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The Rise and Limitations of Taiwan’s
Hemp Textile Industry (1895-1936)

Sao-yang Hong'

Abstract

Taiwan’s modern-day textile industry emerged as a result of the rising
popularity of jute textiles in local markets, and the introduction of ramie
textile industry amidst booming economies following World War I. This study
investigates the effects of raw material supply and market competition on Taiwan’s
jute and ramie textile companies in the broader context of the history of textile
industry. In addition, the study adopts a macro perspective in analyzing why the
island’s hemp textile industry failed to continue to prosper and grow after 1937 and
what were its development limitations.

The raw materials used to manufacture jute textiles were not in ample supply
as farmers often chose more profitable crops such as rice and sugarcanes over jute.
When Taiwan’s jute output was unable to satisfy its market, producers purchased
them from overseas. Between locally grown jute and imported jute, producers
chose whichever that was less expensive. Nevertheless, both sources of jute
produced profits because of the high local demand of jute bags for rice and sugar.
The use of imported raw materials in jute textile industry at the time distinguished
it from other agricultural products in Taiwan, which often relied on domestic raw
materials, prior to World War II.

As ramie textile factories needed high-quality raw materials to produce
textiles, some purchased them from China. Ramie textiles were then sold to Japan
and North Korea via the distribution networks established by the Empire of Japan.
Because the demand for ramie was relatively low in Taiwan, Chinese ramie cloth
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and textile factories almost excluded the Taiwanese market from their business
operations. Therefore, Taiwan may be regarded as a key location for the empire to
develop its ramie industry. Some ramies grown in Taiwan were even exported to
South China as raw materials for its ramie textile industry. The manufactured ramie
cloth was subsequently sold back to Taiwan, highlighting the division of labor (i.e.,
raw material-finished good) between Taiwan and South China at the time.

Studies of the economic history of colonies have mostly focused on Taiwanese
and Japanese productions complementing one another and the close relationships
between Taiwanese and Japanese markets. Little attention has been paid to the
relationships between Taiwan and other markets. This study contends that more
considerations should be given to the relationship between Taiwanese and other
Asian trading markets. In terms of colonial industrialization-related discussions,
one should not only address the commonly discussed topics of technology and
production factors, but also notice Taiwan’s demand for raw materials from other
Asian economic circles (and vice versa). Such relationships helped shape the
decisions made by Taiwanese producers on their use of raw materials, and enabled
Taiwan’s resources to be imported by surrounding countries as raw materials in
their productions.

Keywords: jute, ramie, Taiwan Jute Corporation, Taiwan Textile Corporation,

Sino-Japanese Texitle Corporation
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