in uniform or suits. That’s what our 

parents said. Just stay away from them or they will want [some kind of display of 

service] or to give you heck.”  

In such a climate, the Taiwanese had to be very careful. Any wrong move or 

accidental association could bring attention and result in punishment. Writes the 

British Consul in an amusing anecdote: “The conflicting aims of stimulating the 

national spirit and preventing the leakage of information have indeed made thorny the 

path of the Formosan, whether loyal or disloyal at heart. A passive minding of his 

own affairs is not enough. Each man is expected to show a proper patriotic interest; 

but woe to the man whose patriotic interest is a little too keen. The step forward to 

suspicious curiosity is but a little one. To be indifferent to the aeroplanes which roar 

overhead, or the troops which come and go, is to show a lack of the national spirit; but 
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to count the aeroplanes, or to ask an innocent question as to what the troops are doing, 

is for Formosans an indiscretion for which many have been severely interrogated by 

the police”.59 

 

2.4 The Spirit of Volunteerism 

2.4.1 General Call to Service 

In a confidential report on Taiwan’s political situation for 1933, the British Consul 

A.R. Ovens noted “the spirit of the resistance was not dead”. But it was certainly on 

the wane, and not just because “the arm of the police in Formosa is long, sudden and 

ruthless”.60 A whole generation had grown up under the Japanese. They had been 

educated in Japanese. By the mid-1930s, 35 percent of their teachers were Japanese. 

Young Taiwanese read Japanese newspapers. They bought Japanese products. They 

read Taiwanese literature explaining who they were and making sense of their 

muddled identity in Japanese. They had been born in and had lived all their lives in a 

Japanese colony. Not surprisingly, they looked to the Japanese for direction and were 

even beginning to identify themselves as Japanese. Japanese education, indeed 

Japanese society stressed cooperation, of doing one’s part, and the younger generation 

was heeding the call. Writes the British Consul: “There is indeed little doubt that in 

the early stages a fair number of the younger generation, educated in a narrowly 

nationalistic Japanese atmosphere, completely cut off from all but Japanese sources of 

news, and regaled with lurid accounts of any cases that might occur of mistreatment 

of Formosans on the opposite side of the strait, had their sympathies enlisted on the 

side of Japan; and hoped in addition that a large extension of the area or Japanese 

control in China might provide lucrative jobs for themselves”.61  

Newspapers reported preferential treatment for the families of volunteers was playing 

a part in producing large numbers of volunteers. First-hand reports from those in 

service indicate much the same. States veteran Chien Chuan-chih: “Japanese were 

rationed white sugar, but Taiwanese only received brown sugar. Japanese were given 
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pork, while we were handed scraps of lousy meat. When we joined the service 

however we were elevated to a similar status. I believe this was one of the driving 

forces behind so many Taiwanese volunteered for the service”.62 In a similar vein, 

pilot Chiu Chin-chen (邱锦春) answered: “As soon as I reported, I heard the 

commander explain to subordinates ‘Chiu may be a Taiwanese, but do not treat him 

differently, okay? We are all the Emperor's soldiers’”.63 Of a similar mind British 

Consul C.H. Archer reported in 1938 young men anticipated better opportunities in 

the future: “the patriotism of youthful enthusiasts is mixed with a hope that the 

conquest of Southern China may provide jobs for them, while those who have had 

even a few years’ experience of Formosan labor markets feel it more likely that the 

Japanese will reserve the good job for themselves”.64 Such a sentiment is telling. 

There is little anxiety for individuals perceived to be of the same race, culture or 

history. Instead, everyone looks and even desires to be involved in the conquest. They 

are simply worried about how the spoils will be divided. 

Even the older generation, people who could remember the “every three years a 

rebellion, every five years a rebellion” chaos of the Qing Dynasty, was grudgingly 

appreciative: “Relative material prosperity, however, under a regime of law and order, 

has sufficed to keep the agricultural workers quiet, even amid the political 

excitements of a virtual state of war with their kinsmen in China. So long as the 

present era of good crops, fair prices and little unemployment persists, the usual 

attitude of quasi-fatalistic indifference on the part of Formosans towards Japanese 

politics and their repercussions in their own island may probably be looked for”.65  

When asked about why he had enlisted, Hualien oral history participant Bigu Veiyan, 

an ethnic Sakizaya (撒奇萊) and veteran of the Second World War, shrugged: “What 

else was there to do? All of my friends wanted to, so I did too. I just went down to the 

stadium that used to be over there,” he said with a flick of his hand “and got in. I was 
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only 17”.66 Veiyan’s nonchalance has a familiar ring to anyone just out of school, 

without experience and suspect to peer pressure, of not really being sure what he or 

she wants. There is nothing in it to suggest coercion. The indifferent tone of the 

adolescent speaks to people all over the world undoubtedly rested behind the 

motivations of many a young man-boy in Taiwan. It was the cool thing to do, what all 

his friends were doing, a way to impress girls and capture glory. Here also was a 

chance to snub their noses at the “cowardly Taiwanese”, too afraid to leave their 

mommy’s apron straps. Here was a chance to laugh at the Taiwanese after 300 years 

of being cheated, bullied and humiliated.  

That Veiyan was an Aboriginal brings another point to this discussion of volunteerism 

versus conscription in Taiwan, as it seems culture in Taiwan played a big role. 

Whereas young Taiwanese men followed a code of filial obedience by putting family 

ahead of national obligations, Taiwan’s Aboriginal communities worked from an 

entirely different code. Taiwan’s Aborigines embraced the concept of going to war, of 

buying one’s manhood on the battlefield. The cultural marker was deeply rooted in 

the laws of headhunting, which ruled an Aboriginal man could not marry until he had 

taken at proven himself worthy by procuring a head in the theater of war. The dictum 

had a recent memory in the Aboriginal worldview, often dating back to just a 

generation or so. Japanese recruiters did not have to employ tricks to entice young 

Aborigines males to volunteer for service and certainly did not to enact the powers of 

conscription to bring them service. Ironically, Japanese authorities had worked until a 

decade prior to convince many individuals to give up the headhunting and being 

warlike in general. Now, many Aborigines were silently granted the right to fulfill this 

rite-of-passage on the foreign battlefields of the Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia and 

China. Instead of being treated like criminals or savages, they would be honored as 

heroes from now on.  
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2.4.2 Call to Service on Ethnic Lines   

Unwinding the psychologically complexities embedded in Aboriginal involvement in 

the Second World War is perhaps a task better left to the dramatist. The Aborigines 

arguably bore the deepest wounds from Japanese imperialism. Whole villages had 

been cut to pieces by Japanese-operated Gatling guns. Electric fences had been 

erected around the perimeters of Aboriginal territories. And massacre after massacre, 

well into the 1930s, had stained the Taiwanese countryside with Aboriginal blood. 

Incredibly, the parents and older siblings of many an Aboriginal recruit had died at 

the hands of the Japanese invaders. Yet here they were coming in droves to register. 

Writing of the survivors of the Wushe Massacre (霧社事件), where some 216 were 

slaughtered, perhaps by poisonous gas, Kato captures the paradox in a few poignant 

lines: “They were elementary school children during the [Wushe] Incident. Twelve 

years later, why did they compose letters in blood and enlist for the Takasago 

Volunteer Army? With their fathers and brothers massacred, the Japanese should 

certainly be their enemy. This cannot be explained solely the outcome of imperial 

education by the police”.67  

In understanding the Aboriginal willingness to volunteer under such circumstances, 

the historian must consider several factors. First off, bravery was an ideal within 

many of the Aboriginal societies of Taiwan. Losers on the battlefield still respected 

the other side’s ability to best them, plus any show of valor or skill. Unlike the 

Taiwanese or perhaps Westerner, they did not, or so it appeared, ache for revenge. 

Instead they understood the rules of the game. Death via the battlefield was not a 

shocking atrocity, a horrible immoral abnormality but a part of life, something that 

could happen to anyone so you had better get used to it. In this light, Aborigines 

disliked the Taiwanese not because the Taiwanese tried to kill them and sell their 

flesh in the markets of Taipei, Taoyuan and Amoy but rather because they had been 

cheated out of their lands and lied to continually. The Taiwanese, as oral history 

participant Zhang Chih-tien (張岐田) later explained, were raised to fear death. Thus, 

while young Taiwanese recruits cringed at the bushido code of the warrior that 

included “victory or death” slogans, Aborigines reveled in it.  

                                                 
67 Kato, Kunihiko. The Consequences of Universal Brotherhood. Tokyo: Keso Shobo, 45. 
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Historians have claimed the Aborigines were “taught the Japanese spirit”.68 Not so. It 

was as if they were already speaking the same language for thousands of years. It 

were as if, as one writer put it: “The Takasago tribes were perhaps those Japanese 

who were nostalgic and decided to turn back to the South Seas but drifted to the 

island of Taiwan. It was perhaps then that they brought the beautiful cherry blossoms 

to this island”.69 In all, as many as 20,000 served in the Second World War. In the 

early months of 1942, Aboriginal troops in the Philippines were the first Taiwanese to 

engage in combat rather than simply lay back in support roles. In being incorporated 

into a state of war, Aborigines responded because it fit their way of life. That the 

Japanese elevated them to an equal plain with the Taiwanese, and perhaps esteemed 

them even more, was of no small consequence. They were told: “All Taiwanese, as 

loyal subjects, are equal to the Japanese”.70 

 

2.5 Education  

“With the aim of education so narrowly nationalistic, it was inevitable that any 

foreign control in this field should be more and more actively represented”.71 

From the beginning of the Japanese colonial era, interested parties in Taiwan fought 

to have elementary schools and high schools for Taiwanese students established on 

the same plain as those opened for Japanese students. In 1915, the Taichung Middle 

School became the first high school opened by the Japanese for local students. 

Actually, influential Taiwanese parents, after four years of wrangling to wring the 

necessary funding and licensing out of the government’s coffers, and not the Japanese, 

drove the project forward. In the protests of the parents, who organized to improve the 

rights of Taiwanese students, the historian needs to appreciate the irony. The attempts 

by the parents are described as Taiwan’s first nationalist movement.72 

                                                 
68 Leo Ching. Becoming Japanese, 169. 
69 Phho-waris. (1988). The Unseasonable Blooming of the Musha Red Blossoms. Tokyo: Kyobunsha, 

78.  
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In 1915, the Japanese were just closing in on pacifying the Taiwanese. They had also 

made headway with the Aboriginal groups spread across the islands. Anyone could 

see they had expanded Taiwan’s infrastructure more noticeably in 20 years than Qing 

Dynasty rulers had in 212 years. Repeated successes had served to, as stressed 

previously in this thesis, placate a portion of the less energetic inside Taiwanese 

society. Even though improvements came to the island in the form of better 

government service, Japanese authorities struggled with the concept of educating 

Taiwanese youth, especially in how far and long they should extend such an effort. 

On the one hand, colonial planners looked to turn Taiwan into a hinterland, one that 

besides providing natural resources also produced crops such as sugar, pineapple and 

rice. Over-educating the Taiwanese would only be a detriment to this purpose. To 

educate the Taiwanese in agricultural-based programs, naturally, became a fairly 

obvious thrust. Agricultural edification sprung up all over the island (and has since 

been well-documented). On the other hand, the Japanese could use education to turn 

the Taiwanese into Japanese subjects, teaching them how to speak Japanese, to revere 

Japanese history and literature and comprehend the greatness of the emperor. As 

already mentioned, by the outbreak of the Second World War, the percentage of 

Taiwanese receiving at least an elementary-level education was nudging 40. One 

wonders how easy it would have been to mobilize the Taiwanese via volunteerism 

and conscription had the Taiwanese not been educated in Japanese schools. One thing 

seems assured: an “us and them” gulf would have been wider, much wider. 

In looking back, historians often question the success of Japan in converting the 

population to their cause or making them sympathetic subjects let alone assimilated 

Japanese citizens. They write about continued resistance and even question the impact 

of Japanese education at all. Some scoff at the notion the Taiwanese masses could be 

properly educated to accept Japan. Still the 1930s witnessed a full-fledged effort to 

eradicate Chinese in the classroom. Western accounts at the time, it is worth pointing 

out, also took a dubious-sounding tone in weighing effects of such policies: “In theory, 

since all the races are one, there should be no discrimination. In practice they are not 

one at all: this is largely due to Formosan obstinacy; the Formosans want the 

privileges but shun the obligations of Japanese citizenship, and so there should be no 

concessions until the Formosans have shown a change of heart. The principal weapon 
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for affecting this change of heart is education”.73 Nevertheless, a trend of plurality 

started to emerge. Sure the older generation held on to traditional concepts and modes 

of behavior that looked superstitious and inward-looking, if not tribal. But the 

younger generation did not have a memory of the Qing Dynasty and what it had 

entailed, or just saw its worst characteristics, often explained to its numbers in all its 

terrible truth before a simple and contradictory rationalization of “you still shouldn’t 

forget we are Chinese” was proferred. The obstinacy described by Western observers 

was not visible in those born after 1920, including the young men that would soon 

become eligible for conscription.  

As of 1933, 37 percent of Taiwan’s younger children were registered in elementary 

schools and a fourth of the entire population could speak Japanese.74 Three years 

later, 39 percent of Taiwan’s youth had access to a primary education. In terms of 

getting an education, the totals speak for themselves: they were up two percent from 

the previous year and 30 percent from the years closing out the Qing era, when 

Taiwan was still being educated to believe it was part of the Center Kingdom and 

almost nobody could even read. In 1944, or one year before Japan’s downfall, 71.30 

percent of school-age children were enrolled in school. The total, especially regarding 

the future of the Japanese military, are understated as 80.86 percent of these students 

were boys while 60.94 were girls.75 Most of these pupils, in a move reminiscent of 

the Nazi Germany with the Hitler Youth, participated in an extracurricular program 

called the Military Youth. With the Japanization of Taiwan reaching down to the 

grassroots of levels, compliance and eventual conscription were a foregone 

conclusion. If the authorities did not call for it, then the youngest generation would be 

banging on the door, requiring it. The following chart speaks to Japanese hegemony 

as it related to the classroom and underscores the success of spreading the Japanese 

language in Taiwan: 
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Year Japanese Speakers in Taiwan by Percentage of 

the Population 

1935 29.7 

1936 32.3 

1937 37.8 

1938 41.9 

1939 45.6 

1940 51.0 

1941 57.0 

1942 58.0 

1943 ----- 

1944 71.0 

Chart 1. Percentage of Japanese Speakers in Taiwan from 1935 to 1941.76  
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