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The Evolution of Governmentality in Taiwan from the Qing
Dynasty to the Japanese Colonial Period: An Analysis of Local
Legal-Social History Focusing on Capital Punishment

Wenkai Lin
Institute of Taiwan History, Academia Sinica

Adopting the framework of “local legal-social history,” this paper analyzes the
evolution of governmentality and social order in Taiwan from the Qing dynasty to the
Japanese colonial period. Firstly, the article points out that during the Qing dynasty, the
traditional governmentality of imperial government that relied on patrimonial
bureaucracy could not effectively stem the frequent occurrences of anti-official uprising
and ethnic strife. At the same time, the criminal justice system that was based on
traditional governmentality was also incapable of delivering effective legal sanctions
against capital crimes. Many criminals were randomly executed by the government
without due process, and there were also many criminals who escaped from capital
punishment of the government. Secondly, in the face of a multitude of local anti-Japanese
movements, the Japanese colonial government initially executed Taiwanese insurgents
at random by military forces without due process. Since then, however, the colonial
government had gradually established a body of modern governmentality that was based
on rational bureaucracy through various administrative and legal reforms, and its ability
to govern Taiwanese of different ethnicities and geographic locations had greatly
improved. This modern governmentality not only effectively lowered occurrences of
armed riots, feuds among ethnic groups and major crimes in Taiwan, but also facilitated
the establishment of a modern criminal justice system capable of effectively carrying out
due process and legal sanctions in respect of capital crime cases. Afterwards, there was
hardly ever any large-scale violent chaos or indulgence in the escape of criminals of

capital crimes commonly seen during the Qing dynasty.

Keywords: capital punishment, governmentality, local legal-social history,

patrimonial bureaucracy, rational bureaucracy
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