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Re-constructing Taiwan’s Identity, one Building at a Time: Japan’s
Colonial Architecture in Contemporary Taiwan

For the foreign visitor to Taiwan, one of the most striking phenomena is the
ubiquitousness of well-preserved architectural reminders of the Japanese colonial
period, especially if compared to other Asian countries once ruled by Taiwan. What is
more, these beautifully renovated buildings appear to play an ever more prominent
role in Taiwan’s public discourse. This talk explores the degree to which the
renovation and reappraisal of Japan’s colonial architecture in contemporary Taiwan
participates in the articulation of a new hybrid cultural identity that embraces the
various historical influences that have shaped modern Taiwan. By focusing on a
number of examples of recently renovated sites from the Japanese period, | will
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illustrate that colonial-era structures are not monolithic historic markers, but rather
represent dynamic discursive spaces that have become central to questions of national
and cultural identity in contemporary Taiwan. As a German who has been visiting
Taiwan for the past 20 years, | will also attempt to draw some comparisons between
the public discourse surrounding the preservation of historic sites in post-martial law
Taiwan and post-reunification Germany. By drawing in particular on the critical work
of Andreas Huyssen, | will argue that colonial-era structures in Taiwan have become
Important sites for the shaping of contemporary culture and the renegotiation of
national identity that ultimately assist in the regaining of a strong temporal and spatial
grounding.
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