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Understanding the “Meiji Restoration” in Colonial Taiwan

Su-hsia Yang’

Abstract

This paper attempts to take the perspective from the Taiwanese gentry and the newly-emerged
intellectuals, to comprehensively clarify the notion that while colonial Taiwan was choosing to
selectively adsorb “modernity” from Japan, how it viewed the “Meiji Restoration” which was regarded
as a turning point for Japan to implement “modernization”.

Both groups admitted that the “Meiji Restoration” used Western civilization was the role model for
the “civilizing process”. Both also advocated the need for Taiwan to “be civilized”. However, as a means
to secure the status of their families in local society, the gentry treated the “restoration” as a slogan for
promoting the modern educational enterprises which used the Japanese language as a media. In contrast,
the newly-emerged intellectuals took the attitude to enlighten others, yearned for the universal values of
Liberty and Democracy, along with the Taiwanese political participation. By that, they used Perry’s
arrival as the beginning of the opening of the country, and all the historical process of constitutional
movement, including the Movement for Liberty and Civil Rights, the promulgation of the constitution,
and the opening of the parliament as tools of their debates and discourses.

Finally, the newly-emerged intellectuals started to lean towards the Left in the late 1920s, together
with the rise of militarism in the 1930s, resulting in the notion of loyalty to the emperor and patriotism
to the nation as the supreme value. Accordingly, both the newly-emerged intellectuals and the gentry had

no further ground for them to express their understanding of the “Meiji Restoration”.
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