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History and Area Studies:
the Case of Eastern Taiwan Studies

Yu-Ju Lin

Abstract

In this article, | intend to discuss the relationship between history and area
studies. | by analyzing the area studies-tradition of history, the perspectives of
Taiwanese historians on area studies, the development of area studies in Taiwan, and
reviewing the achievements of Eastern Taiwan studies.

Since the twentieth century, so me theories or schools of thought that have
trended to take an area studies approach to history are the Annals school of France,
G. William Skinner’s scholarship, self-examinations by American Chinese historian
during 1970s, and “regional society” theory promoted by Japanese Minchin
historians. But except Annals school, the historians choose area or regional study
were basically more concerned with area difference and aspects of society.

Taiwanese historians have consciously advocated area history since the Area
Studies Plan of Chinese modernization was first introduced by Institute of Modern
History, Academic Sinica, in early 1970. This plan first discussed the methods of
area history. Due to the political environment of the day, studies of Taiwan history
appeared as Chinese local history at first, and Taiwan area history studies were few
in number.

It was not until the late 1970s—as the field of Taiwan history was born and
began to develop—that Taiwan area history first started. However, most of the
scholarship conducted at that time was Sinocentric in nature and concentrated on the
settlement of Taiwan during the Ch’ing era. In the 1990s, under the influence of the
localization movement and the growth of regionalism, each county in Taiwan began
compiling its own local histories. The field of Taiwan history gradually blossomed
from then on, and the development of Eastern Taiwan history was no exception.
Before the 1990s, Eastern Taiwan studies simply meant local history studies about
eastern Taiwan by people from that area. During the 1990s, the Eastern Taiwan
Studies Association ( ETSA ) was established, and the history of Taitung county was
compiled. Eastern Taiwan studies thus developed into a vivid field of enquiry. The
pattern of area studies constructed by the ETSA might well provide a
methodological breakthrough for area history studies in Taiwan.

Keyword: Area Studies History Taiwan History Area History
Eastern Taiwan Studies Eastern Taiwan Studies Association
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