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The Atmosphere of Extravagance in Qing Taiwan
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ABSTRACT

Instead of beginning from 1860 A.D. with the opening of commercial ports as
claimed in previous research, the emergence of the atmosphere of extravagance in
Taiwan can be dated back to the early years when it became part of the Qing Empire.
The prevailing sumptuous style of living continued to spread and last throughout the
Qing rule. In those days, the general public led luxurious lives, and spent lavishly on
food, clothing, housing, means of transportation, weddings and religious services.
Features noted in the opulent lifestyle are as follows. (1) Extravagant pursuits that
used to be exclusive for the upper class could be enjoyed by people of the middle and
lower class. (2) Contrary to the traditional belief that female should not be allowed to
go around and be seen in public at will, they now appeared in rich attire and heavy
make-up everywhere on the streets. (3) Businesspersons tried to imitate the clothing
style of those with official ranks. (4) People tended to show off, compare and compete
in their daily consumption. (5) Peer influence and rivalry fostered the spread of the
atmosphere of extravagance, widening the gap between the urban and rural areas. (6)
Pursuit of fashions was prevalent among the public. (7) Imported goods were the main
luxurious commodities for consumption. (8) Measures introduced by regional officials
to curtail the widespread trend were proved to be futile.

Reasons accounting for the emergence of such atmosphere of extravagance in
Taiwan included (1) influence of the customary habits and value system of the
Mainland immigrants, (2) wealth and prosperity brought by economic development
since the Cheng era and thriving marine trade, and (3) Taiwan being the source of
constant food supply at low price, thus enabling its residents to have higher dis-
posable income with surplus wealth for luxurious consumption.

Keywords: extravagance, luxury, consumption, everyday life, the general public,
Qing Taiwan





