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Chapter Three 

The Mobilization of Taiwan for the Second World War  

Introduction 

In 1942, conscription, or the compulsory enrollment of young men in the military, 

was nothing new to Taiwan. The Dutch (1624-1661), Koxinga (1661-1683) and Qing 

Dynasty (1683-1895) eras were all marked by phases of conscription; people in power 

did not shy away from employing programs specifically designed to bring locals into 

service when circumstances dictated. Limited in numbers, the Dutch repeatedly called 

upon plains Aborigines to join them in putting down Chinese-settler revolts.77 In 

1652, for example, Dutch regulars and mercenaries along with 16,000 plains 

Aborigines, or “Christian Formosans”, slaughtered 1,800 Chinese under the 

leadership of Fayet (郭懷一) in Sakkam just outside of present day Tainan .78  

Of Koxinga’s 50,000-plus soldiers, a majority had been pressed into service, though it 

is worth pointing out during the 17th century, southern China suffered several 

protracted periods of drought; young men in the Fuchien and Guandong countryside 

were restless and hungry, easy prey for recruiters. Once again the Aborigines were in 

the mix: “[Koxinga and his son Cheng Ching] required Aborigine tribes to render 

corvee. Plains Aborigines were also enlisted in the Cheng military. One source refers 

to Aborigines sent to Amoy, in 1674, ‘to be of service’ to the army, which might refer 

to roles as either porters or soldiers. In 1683, as the [Koxinga] regime entered its last 

days, both Chinese and ‘natives’ were ordered to defend all strategic points”.79 A 

system of corvee, or service in lieu of taxes, continued to be exacted from the 

Aboriginal population during the Qing Dynasty. So harsh was this system that it led to 

repeated rebellions in the waning years of the 1600s. Taiwanese men faired better at 

escaping the tentacles of conscription as officials preferred to import troops (mainly 

                                                 
77 Campbell, W.M. Formosa Under the Dutch. Soho: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co. Ltd. 1903, 
63.  
78 Other sources, such as Jerome Keating and John Shepherd, put the number at four or even five 
thousand dead on the side of the Chinese. 
79 Shepherd, John Robert. Statecraft and Political Economy on the Taiwan Frontier – 1600-1800. 
Taipei: SMC Publishing, Inc. 1993, 102.  
 



 45

from Guangdong) or turn to the Aborigines to back up operations of the state. 

Warlords however regularly forced local residents into service in their militias.  

For practical considerations, the Japanese ended conscription in 1895, bidding 

conscripted Qing Dynasty troops adieu, disarming and disbanding local militias, 

destroying them when the need arose. In the midst of consolidating power, they 

wanted to cut off weapon channels to rebellious groups. Since the Japanese were not 

at war, their military faced no immediate shortages of personnel. When enlisting the 

Taiwanese served their purposes, namely after the outbreak of hostilities first with 

China and then West during the 1930s and 1940s respectively, voluntary service and 

then conscription helped to relieve an increasingly stretched military and shortage of 

manpower. One fourth of Japan’s subjects resided in her two main colonies, namely 

Taiwan and Korea. Now, she demanded sacrifices to be made by all of the population. 

Some have argued the Taiwanese were never actually conscripted, rather they 

volunteered. But volunteer in this case is a loaded word. Japanese officials had 

inexhaustible powers to make life uncomfortable for non-volunteers. 1996 Taiwanese 

Presidential candidate Peng Ming Ming (彭明敏) explains how it worked in his 

memoirs. According to Peng, Taiwanese males living abroad were not, and could not, 

be conscripted. Intense pressure to enlist was nonetheless exerted: “As a colonial 

subject I was not legally subject to conscription, but had the privilege of volunteering. 

In Formosa, thousands were being obliged to volunteer. At first Formosan students 

were merely harangued on the moral obligation and glory of service to the emperor, 

but soon the Formosan students at all Japanese universities were summoned to the 

offices of the military instructors on each campus, where they were invited to sign 

individual applications for volunteer duty”.80 Those resisting pressure to sign on the 

dotted line soon found their names posted on campus bulletin boards. Besides the 

shame, a powerful source of motivation in most Asian cultures, uncooperative 

individuals faced ostracism at every turn, from student clubs, sports teams and other 

student social networks to renting apartments, applying for medical services or 

insurance and more practical concerns. 

                                                 
80 Ming-min Peng. A Taste of Freedom, 32. 
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On the day Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, the governor-general's office established an 

emergency administrative agency in Taiwan to deal with stepping up the mobilization 

of younger residents. At the same time, plans for the rearrangement of Japan’s 

overseas territories began to cement. Soon thereafter, ichigenka, as this concept came 

to be known, was enacted in three stages that clearly corresponded with an adjustment 

in Japan’s war footing. The first stage, “administrative incorporation”, commenced in 

1942 and took aim at consolidating Greater Japan’s various “racial classes”. This was 

followed by the implementation of “administrative speedup”, in which the 

bureaucracy sought to reorganize and modernize it structure in order to make better 

uses of resources, namely manpower in the colonies. A “decisive battle” ensued, 

calling for total cultural integration giving way to “national integration” on March 

26th, 1945. At this time, obviously too late in the game, the colonies and Japan were 

considered the same. All distinction, previously considered relevant, was thrown in 

the wastebasket. Less than half a year later, Japan would surrender to the United 

States, pack up in Taiwan (and Korea) and head home. After 50 years of occupation 

in Taiwan (and 35 in Korea), she was surrendering her shield of superiority. Much 

was given, only it was far too late.81  

In Chapter Three, a section that deals with mobilization driven by volunteerism and 

conscription, five moments stand out: June 20th, 1941 with the announcement that 

voluntary service would officially commence the next year, April 1st, 1942 when the 

Army Special Volunteer’s Act was instituted, May 12th, 1943 with the Navy Special 

Volunteer’s Act, September 23rd, 1944 with the partial implementation of far-reaching 

conscription and April, 1945 when the full-scale conscription of Taiwanese into the 

military service was officially stamped into law by the Tojo Administration back in 

Tokyo. The mobilization process can be categorized into multiple brackets: students, 

non-students, women, young men, slightly older men, middle-aged men, Taiwanese, 

Aboriginal, different nations of Aborigines, Hakka and on and on. To keep things in 

perspective, Chapter Three works in broader strokes: mobilization of the volunteer 

spirit and then volunteers kept inside Taiwan and finally volunteers sent abroad. 

Volunteerism was balanced, of course, with conscription, which also follows a 

footpath involvement, from unofficial conscription, to assimilation, which makes 

conscription possible to conscription kept inside Taiwan to conscription for exporting 
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troops and support troops to the front. Much has been written in English about 

Taiwanese guards at 15 prisoner-of-war camps situated around Taiwan during the 

Second World War, and it deserves mention here as a means to better comprehending 

what Taiwanese conscripts on the home front went through and how they were 

perceived. 

  

3.1 Opening the Door for Volunteerism and Conscription  

Before 1932, Taiwanese were not allowed to serve in any military capacity 

whatsoever. It had taken the Japanese two decades to finally subdue them and almost 

40 years until the last of the Aboriginal villages were pacified.82 The last thing the 

Japanese wanted to do was put weapons back into the hands of those she had until 

only recently fought to exterminate or at least disarm. At first, inclusion of young and 

willing Taiwanese seemed but a public relations exercise. Volunteers served only in 

positions on the sidelines, doing menial tasks. Duties included farming, construction 

and sanitation detail plus more professional commissions, such as in engineering or 

medicine.   

Discussion, and the realization of the possible problems that could surround a draft in 

Taiwan, began to mesh in 1932. Controversy first arose over the marriage of 

Taiwanese to Japanese. At the eye of the storm, a long-standing edict barred 

Taiwanese involvement in the Japanese military. The law blocked Japanese males, at 

the beck and call of the military, from entering their names in local family registers, a 

necessary step in finalizing any marriage in Taiwan. In a glitch, Japanese wishing to 

marry locals could not be inscribed because this would render them Taiwanese and 

thus ineligible to induction. Since Taiwanese individuals could not be conscripted, 

embarrassing scenes were sure to follow should the necessity for service arise with a 

modified law. In other words, officials imagined far-flung scenarios. What if a 

Japanese man pointed to a Taiwanese brother-in-law and simply asked: “And what 

about him?” Unwilling to open loopholes that could re-arm the Taiwanese or let 

Japanese reservists off the hook, the problem was left half-remedied. Japanese women 
                                                 
82 “Aboriginal Moments by Era”. Atayal: A Non-Profit Organization. 
http://www.atayal.org/History9.asp (accessed May 4th, 2009).  
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could now marry locals and allow for their names to be submitted to family registers. 

Japanese men could do neither.  

In the spring of 1937, with Japan moving to a war footing, Taiwanese organizations 

as well as wealthy individuals began stepping in with donations to pay for national 

defense features. In a few short months, the Japanese would be at war with China, a 

country without a significant air force. Nonetheless, contributions continued to pour 

in. All monies were channeled to the fortification the island’s air defense apparatus 

(see below table), begging the following type of conspiracy theory question: Did 

Japan foresee war with the United States or other Western powers?   

 

Article Donor 

92 Heavy Machine Guns People of Formosa in General 

Signaling Apparatus People of Formosa in General 

Two Special Receiving Apparatus Citizens of Formosa in General 

94 High Angle Spotters Citizens of Taipei 

88 Anti-Aircraft Guns Citizens of Taipei 

88 Anti-Aircraft Guns Taiwan Mining Company & Citizens of 

Keelung 

88 Anti-Aircraft Guns Mr. Gan Kin-ken 

95 Large Aircraft Shoka Bank & Citizens of Taichung 

95 Large Aircraft Mr. Chin Kei-nan 

Information Announcement System Mr. Chin Kei-nan 

Information Announcement System Mr. Lin Haku-ju 

Information Announcement System Citizens of Kaohsiung 

Chart 2. A list of Taiwanese donations for island fortification. 

 

To extract donations from the general population, donation boxes were erected at 

police stations.83 Overseers now collected mandatory benevolences, a euphemism for 

                                                 
83 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 527.  
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random blanket payments to be made by communities for national improvements. 

New taxes were also introduced. Writes the British Consul, looking down from above 

the Danshui River in Taipei: “Certain it is that a high proportion of the middle and 

lower classes are paying more in benevolences than in taxes, and their difficulties are 

increased by never knowing from day to day what new demands may come”.84 

It is reasonable to conclude a fair share of the donations came from genuine 

benefactors. Some undoubtedly came via rich individuals wishing to close deals or 

enter the race to procure new contracts. Those who understood the political 

advantages of donations knew how to curry favor and were repaid with political 

positions at some of the local levels. In return, the colonial government could count 

on their cooperation in mobilizing the Taiwanese population, in getting everyday 

individuals to contribute more materially and cooperate with later policies of 

recruitment. 

The owners of some 300 motor fishing vessels sent to Shanghai from September to 

November 1937 surely could not have been operating on such an agenda. They 

represented the middle and lower classes paying the lion’s share of the benevolences. 

In giving up the boats, they surrendered their very livelihoods. The commandeering of 

vessels would also create tensions between districts; some complained, naturally, of 

having to make an unfair proportion of the “donations”. The playing of districts off 

against each other gained the desired affect long-term. Taiwan’s various regions 

convulsed between competing for the label “most patriotic” in the war in terms of 

contributions and griping about already having contributed the most rice, valuables, 

time and money.85 Deputies from rural regions would, in the future, point out 

Taiwan’s urban regions were not pulling their weight in providing volunteers and 

conscripts. Urban leaders felt their districts were under more stress financially and 

from the police.   

At first, a majority of Taiwanese voluntary contributions to the war effort were 

financial, but the Japanese had pushed the door open for recruits. Apart from 

communities put on high alert for homeland defense, a small number of Taiwanese 

                                                 
84 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 528.  
85 Roy, Denny. Taiwan: A Political History. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 2003, 50. 
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now served overseas in the Japanese Army in non-combat roles, in an exercise of 

more symbolic significance than anything else. Voluntary service, though limited, and 

the massive mobilization of capital on the part of Taiwanese society worked to both 

an operational and psychological end. The colonial government was learning how to 

reach deep into the grassroots level, to the most remote corners of the island. By 

taking money, goods and volunteers, the government was greasing the tracks for what 

was to come. By teaching, or making in many instances the Taiwanese people to 

sacrifice, the colonial government could lessen the blow for when service inevitably 

became mandatory. The conveyer belt had been built. Now, the product being placed 

upon it could be more easily maneuvered and changed. 

 

3.2 Volunteers within Taiwan 

At the close of the Second World War, the Japanese embarked on the biggest 

destruction of records history has ever seen. Starting August 15th, 1945 and 

continuing night and day until advance parties of American soldiers arrived in Japan 

August 28th, 1945, military and civilian authorities systematically destroyed 

government archives. In comparison to the degree of documents saved in Germany 

after the fall of the Nazi government, precious little was recovered. In 2003, the 

director of Japan’s Military Historical Archives of the National Institute for Defense 

Studies estimated around 70 percent of all records pertaining to the war were 

destroyed.86 A bulk of records pertaining to salary, promotions, commendations and 

the posting of Taiwanese recruits also remains classified, making the data sketchy at 

best. Historians can, with difficulty, patch together a broken timeline, especially on 

where Taiwanese volunteers landed during more documented episodes, take the fall 

of Nanking, Shanghai, the Philippines, Singapore or Indonesia.  

                                                 
86 Drea, Edward, et al. Researching Japanese War Crimes Records. 
http://www.archives.gov/iwg/japanese-war-crimes/introductory-essays.pdf (accessed September 3rd, 
2007). 
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Picture 1. Japanese document incinerator.87  

 

Records do remain of Taiwanese serving in China from the outbreak of 

Chinese-Japanese War. Starting on September 7th, 1937, Japanese reservists were 

called up for duty and either shipped out from Keelung or the Taipei Airport, which 

had already been closed to the general public from August 5th. On their heels, 500 

Taiwanese enrolled from Taipei were sent to Shanghai to work in “labor camps”. 

These men would mainly serve in agriculture, handling farms near the front lines. 

Others were sent to the south of Taiwan to assist in the building of new airfields in 

Tainan, Taitung (台東) and Gangshan (岡山), which the invasion of Southeast Asia 

would be launched some four years later. From the middle of September, recruiting 

for new volunteers was stepped up in the rural areas of central and southern Taiwan. 

Writes the British Consul serving in Taiwan: “The departures have been kept as quiet 

as possible, since it was found that the reluctance of the families resulted in some 

distressing scenes which were scarcely a good advertisement for the ‘national 

spirit’”.88 The first reports of women being enticed to take part as nurses on the front 

were being made at this time. Offered three times as much as their regular salaries to 

go to places such as Singapore and Hong Kong, some of these women sadly ended up 

at the end of a journey serving against their intentions as prostitutes and sex slaves. 
                                                 
87 Edward Drea. Researching Japanese War Crimes Records, 9.  
88 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 533.  
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All Taiwanese men and women aged 15 to 30 (although conflicting accounts have it 

at 18 to 30 were now subjected to three compulsory medical examinations.  

Intensifying an advance to the south, the colonial government was tuning up its policy 

of kominka or “becoming a citizen of the emperor”.  

 

3.3 Volunteers Abroad 

Little news of the first Taiwanese volunteers in China filtered back to Taiwan. On 

September 28th, 1937, British Consul Archer made the following admission: 

“Formosans are not yet liable to military service, but a number have been called up to 

serve in labor corps, and have been sent away to the front”.89 Archer stressed the 

impetus for volunteering was financial. In addition to rations, recruits would receive 

1.20 yen a day, which was usually better than before and at least steady. At the time, 

the consul reckoned 1,000 willing individuals were in service in China, but that their 

service or “summoning” had caused “some disquiet among the Formosans”. 90 

Although their remittances were too small to make a dent in Taiwan’s economy, in 

1937 Taiwan’s economy and her programs of industrial and agricultural expansion in 

particular, instead of being negatively impacted, had actually been accelerated by 

hostilities between China and Japan. External trade was up 12 percent and the price of 

tea was shooting through the roof. It seems such a phenomenon was not contained to 

the West. Germany and the United States were not the only countries prospering 

economically from a military build-up.  

At the end of December 1937, the Tainan regiment of Japanese conscripts returned to 

Kaohsiung. It was widely reported they had served their country proudly. The Taipei 

regiment as well as the Taiwanese volunteers tagged to it remained in China. To 

promote enthusiasm, the press played up their exploits, especially those of the latter. 

Elaborate funeral services were thrown for both the Japanese and Taiwanese fallen. 

On April 26th, 1000 Taiwanese farmers comprising the “Patriotic Agricultural Corps” 

embarked for the Shanghai front, where they would cultivate vegetables. Volunteers 

                                                 
89 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 533. 
90 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 563. 
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for the program greatly outnumbered the final total taken.91 They had been promised 

their wives and families could soon follow. On July 18th, 1938 a group of 62 

Taiwanese laborers with their families in tact set out Tawau, Borneo in a project of 

experimental settlement. If successful, other projects to new locales would ensue. 

Two months later, 30 Taiwanese miners landed Trengganu, Malaya to work in mines 

owned by the Nippon Kogyo Kaisha Mining Outfit. Small groups of farmers joined 

up with the laborers in Tawau.92 

The Takasago Volunteers (高砂義勇隊), 2000 to 5000 Aboriginal forces headed to 

the Philippines in early 1941. Initially designated to work as porters upon the supply 

lines, the Takasago Volunteers served on the front lines as riflemen in one of Japan’s 

most spectacular victories, at Bataan, where 76,000 American and Filipino soldiers 

surrendered on April 9th, 1942. Inside the Japanese military, the exploits of the 

Takasago Volunteers were legendary. Revered for their expertise in jungle survival, 

setting ambushes and traps, path-finding and nighttime fighting skills, the Takasago, a 

Japanese word meaning “primitives [that] had become semi-civilized through being 

ruled and reformed by Japan”, the exploits of this unit are among the most 

well-documented of all of Taiwan’s volunteers.93 As the activities of the Takasago 

were covert, official records often do not exist. In addition, they usually served 

without rank or classification and are thus missing from official histories. Strange and 

almost unbelievable stories have emerged, such as those surrounding Li Kuang-hwei  

(李光輝), an Ami Takasago who was conscripted at the age of 18 in Taitung. 

Whether Li became lost or deserted during a patrol is still debated. What is striking 

about the Li case is he continued to live in the Indonesian jungle, believing the war 

had not ended, until 1974. That Li was able to hide and find food and drink in a 

strange land for 29 years is a testament to skill and hardiness of the roughly 20,000 

Aborigines that served throughout Southeast Asia in combat and logistical roles. 

To better understand the commitment of the Taiwanese volunteer serving abroad, the 

historian must turn to first-hand sources, located in oral histories. But this project 

grows increasingly difficult and urgent. Each year, thousands from the war generation 
                                                 
91 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 599. 
92 Geoge Kerr. Formosa Betrayed, p. 18.  
93 Chen, Jacky. “Voices from a Buried Past – The Takasago Volunteers”. Taiwan Panorama.           
http://www.sino.gov.tw/en/show_issue.php?id=199938803078E.TXT&table=2&cur_page=2&distype 
(accessed March 19th). 
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in Taiwan pass away. In filling out the picture, I interviewed a dozen participants. The 

account of Zhang Chih-tien (張岐田) yielded some of the best first-hand information 

to Taiwanese volunteers serving abroad. Born in Taichung, Taiwan on July 25th, 1928, 

Zhang volunteered for service when he turned 16 with his parents’ blessing. Zhang 

had four brothers, so it was a sacrifice the family could bear. According to Zhang, 

volunteering for service brought many rewards: face, recognition from his peers, a 

salary the attention of young women impressed by a man in uniform and so forth. 

After two months of training, Zhang was sent to Guam and then Japan, where he 

stayed until the close of the war and one year thereafter. 

Fluent in Japanese, the jovial Zhang Chih-tien often switched into the language to 

cheerily bring up anecdotes or underline a point of view. First, he wanted to volunteer. 

Secondly, he was not traumatized by events. Even corporal punishment, which he 

went to great lengths to cover, including regularly being slapped by those superior in 

rank and having his buttocks paddled, still made him laugh. Zhang says his time in the 

Japanese toughened him up and has helped to succeed in many facets of life since. 

After the Second World War, Zhang joined the KMT-backed Taiwan Navy and rose 

to the rank of admiral. To this day, he remains part of a veteran’s organization of 76 

members in Taichung, Taiwan. He has not however received compensation for his 

service from the Japanese government. 
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Picture 2. Taiwanese marine volunteer Zhang Chih-tien (張岐田) in 1944. 

 

Picture 3. Zhang Chih-tien (third from the left, back row) with Taiwanese marine volunteers in 1944. 
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In the interpretive narrative of history, Zhang’s account is important. Clearly, as 

discussed in the methodology component of this thesis, there is no arrest in the history 

of Zhang’s everyday. Instead of supporting an -ism (apart from perhaps a Marxist 

rationale though Zhang did not produce anything of value unless one chooses to make 

war the factory, field or other places the proletariat were typically exploited) or 

helping to nail down present-day assumptions, he goes against the grain of what 

popular commentary tells us today. For example, we often imagine the Taiwanese 

under a colonial yoke, being herded out on the battlefield. But Zhang sought the 

battlefield out on his own. He certainly was not dragged into the arena kicking and 

screaming. When asked about how he saw himself and Taiwan, he replied, “We were 

subjects of the Japanese”. Zhang’s straightforward assertion of identity undoubtedly 

played a role in his unflinching desire to serve and was backed up by written accounts 

of other Taiwanese, like the diarist Chen Wang-cheng in describing the Japanese 

attack on Pearl Harbor: “Our country declared war on Britain and America at 6 a.m. 

In Hsinchu, all radios must be turned on for further news . . . Our Navy destroyed two 

capital ships, over ten warships and over one hundred military aircraft in the battle. 

Our side, however, lost only two military aircraft, and no warship was destroyed.”94 

Both men were seeing Japan as theirs and answering a call to duty.  

So are Zhang and Chen an anomaly? Do these adolescents spend two and a half years 

unaffected by friends and comrades, all of whom hated the Japanese and resented 

being forced to serve? It is fair to say the response of others, like peers, helped to 

shape Zhang, or Chen. Or, it is fair to say that some sort of collective agreement on 

the Japanese would have been formed at least within Zhang or Chen’s brigade. Where 

there is a Zhang with amusing anecdotes, there are probably others with equally 

amusing anecdotes. Zhang enjoys laying out his story and laughing over events. And 

he would probably enjoy a youngster explaining to him how unlucky the Taiwanese 

were in the 1930s and 40s. He would probably roar with laughter to hear his 

adolescence, with its many pleasant memories, described as the dark ages. Zhang’s 

laughter reminds the historian interested in an alltagsgeschichte not to forget small 

units. Zhang’s account will not allow for a systematic centering of analysis and 

interpretation. It takes away a single flowing theory and reminds us that history is a 
                                                 
94 Tzeng, Shih-jung. From Honto Jin to Bensheng Ren: The Origin and Development of Taiwanese 
National Consciousness. Lanham: University of America Press. 2009, 65. 
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patchwork. It is a collection of small lights that shine jaggedly in all directions. 

Chen’s diary reminds simply us of the individual, separates him for a moment, in 

history. 

 

 

Picture 4. Zhang Chih-tien (張岐田) poses in 2009 in front of medals received from later service in the 
Taiwan Navy.   

 

3.4 Unofficial Conscription  

Historians can track the conscription back to the spring of 1937, when the Japanese 

instituted homeland security in the form of bokudans, or air defense organizations. 

This was not the sort of conventional conscription we are familiar with, when draft 

notices were based on birthdays. No edicts had been officially passed down from 

Tokyo – none would come until 1942. It was nevertheless conscription as individuals 

that comprised these organizations were informed they would, not could, take part. 

Bokudans were civilian bodies formed in both urban and rural areas. Presided over by 
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local governors and mayors, bokudans were responsible for keeping an eye out for 

hostile planes and building bomb shelters. In addition, to watching the skies, officials 

entrusted them with preparing for gas attacks. Since no gas masks had been issued, 

arrangements often amounted to no more than sealing windows and discussing how 

unpleasant it might be breathe tear or mustard gas.95 In taking such steps, historians 

often assume that Japan was gearing up for a full-scale war with either the United 

States or Great Britain, or even Germany, as lines had yet to drawn in the sand and 

sides chosen. This thesis has already introduced how insignificant China’s air force 

was. On February 23rd, 1938, to most everyone’s surprise, Chinese bombers did 

appear, nailing both the Taipei Airport and Shinchiku Oil Fields before disappearing 

off into the distance without as much as a scratch. Damage to the country’s 

infrastructure was minimal. Damage to Japan’s prestige among the local population 

was great. 

Exactly two months after the Marco Bridge Incident (盧溝橋事變) and the beginning 

of the Sino-Japanese War (World War Two in Asia), the Japanese government put 

Japanese reservists in Taiwan on notice. Five days later, on September 12th 1937, the 

first ships with recruits on board steamed out of Keelung for Shanghai. The official 

line at the time was a “need for mobilizing of national spirit”. So Taiwanese 

communities were selected for cheering and support service. In Danshui, for example, 

citizens received instructions from the District Office to be at the train station at 

certain times in order to see off departing Japanese troops. In January 1938, “monster 

celebrations were organized to [celebrate] the fall of Nanking, in which all classes 

loyally participated”. Around the same time, 200 prominent Taiwanese businessmen 

gathered to pass a resolution supporting the provisional Japanese government in 

Northern China.96  

Another year passed. Then, on March 1st, 1939, with the war in China already well 

underway, the British Consul sent a confidential description of Japan’s wartime 

footing: “The conscription of Formosans for coolie service in support of the troops is 

to distinguished from the above. This has been continued, but some of those 

conscripted in the earlier part of the war have been released, and it is impossible to 

                                                 
95 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 510. 
96 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 512. 
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estimate the strength at present in service.97 Did Archer mean volunteers when he 

wrote “conscripts”? This is difficult to ascertain. The words have uniquely different 

meanings. Furthermore, Archer was making a confidential report on Taiwan for the 

briefing of politicians back in London. As a career bureaucrat, surely he must have 

understood the importance of clarity in world affairs. Was he privy to inside 

information on the matter or was he just assuming no Taiwanese individual in his 

right mind would join of his own accord? Historians can see, on the one hand, Archer 

disliked the Japanese for the pressure they put British companies and subjects under  

through a policy already described as “spy fever”. In his crisp official tone, he cannot 

hide his annoyance. One wonders how many times he asked himself this question: 

Who would choose to join these lunatics of their own accord? On the other hand, we 

must remember Archer was completely immersed in Taiwanese culture. His 

employees were mostly Taiwanese. In fact, in the next six months, the entire 

community of British residents would be reduced to six. He had nobody but the 

Taiwanese, and on occasion Japanese bureaucrats or police officers, to be social with. 

Thus the historian draws the following conclusion: Archer had his hand on the true 

heartbeat of Taiwanese sentiment. Somebody gave him reason to think Taiwanese 

were being conscripted. 

In 1940, bokudans morphed into the Hokoku Seinentai, or Patriotic Youth Corps. 

Now students were called upon to take up sentry duty in the countryside and along the 

coastlines, freeing up older participants. They in turn would be called upon to work in 

construction projects and head out as support in China. Many would also begin to 

train for active combat.98 

 

3.4 Kominka: All-out Assimilation 

As already pointed out, a major stumbling block the Japanese faced in bringing 

Taiwanese into the Japanese military, either as volunteers or conscripts, was that the 

Taiwanese were not Japanese. Simply put, non-Japanese did not fight in the Japanese 

Imperial Army, Navy or Air Force. To remedy the problem, Japan did the obvious: 

                                                 
97 Robert Jarman. Taiwan: Political and Economic Reports – 1861-1960, Volume 7: 1924-1941, 613.  
98 Denny Roy. Taiwan: A Political History, 52. 
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made non-Japanese under their control Japanese. Steps ones and two in the 

assimilation program were already well underway, namely, Japanese education and 

the closure of Chinese-based language media. In January 1938, in line with the recent 

outbreak of hostilities inside China, further steps were taken towards the goal of an 

assimilated Taiwan. Directives were now issued to step up enforcement of the 1927 

policy of kominka, which literally means “becoming a citizen of the Emperor”.99 

Effective immediately, Japanese subjects in the colonies would no longer be allowed 

to wear Chinese-style clothing, the final and seemingly logical conclusion to bans on 

foot-binding, pigtails or queues and facial tattooing enacted in 1895, 1911 and 1919 

respectively. When Taiwanese did resist, especially poorer individuals who could not 

afford to buy clothes and who preferred to hold on to the cherished customs of their 

forefathers, the colonial government backed off, making the clothing a “voluntary” 

bylaw that hinged upon the will of the district one lived. The obvious read on the 

voluntary bylaw was less affluent and less visible country dwellers would receive a 

pass while those in urban centers would not. Foot bindings were simply torn off, 

queues shorn off and, most gruesomely, facial tattoos cut off.100 

In keeping with a policy of accelerated assimilation, Japan then scrapped the lunar 

calendar. From now on, New Year celebrations would be limited to January 1st. Doors 

were to be decorated with the traditional Japanese decoration kado-matsu, or bamboo 

stalks and pine branches bound together as opposed to the customary auspicious red 

banners.101 By 1940, assimilation projects or kominka started to hit high gear. Writes 

Fong Shiaw-chian on the policy of kominka: “during the last period (1931 to 1945) 

[the Japanese government] needed both loyal soldiers and resources to refuel Japan’s 

war machine”.102 Now the Japanese pushed for Taiwanese to accept Japanese names 

and religious beliefs. Taiwanese families were required to worship the Japanese sun 

goddess, Amaterasu, as part of a new mandate called “parlor improvement”. Every 
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family needed to set up a shrine recognizing the goddess in their living room or 

parlor.103  

 

 

Picture 5. A kado-matsu, the traditional and mandatory door decoration in Taiwan during the 1940s. 

   

 

The Japanization of the Taiwanese population through assimilation provided 

authorities with more legitimate means to conscript young men. The movement also 

underscored their right to prosecute those who resisted mobilization or rallied behind 

China for treason. The persistence of the Japanese drives to an important point - they 

hoped for more; they hoped for all-out willing participation. That way, they could 

direct their energy from the colony outward with the maximum thrust. Taiwan was 

considered pivotal in a thrust southward. For a powerful stroke, everyone needed to 

be aboard. 
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Year(s) Assimilation Project 

1895 Foot binding outlawed 

1910-11 Queues outlawed 

1919 Facial Tattooing Banned 

1937 Chinese newspapers / news sections banned 

1937 Japanese taught in all schools 

1940 Japanese surname adoption enforced in metro areas 

1940 Taiwanese temples closed / converted to Shinto temples 

1940 Taiwanese idols outlawed 

Chart 3. Japanese Kominka strategies.  

 

In making the Taiwanese Japanese, the Japanese believed they had also located a 

means to silence those in Taiwan claiming they were dealing with aliens, foreigners 

or outsiders once and for all. The Taiwanese people could no longer maintain they 

were shackled to a war they had no stake in or, in stronger terms, to fight their 

ancestral kin. Instead, they had become the citizens of Japan. If Japan lost, so did they. 

They had better come to terms with this fact and prepare to be called upon to, like 

anyone else, sacrifice for emperor and for country. Such a harsh and rapid 

reconfiguration of Taiwanese culture has prompted many the historian to ask the 

simple question: were the Taiwanese being included or were they being enslaved. To 

the core of the issue, the condescending attitude of Japanese, with their “assimilation 

leading to civilization” attitude did little to bring Taiwanese to their cause, and 

especially rankled intellectuals and elites whose opinion was still of consequence.104  

In the past 100 years of world history, one would be hard-pressed to find a single 

policy of truly successful assimilation. 20/20 hindsight tells the historian the Japanese 

policy of assimilation, especially enhanced assimilation that would last seven years, 

did not succeed in changing the Taiwanese people into Japanese people. But 

assimilation did work on the surface in attaining immediate goals: bringing Taiwan 

into the war effort and neutralizing the pull of China. Assimilation pushed the 
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Taiwanese into believing they were inferior, especially if they were Chinese. For 

young males to prove they were not, in other words Japanese, they would have to 

answer the call like any Japanese male. To prove they were Japanese, they would 

have to put aside Taiwanese concepts of “death fear” or “pa se le” (怕死了) and be 

ready, in line with the Japanese bushido code of the warrior, to look death in the eye 

and never surrender. In overcoming the low self-esteem of being Taiwanese 

continually reinforced by Japanese kominka, young Taiwanese men would have to do 

as least as much as their Japanese counterparts.  

 

3.6 Official Conscription 

3.6.1 Getting the Process Underway 

As Japan’s losses mounted, she looked for ways to regain the upper hand. The Battle 

of the Midway, June 4th to June 7th, 1942, when American SDB-3 Dauntless dive 

bombers took apart four Japanese aircraft carriers and one heavy cruiser, had helped 

to turn the tide of the Second World War.105 At the rate things were going, the war 

would be over in a couple of years. To address a deteriorating situation as well as the 

complaints of native Japanese who claimed Taiwanese were enjoying “relative 

comfort and plenty while [they] were suffering great privations and sacrifice” to 

protect an empire Taiwanese also benefited from, the Japanese Cabinet introduced the 

Army Special Volunteer Act in 1942. From now on, anyone capable of serving would. 

Taiwanese males were categorized as already mentioned, “jun shu” (軍属) for 

assignment in logistical squads and “jun ren” (軍人), who reported for combat duty 

after receiving draft cards (紅書).  
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Picture 6. Red (sometimes called pink) draft card. 

 

A year later, the Navy Special Volunteer’s Act made conscription the net to back up 

volunteerism. In all, 200,000 Taiwanese were ushered into service. As had been the 

case with volunteers, a majority of conscripts were assigned to the army, both abroad 

and for homeland defense, to work in POW camps and to join special training corps. 

The navy also took some, while the air force selected an elite few. Taiwanese 

conscripts did all of the following: grew food, worked supply lines, tended to the sick, 

set traps and ambushes, found routes, translated, served on ships, sailed ships, fought 

on the front lines, helped out as porters on the back lines, worked as prostitutes (and 

were forced to be sex slaves) and flew airplanes. 

The historian can only imagine the initial response to conscription. At the time of 

conscription, Japan was not a beleaguered nation but rather the victor. After the attack 

on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese won battle after battle, including in Shanghai, Nanking, 

Hong Kong, Singapore and most recently the Philippines. Conscription swelled the 

ranks for several reasons. First of all, the Japanese had a reputation for taking 

whomever and how much they wanted in terms of recruits. Some of the conscripts, it 
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is worth pointing out, could be counted as among the willing. Others were treated 

with kid gloves. When asked about the induction of his father, a doctor who passed 

away when the ship Shinsei Maru sunk January 12th, 1945, H.M. Cheng explained it 

as such: “[P]hysicians’ draft notices (including the one for my father) came from the 

local medical associations, not from the government. Unlike the AMA [American 

Medical Association] or the state medical associations, the ones in Taiwan were 

actually mandated by law and were quite [powerful], even now”. 106  Neither a 

cold-sounding letter in the mail nor a police officer delivered the notice of conscription. 

It did not even come to him by way of a baojia elder.  

On the topic of whether or not Taiwanese families with only a single son could seek 

deferment from the draft for their boys, Cheng responded: “The Japanese were actually 

quite civil about drafting the Taiwanese. My father’s medical school classmate Dr. Lin 

told me he was politely asked whether he could serve as a medical corpsman first 

because he was under-aged, then if he would not mind serving as a military doctor but 

at a lower pay. As if there was room for negotiation. I would think the only-son issue 

was brought up at times and some ‘negotiation’ then went on. Compassion is probably 

the right description – more because the lack of a legal basis to draft the Taiwanese”.107 

The only-son rule, in effect since the Qin Dynasty of ancient times, was somehow 

managing to sway political discourse and resultant legal activity in the 1940s. An 

emerging gray area contained the following contradictions: the Japanese hoped to 

assimilate the Taiwanese and yet they were respectful of ancient Chinese customs. 

The Japanese hoped to indoctrinate Taiwan in a way that would lead everyday folk to 

see themselves as Japanese. But they did not trample on age-held traditions. While it 

was true that some of the young men that wanted to fight had already volunteered, 

many had remained behind due to family obligations if not pressure. Those wishing to 

jump in but held back by their families now had the excuse they needed. 

In making its proposition, what Japan had to offer to its first overall pick in the 

choices of service, the window was rapidly drawing closed. Indeed, selling recruits on 

service to Japan in the army, navy and air force was becoming a tricky task. Japan, as 

indicated, lost its first decisive battle in June. Still news the Japanese had suffered a 
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stunning setback at Midway did not make it back to Taiwan. As POWs sarcastically 

pointed out, the only way one could ever understand the advances made by the United 

States came by registering how Japanese victories were getting closer and closer to 

Japan. As the Second World War progressed, Japan realized she would need her 

colonies to expend more of an effort. 25 percent of the empire’s population hailed 

from Taiwan and Korea. In 1944, the Cabinet in Tokyo implemented a policy of 

improved treatment. Now both colonies would have elected representatives in the 

Diet. The government, always in need of laborers in addition to soldiers and sailors, 

introduced new incentives to boost morale and bring fresh waves of recruits. They 

included promises of land and benefits after the war. 

In June 1942, Japan’s strategy shifted focus, from a full throttle offensive drive to a 

moderately defensive stance. As a result, some Taiwanese conscripts, especially those 

without particular physical talents (shooting, jungle survival and so on) or 

professional skills (doctors, nurses, engineers, translators) were stationed more 

closely to home. By the fall of 1943, Japan, really on her heels for the first time in six 

if not a dozen years, turned to a policy of “absolute national defense”.108 The island 

was now put on high alert for defense against an American onslaught. In March 1944, 

sensing a landing was imminent, the Governor-General Hasegawa Kiyoshi (長谷川 

清), on orders from Tokyo, put forth an order for implementing extraordinary 

measures” in a “decisive war”.109  

 

3.6.2 Conscription inside Taiwan  

In December 1943, the governor-general’s office opened citizen mobilization 

departments and sections in prefectural and the administrative-areas and district levels 

of government. In all towns and settlements, the authorities created a specific position 

to handle mobilization matters. After April 1944, the call came from Japan for even 

more labor resources. With the American advance, repair of damaged on new 
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infrastructure, both military and civilian, was becoming a priority. Airfields, roads, 

bridges and hospitals all needed attention.  

Returning to the alltagschitchte concept, or the history of the everyday, much can be 

ascertained for the purposes of historical reconstruction by interviewing surviving 

veterans of the Second World War. According to veteran Lin De-hua (林德華) of 

Taichung, Taiwanese boys were typically drafted between the ages of 16 and 17. 

Before receiving official conscription notices, the pink slips, which normally came 

from the local police station via their baojia head, all male and female adolescents 

were subject to three physicals. In addition to having their health checked, 

administrators subjected these young participants to various fitness exams to test 

strength and endurance. Upon being conscripted, Taiwanese males were then sorted 

for combat abroad or homeland defense and files were opened with the results of 

females. While combat was considered more dangerous, it came with perks. Soldiers 

sent off to the front could in certain instances (such as pilots) achieve a rank. Combat 

soldiers were paid while homeland conscripts were not. And finally, prestige was 

conferred upon them. In fact, the shame of not making combat forces remains with 

some veterans to this day. When I interviewed Lin, he seemed reluctant to explain the 

whole issue of pay. In fact, in a previous interview, he skirted the issue of where and 

how he had served, and was not anxious to divulge the information. To retrieve 

particulars, I had to badger him. Extracting an answer from Lin to whether he served 

in the Japanese Army, Navy or Air Force was no easy task.  

In a book on his internment in Kinkaseki (金瓜石), one of 15 POW camps located on 

Taiwan, British war veteran Arthur Titherington does not mince words: “Finally, 

there were a number of men who, whilst they were wearing Japanese uniforms, did 

not appear to have any standing at all. In due course we discovered they were in fact 

Formosans, inhabitants of the island who had been drafted into service with the 

Japanese army. Once we got to know them, and their position in the life of the camp, 

they were referred to as “Runabouts”, a title that summed up their purpose in the 

service of their masters. They held no rank as such and were never able to rise to any 
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position other than that of “private”.110 When asked, Taiwanese war veteran Lin 

simply shook his head:  

“We didn’t learn anything new other than how to swim. Not a thing. And we received 

the shabbiest of uniforms, not like the Japanese. We were not privates, not even close. 

We were just trainees”. Titherington continues with a blistering appraisal of 

Taiwanese conscripts at Kinkaseki, referring to them by their common nickname, the 

“Runabouts” (those who run about with achieving anything): “The Runabouts did not 

seem gifted with very much intelligence, nor did they look as if they would ever be 

engaged in a combat capacity, except in an emergency”.111 Titherington’s statements 

show he is, 65 years after internment, still rankled. But his assessment about the 

quality of Taiwanese conscripts on the home front is corroborated by Lin. The system 

worked to put the best and brightest abroad, and probably kept the most worthless in 

Taiwan.  

 

 

Picture 7. A shot from above Kinkaseki (金瓜石), where both Edwards and Titherington spent most of 
the Second World War. 
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The sadistic behavior of Taiwanese conscripts in places such as Kinkaseki once again 

brings home the point homeland conscripts constituted the very dregs of the draft pool. 

That they were uneducated and unprincipled was not lost on Western POWs interned 

around Taiwan. Writes Titherington: “They certainly went to great lengths to please 

their masters; one way in which this manifested itself was their treatment of us, the 

prisoners. They had the right to beat us, and this they did at the least provocation. 

They were like dangerous children attempting to ape their dangerous parents.112 

Focusing on conditions at Kinkaseki, fellow internee Jack Edwards also delves into 

the sadism of the Taiwanese serving as conscripts within Taiwan: “The Runabouts 

were also given nicknames: ‘The Christian’ . . . Rampu or ‘Lampo’, because one day 

he bashed all of us while pointing to the lamp, Rampu (he was an ugly vicious 

character who seemed to grunt instead of talk) and ‘Scarface’ or ‘The Mad Carpenter’, 

because he had an old scar on his face, and was in charge of the prisoners assigned to 

carpentry repairs (he had a violent temper and a vicious punch, as I found to my cost 

in the first days).113 

Another POW, picking up the strand, talks of conscripts at a Taichung POW camp: 

“[Taiwanese guards were] just as cruel. They emulated the Japs very well. The guards 

would strike you for the most trivial things. You had to stand to attention while they 

hit your head with their fist. If you didn’t, trying to dodge it, then you’d end up with a 

rifle butt on your head or on the ground while getting kicked. I saw them murder a 

man, hit [him] on the head with a sword scabbard – he died that night from the 

wounds”.114 Turning to the POW once again to find flush out the alltagschitchte; 

when little other source materials are left behind, the historian moves back to 

Kinkaseki and Edwards. He paints conscript behavior in equally dark terms, once 

again underlining the low code of conduct they were operating by in Taiwan: “We 

christened them the ‘Runabouts’ or ‘Goons’. They seemed to be the lowest type in the 

army. Very young, they jumped at the commands of the lowliest Japanese privates, 

who did not hesitate to slap them. Face slapping seemed to be allowed from officer 

down through NCOs to privates in the Japanese Army. The Formosans were below 
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privates and as we soon learnt, we were the end of the line . . . These young 

‘Runabouts’ reveled in their power, and they loved to rush into the hut, trying to catch 

prisoners too slow in bowing and coming to attention”.115  

An episode involving the treatment of the highest ranking officer interned in Taiwan, 

Major General Wainwright of the United States, the one and the same who had finally 

surrendered the Philippines to Japan after holding on for a month at Corregidor Island 

following the fall of Bataan and who would ultimately accept the Japanese surrender 

at Manchuria three and a half years later shows how military conduct was breaking 

down inside Taiwan. Wainwright was battling diarrhea and made a dash for the 

latrine. Almost there, a guard called him to attention for not bowing. As a member of 

the cavalry, Wainwright was bow-legged. “His legs looked like warped bamboo”.116 

The guards jabbed at them with their bayonets and laughed. When Wainwright tried 

to hold his knees together, his feet splayed out. Amused, the guards jammed his knees 

together again and let go. With a scrunched up face, the American general was forced 

to put up with the mimicry, all the while struggling not to dirty his pants. 

Race politics and violence loomed heavy in the Japanese military, and Taiwanese 

conscripts often bore the brunt of both. As one observer put it, corporal punishment, 

especially slapping, was ingrained into the Imperial Army, Navy and Air Force. A 

pecking order worked its way down: generals slapped colonels who in turn hit 

lieutenants who kicked enlisted men who went after Taiwanese conscripts. Down it 

went. No POW however ever witnessed a Taiwanese guard slapping a Japanese 

soldier. Japanese propaganda stressed all Taiwanese and Japanese were citizens under 

the same banner of a rising sun and therefore enjoyed equal rights and privileges. 

Very few believed it. For the sake of objectivity and producing interpretations through 

value-free inductive or a deductive method and creating convincing historical 

explanations though the thesis must once again bring in the voice of Taiwanese 

conscript Lin. When asked about being slapped, Lin cringed and responded: “We had 

our butts paddled. It was never one person though. It was the whole group. If one 

person messed up, everybody got it.” When asked to “clarify”, Lin said it depended. 

At the very least, the ten in his immediate unit were collectively punished for minor 

offences. If one conscript forgot to fold his blanket, all ten had their bottoms paddled. 
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If it a more serious screw-up, units were linked and additional conscripts received 

punishment. When asked whether each offense had a corresponding punishment, for 

example, one paddling for oversleeping, Lin laughed and answered, “It was random. 

It depended on who was in charge and his personality. What kind of mood they were 

in also mattered. We were sore and in pain all the time. At times, we could hardly sit 

down.”   

“How about the Japanese soldiers? Did you ever slap their faces or paddle their 

butts?” 

“Are you kidding me? They were so powerful, so fierce! You wouldn’t want to cross 

them. Plus they were Japanese,” explained Lin, indicating with his hand a high level 

or status. “We were the opposite.” That corporal punishment was random and varying 

highlights the extreme levels of violence, indeed the uncertain shadow everyone in the 

Japanese military lived under. Taiwanese conscripts felt it more than others because 

they were at the bottom of the food chain. The pressure of their situation brought out 

the worst in them, witnessed by Western POWs and reported in the above vignettes. 

Acts of violence also gave them release. Pounding on POWs gave them a chance to 

work off their frustration. The historian must understand to Taiwanese conscripts, 

these POWs were the reason they could not go home to their families. Young 

conscripts blamed the POWs; it was absolutely their fault everybody was working 

without pay and being brutalized by Japanese soldiers who outranked them. Simply 

put, if the Americans, Brits, Canadians, Australians and Dutch were not there, the 

young conscripts could go home.  

Documents pertaining to Taiwanese conscripts showed up at the war crime trials 

following the Second World War. They hint to why so little source materials for 

Taiwanese conscripts serving in POW camps in Taiwan; they vanished into the 

woodwork just before the landing of U.S. troops in Taiwan following the Second 

World War. A copy of their orders to disappear, dated August 20, 1945 (or six days 

after the Japanese surrender) was used as evidence by the International Prosecution 

Section of the British Division 2011. Labeled Exhibit J, it is a letter from the Chief of 

Prisoner of War Camps in Tokyo to the Chief of Staff of the Taiwan Army. The order 

is specific: “Personnel who mistreat prisoners of war and internees or who are held in 

extremely bad sentiment by them are permitted to take care of it by immediately 



 72

transferring or by fleeing without a trace. Moreover, documents which would be 

unfavorable for us in the hands of the enemy are to be treated in the same way as 

secret documents and destroyed when finished”.117 Ironically, the recipient of the 

letter did not take the advice of the last line. 

 

 

Picture 8. Lin De-hua (林德華), keeper of the war records at Taiwan’s War Shrine for the Dead (台中

寶覺寺), outside a friend’s residence in Taichung with the thesis author. 

 

3.6.3 Conscription outside Taiwan 

Japanese war records have remained classified to this day. New privacy laws in Japan 

further constrict historian investigation. Instead, and perhaps for the better, historians 

are left to fill in the broad strokes by talking directly to the people who served and 

their family members. The participants I interviewed who served abroad initially 

referred to places they had done tours not as countries but rather Nanyang (南洋) or 
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Southeast Asia excluding Hainan. In de-emphasizing the concept of countries other 

than Japan we can see first how effective the propaganda of the day was. These were 

not nations in the ethnocentric scheme of things save Japan but rather candidates for 

colonialism and entry in a “Greater East Asian New Order”.118 At this moment, I will 

refer to Wang You-lin (王有霖), who served first in Malaysia as a sailor and then 

Indonesia as a marine. Instead of painting a black and white picture of Japan as an 

imperial overlord, Wang, like Zhang, was sentimental in his recollections of his 

service and the Japanese in Taiwan. Many of his memories serve to soften a harsh 

picture of Japanese imperialism painted by Westerners with a bird’s eye view of 

Taiwan, such as successive British and American consuls, already alluded to in this 

paper and younger generations of Taiwanese scholars. From speaking to Wang, the 

historian gets the impression of a man not simply cherishing days gone by and 

longing for his youth. Wang provided many anecdotes that put the Japanese in a less 

brutal light.  

 

 

Picture 9. Wang You-lin (王有霖) in the first row on the far right (almost completely blurred out) with 
his Japanese captain Gau-ciao Chih-wu (高橋直武), second from the left, front row, at a Malaysian 
school in 1942. 
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Born on October 10th, 1921 Wang was educated in a Japanese at the Nuan-nuan 

Public School in (暖暖公學校平溪分教場) in Pingxi (平溪) and grew up with a great 

respect for his Japanese teachers. According to Wang, the Japanese principal Hsin 

Tien-kuan (新田寬) of his school traveled to his remote home to outline the necessity 

of getting a good education to his mother, who had resisted sending him at all. Wang 

graduated in 1936. Six years later, he volunteered for service in the Japanese Imperial 

Navy. In 1942, a few months after the surrender of British General A.E. Percival to 

Japan on February 15th, 1942, Wang traveled to Malaysia as part of the Taiwanese 

Special Labor Corps for Taipei (台灣特設勞務奉公團台北州隊) logistics team. 

During his tour, Wang served in a support role and saw no combat whatsoever. Like 

Zhang, Wang received a salary, some 300 dollars a month abroad and 100 when 

training in Taiwan. Wang’s account is crucial for several reasons, foremost, his 

version of the Japanese. To Wang, they were neither autocratic nor cruel. In fact, the 

Japanese doctor overseeing recruitment repeatedly asked Wang if he wanted a 

medical deferment. Wang had grown up with several health issues. Proud and 

confident, he adamantly declared he looked forward to duty. He was told to report for 

duty at the Pingxi town hall a week later and shipped out on a navy vessel shortly 

thereafter. 

Wang returned to Taiwan in 1943, figuring the war was finished for him. This is 

where the story gets interesting. In early 1944, Wang was conscripted for a second 

tour of duty, only this time in Indonesia as part of the Eighth Japanese Marine 

Brigade (海軍第八艦隊軍需部). For the next year and half, he saw active duty as a 

marine. Still lucid and quite talkative, Wang described the life of the marine in 

Indonesia: officers were easy-going and not prone to corporal punishment let alone 

collective punishment as described by previous oral interview participants. When 

rancor and doubt spread among the troops, they often looked the other way. Wang 

describes one instance, a surprise attack on Japanese boats docked at Surabya, 

Indonesia: “We spotted the planes and immediately went for the anti-aircraft guns. 

But the American planes dropped their bombs and flew off, unscathed. After the 

attack, we were left grumbling about the quality of our weapons. We were sure they 

were not up to the standard of our enemy’s and certainly not right for defending 
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Japanese territory in Indonesia. Actually, we often complained and none of our senior 

officers seemed to take offense”. When asked about being punished for their 

complaints, Wang replied: “I’ve already told you, they were quite easy-going. Some, 

like my captain, Gau-ciao Chih-wu (高橋直武), were kind and worried about our 

interests. He smiled a lot and asked me about my family. To me, he represented a 

fatherly figure.  

Like those of other veterans interviewed, Wang’s history is devoid of vexation and 

finger pointing. It never occurred to him he could resist, or would want to resist, when 

he volunteered and later complied with conscription orders. His alltagschitchte is one 

of a natural acceptance of a subject of the Japanese Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 

Sphere. When asked about whether or not he had sought to get out serving, Wang 

simply stated: “For what? I had originally wanted to go in. Taiwan was part of Japan 

then. Besides what else would I do? I was making money. I wasn’t married. I had two 

older brothers back at home. We were all closer to Japan at the time”.  

The situation as Wang details it counters later depictions of the Taiwanese conscripts 

as unfortunate victims caught up by an alien regime and forced to behave in a way 

that countered their conscience. Historians wishing to paint the picture in different 

colors might do well to gather first-hand verification of their point of view. Taiwanese 

such as Wang, Zhang, Veiyan and Lin served as loyal subjects and later citizens. 

Japanese policies of education and assimilation obviously had a hand in their 

identity-formation, and underwrote the mechanisms of mobilization, namely 

volunteer drives and conscription laws. But clearly we can see again and again they 

did not act against their will. There was no longing for liberation by their “ancestral 

brethren” across the Strait. If anything, they were proud of their service and readily 

complied to their Japanese superiors. All four men lamented not being able to hold on 

to more keepsakes from the war – pins, photographs, caps and what have you. Wang, 

Zhang, Veiyan and Lin were in fact, as this thesis will shortly come to, shocked by 

how greatly the behavior of the KMT soldiers who landed at Keelung late in 1945 

contrasted to the professionalism of the Japanese military.  
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Picture 10. Wang You-lin (王有霖) and the thesis author discuss the consequences of volunteering for 
and later being conscripted into the Japanese military.  

 

 

In contrast, Aboriginal draftees continued to be sent to the Philippines up until the end 

of the war. Bigu Veiyan, a veteran and also a Sakizaya Aboriginal (撒奇萊雅族) 

corroborates the finding. When I interviewed Veiyan in 2008 in Hualien (花蓮), 

Taiwan, he assured me that he and his acquaintances were sent to the Philippines after 

receiving pink-slip conscription notices from baojia heads. “Didn’t some of you stay 

in Taiwan?” I inquired.  

“No, not that I know of. We went down to the recruiting center. We had to do some 

tests and then they signed us up. The recruiting center is just down the street. I mean it 

was just down the street. They have a baseball stadium there now. It’s about five 

minutes away”. When asked about undergoing three rigorous physicals, Veiyan 

informed me that in 1944 such an intense program was already a thing of the past. At 

that time, the fresh-faced 17-year-old had only been subject to one “easy physical plus 
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a written exam” to get into the army. According to Veiyan, conscripts had faced a 

battery of tests in previous years. Four explanations seem plausible for such an 

adjustment of policy: First, Takasago recruits had gained such a reputation on the 

battlefield stereotypes about Aboriginal fitness, stamina and fighting intelligence had 

prompted officials to do away with the drawn-out test schedules for Aboriginal 

conscripts. Or, by the time Veiyan was being inducted, Japan was already on the 

defensive. In the hole for manpower, she had eased up on restrictions. Third, doctors 

were needed on the front lines. A scarce commodity, they were deemed too valuable 

to be wasted on a backwater like Hualien, writing up physicals for a bunch of 

potential conscripts. How healthy did someone have to be to serve as cannon fodder 

anyway? Finally, Veiyan misremembered. In reviewing the interview this historian 

can honestly account for the interviewee’s lucidity. It broke down on several 

instances. 

There is evidence to indicate that morale was breaking down on the front lines. Food 

was scarce and so was medicine. Some soldiers were complaining about rations and 

the effectiveness of both their leadership and weapons. Others were becoming more 

sadistic. The notorious Taiwan guards of the POW camps of Sandakan, Borneo are 

well-remembered by Western soldiers. Writes on such soldier: “In April, 1943 that 

changed with the arrival of Formosan (now Taiwan) guards. The Formosans, like the 

Koreans in other camps, were brutal . . . My gang would be working and then would 

be suddenly told to stop. The men would then be stood with their arms outstretched 

horizontally, shoulder high, facing the sun without hats. The guards would be formed 

into two sections, one standing back with rifles and the others doing the actual beating. 

They would walk along the back of us and smack us underneath the arms, across the 

ribs and on the back. They would give each man a couple of bashes – if they whimpered 

or flinched they would get a bit more”.119  

The barbarity of the war was increasingly hard to ignore and not all of the Taiwanese 

were taking pleasure in it: “The final arithmetic of Sandakan-Ranau, from mid-1944 

to August 1945 was this: Only six prisoners survived Sandakan-Ranau, all of them 

Australians, and only by escaping. Almost twenty-four hundred Australian and British 

                                                 
119 Reid, Richard. “Laden, Fevered, Starved: The POWs of Sandakan, North Borneo 1945”. Sandakan. 
http://www.far-eastern-heroes.org.uk/john_wanless/html/sandakan.htm (accessed June 17th, 2009). 
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prisoners were dead, and many times the number of Americans who died on the death 

march out of Bataan. One Formosan guard at Ranau could not stand what was 

happening; he tried to kill the Japanese captain and three other Japanese, then blew 

the top of his own head off”.120  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
120 Gavan Daws. Prisoners of the Japanese: POWs of World War II in the Pacific, 327. 
 
 


