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The Transformation of the ‘Martyr’ in Contemporary Taiwan:

A Case Study on Kaohsiung Martyrs’ Shrine

AKAE Tatsuya *

Abstract

This paper’s purpose is to shed light on memorials for the deceased in modern Taiwan.
Therefore, the historical transformation of the shrines where the ‘martyrs’ are honored is
the focus of this paper.

Modern nation-states on the one hand protect citizens. However, during the time of
war citizens are asked to ‘die for their country’ as soldiers. Therefore, during the process of
establishing nation-states often discourse, ceremonies, and facilities are established to eu-
logize and award the war dead.

Like the Arlington National Cemetery in the United States, the Cenotaph in England,
the Neue Wache in Germany, the Yasukuni Shrine in Japan, Taiwan’s Martyr’s Shrines are
examples of facilities designated to eulogize the war dead. In 2013, including Taipei’s Na-
tional Revolutionary Martyrs’ Shrine and other Martyr’s Shrines throughout Taiwan, there
are a total of 19 public Martyr’s Shrines.

The people eulogized in the Martyr’s Shrines are called ‘patriots,” In the National Rev-
olutionary Martyr’s Shrine around 400,000 patriots are honored while in the local Martyr’s
Shrines a combined total of approximately 4,000 patriots are honored. Most of the patriots
were people who lost their lives during the period from the end of the Qing Dynasty to the
end of the Second World War in the ‘National Revolution’ or the ‘Anti-Japanese War’. How-
ever, after the end of the Cold War and the reduction in likeliness of dying in wars, the
meaning of Martyr’s Shrines is questioned and the meaning of ‘patriots’ has changed.

The current paper examines the history of ‘patriots’ at Kaohsiung’s Martyr’s Shrine.
First, in postwar Taiwan, the Martyr’s Shrine is considered ‘the Republic of China’s Memo-
rial Establishment’. The fluctuations in circumstances between the period from the 1980s
to 1990s will be outlined. In addition, we will discuss three incidences of enshrinement of
private citizens in Kaohsiung Martyr’s Shrine during the first half of the decade from
2000-2010. Then, with those cases, we find a new meaning of ‘patriot’ as ‘local or family he-

roes’ as opposed to the traditional image of ‘patriots who lost their lives for the nation.
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