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Understanding History within the Context of Local Society:
Rethinking the Classification of Taiwanese Sugar Mills and Its
Role in Rural Society

Rong-sheng Lin™

Abstract

In the 17th century, the Dutch recruited Chinese people from Southern China to
develop the sugar mill industry in Taiwan. They introduced sugar-making
technologies to Taiwan, which witnessed a major transformation in the production
and export of Taiwanese sugar to Asia and Europe. The research on the history of the
Taiwanese sugar industry, however, has mainly focused on the Japanese colonial
period. Studies on the Qing period have also paid little attention to this topic, except
for Christian Daniels. He lays out a framework to understand how the development
of different types of sugar mills and the process of land cultivation operated in Taiwan
during the Qing period. However even-here, the-argument made by Daniels is
problematic because of the classification model of the sugarmills carried out by the
Provisional Investigation Committee of Taiwanese Old Customs in the early Japanese
colonial period. This article makes an attempt to understand the sugar industry in
Taiwan by critically examining the Japanese colonial sources that is advantageous for
the colonial narrative. To understand the concept of change, the author argues that the
history of Taiwanese sugar mills should be re-examined and rescued from the
classification model used by the colonial authority in the early 20th century. By
providing an alternative framework to understand the sugar mill industry, this paper
argues that the native sugar industry of Taiwan can be studied through the node of
social network and the economic unit of collective labor in rural areas. In other words,
by rethinking the native sugar mill industry, the research will explore how traditional

society was at the center of transition.

Keywords: Sugar Mill, Colonial Economy, Provisional Investigation Committee of

Taiwanese Old Customs, Christian Daniels, Local Society
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