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Sugar Capitalism in Taiwan and Korea: A Historical Observation

Jaewoong Jeon

Postdoctoral Fellow, University of Chicago

This talk traces the agency of single object of sugar in the history of Taiwan
and Korea, specifically pertaining to their capitalistic development. In doing so it
asks the following question: how did sugar become a necessary “commodity” and
what does it have to do with modern economic growth in two marginal territories of
East Asia? What role did sugar, its production, and its consumption play in the
making of the capitalist modernity? What can a story of sugar tell us about the rapid
economic development of the 1950s to the 1970s in Taiwan and South Korea?

The talk will focus on four major moments in the history of sugar. The first is
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the 17th century arrival of the Dutch in Taiwan, when Taiwanese resources were
commodified for the world market for the first time. The second is the 19th to

20th century era of Japanese colonial rule in Taiwan and Korea, when sugar was
firmly transformed into a commaodity within the modern capitalist economy. The third
will be Cold War Taiwan and Korea, an age of military governments and postcolonial
developmentalism, when sugar became an essential part of the new national economy.
Finally, the talk will end with brief observations regarding the contemporary

economy in Taiwan and Korea.
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