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Clothing Culture of Gentry in Early Colonial Taiwan

Chi-hao Wu

ABSTRACT

Contrary to most previous research which used newspaper or investigation reports
to examine social and cultural phenomena, this study analyzed the clothing culture of
Taiwanese gentry during the early Japanese colonial era using their diaries as the research
materials. While newspaper or investigation reports indeed contained descriptions on a
wide spectrum of phenomena, diaries allowed a closer look at the daily life of people with
more realistic portrayal. From their day-to-day depictions, one can know better their life,
the people surrounding them, their world views, emotions and values.

The dairies included in this study are Diary of Lin Hsien-t'ang , Diary of Chang
Li-jun, and Diary of Ng Ong-seng. As mentioned in these diaries, western men’s wear
had been gaining popularity after the cut braided wave of the 1910s. Since then, suits and
shirts were more frequently worn at many social occasions, and became the mainstream
attire for social functions. On the other hand, Japanese kimono also got gradually into the
lives of the Taiwanese gentry in the early Japanese colonial period, because it conformed
to the needs of Taiwanese daily living.

Originally, Taiwanese style of clothing was part of the daily wear and attire for
special and social occasions. Beginning from the 1910s, it faced intense competition from
western wear and was gradually replaced, though not totally taken over, by foreign
fashion. As seen in the life of Ng Ong-seng and Chang Li-jun, Taiwanese style of
clothing re-emerged in the second half of the 1910s and was seen at birthday celebrations,
memorial ceremonies for Confucius, funerals and other occasions. Obviously, Taiwanese
attire was worn at traditional and cultural functions. In particular, as seen in how Lin
Hsien-t'ang and Ng Ong-seng dressed themselves, robe had become a symbol of their
being Taiwanese and their cultural inclination, thus acquiring a special local, traditional
and cultural significance. In addition, there existed a multicultural phenomenon with the
mix-and-match of Taiwanese clothing, western fashion and the Japanese kimono. In view
of the above, Taiwanese under the Japanese rule seemed to embrace new fashion from
overseas while cherishing the traditional style of clothing.

Keywords: Diary, Clothing, History of Clothes, Suit, Western Clothes, Kimono, Early
Japanese Colonial Period, Socio-Culture



