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Incessant Defeats Suffered by Left-wing Intelligentsia in Japanese
Colonial Taiwan — Folk Literature and Popular Ballads

Pei-feng Chen

Institute of Taiwan History, Academia Sinica, Taiwan

The emergence of popular Taiwanese ballads was closely related to the folk literature
movement initiated mainly by the left-wing intelligentsia in the 1930s. While the
rise of the record industry hindered the folk literature movement, both its boom and
the setback it posed eventually led to the growing popularity of Taiwanese ballads.
To people of that era, folk literature and Taiwanese ballads shared many common
characteristics. Lyrics of the 1930s pop ballads were often published as literary
works in magazines of literature and arts. Succeeding the spirit and essence of folk
literature, pop ballads contained criticisms of the social reality at that time with a
strong tinge of Taiwan consciousness.

Without a steady and autonomous literary writing tool, Taiwan literature during the
Japanese colonial years often confronted problems of its literary forms and styles. It
also faced constant challenges from the community of common literary interpretation,
struggling hard to maintain its status under cultural assimilation. Along the uphill
arduous path of literary development, promotion of Taiwanese pop ballads was a
tactical move, out from the quagmire of literature in ‘words’ to that in ‘sounds’, and
from the arena of being ‘read’ to that of being ‘heard’. All cultural activities related
to such change in strategy in the 1930s played an important role in the campaign for
winning domination of the literary populace.

The 1920s and 1930s saw the outbreak of a struggle for power in the education and
enlightenment of the proletarian populace in both Japan (between the left and right
wings) and Taiwan (between the left-wing intelligentsia and the colonial ruler). The
battlefield was set in the mass media and the eventual victory went to the side with
capitalist ideology and supported by political power. With the initial triumph, the
right-wing in Japan further extended its domination from the publication to the record
industry. On the other hand, the left-wing in Taiwan, enduring the first defeat,
switched the battleground from literature to ballads, and yet faced further setback
from the thriving Japanese record industry. Nevertheless, in this battle with ‘sounds’
as the combat weapon, the left-wing intelligentsia of Taiwan was vanquished not by a
foreign foe. Instead, it was beaten by the domestic cultural circle that embraced
capitalism and emphasized more the role of the mass media in providing
entertainment and leisure than as a tool for educating the public.



