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Commercial Resilience between
the Cracks of Chinese and Japanese Imperial Power:
The Rise of a Major Merchant of Seafood and
Sundry Products in Southern Taiwan (1895-1941)

Yu-ju Lin

ABSTRACT

This paper examines Wang Ruzhen, who came from a lineage successful in the Qing
imperial examination system, and his firm Jinyixing, which maintained the longest-
standing ties with the Nagasaki Taiyi firm of any Tainanese business. It seeks to analyze
how, amid drastic shifts in Sino-Japanese political and economic relations and the
turbulence of an increasingly globalized economy, Jinyixing adjusted its operations; how
Wang Ruzhen’s status as a merchant evolved; and how he embraced modern managerial
practices to meet the demands of a new era. These dynamics reveal the commercial
resilience of colonial-era merchants.

This study yields several findings. First, Wang Ruzhen’s self-identification as a
descendant of imperial examination degree-holders (kejia zhiyi) functioned as a form of
cultural capital. It enabled him not only to expand his local Taiwanese mercantile networks
but also to secure mediation by Japanese merchants, allowing him to emerge in the 1910s
as a representative trader engaged in direct commerce between Tainan seafood wholesalers
and Hakodate.

Second, by the 1910s Taiwanese merchants were growing in power and self-
sufficiency. Initially, Taiwanese seafood and sundry-goods merchants relied on Kobe- and
Nagasaki-based Chinese merchants who had long dominated Japanese seafood exports to
conduct direct trade with Japan. As the twentieth century entered its second decade,
however, increasingly Japanized Taiwanese merchants could deal directly with Japanese
exporters and even establish firms in Kobe themselves, thereby constructing a trade
network linking Tainan, Keelung, and Kobe. In doing so, they reduced their dependence
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on Chinese merchants residing in Japan and diminished the competitive advantages
previously held by Japanese firms operating in Taiwan.

Third, Jinyixing’s withdrawal from the Taiyi Tainan network had multiple reasons.
It can be attributed, on the one hand, to the diversification of seafood import sources within
both global markets and the Japanese imperial sphere; this greatly increased merchants’
flexibility in choosing suppliers. On the other hand, Nagasaki’s declining competitiveness
in maritime transport, combined with organizational inertia within Taiyi, rendered seafood
products from Nagasaki uncompetitive in both price and quality.

Fourth, whereas Taiyi entered a period of commercial decline in the 1920s, Tainan
merchants established new trade networks and, in response to the shifting fortunes of
Anping and Kaohsiung ports, jointly invested in the founding of the Lixing Company in
Kaohsiung. Dedicated to transnational import—export trade, this enterprise consolidated
Wang Ruzhen’s status as a major merchant in southern Taiwan. These developments
underscore the fact that Taiwanese merchants were able to adapt to rapidly changing
circumstances. Indeed, they did surpass Taiyi in this regard. They demonstrated a distinctive
commercial resilience that allowed them to navigate both Chinese and Japanese mercantile
networks while simultaneously constructing networks of their own.

Keywords: Jinyixing Firm, Wang Ruzhen, Taiyi Firm, Kobe, Hakodate, Seafood








