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Foot-binding
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A brief history of Taiwan

A brief history of Taiwan

1624–1662 Dutch East India Company

1662–1683 Cheng dynasty

1684–1895 Ching dynasty

1895–1945 Japanese colonial government
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Foot-binding: “A brutal Chinese custom”

• Source: Jo Farrell (2015) Living History: Bound Feet Women of China
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https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jun/15/the-last-women-in-china-with-bound-feet


Foot-binding

• Before 1895, there was no
statistical data about foot-binding

• In the Census of 1905, the details
of foot-binding practice in Taiwan
were reported for the first time

• Preparing stage (age 4–5): force
wearing small shoes

• Implementation stage (age 7–8):
foot bones dislocation
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Why foot-binding?

• With bound feet, women can not do “ordinary work” (普通

勞役)

• Why parents wanted to do this on their daughters?

• There are several explanations, but all are hard to verify,

because earlier data are not available

• The Censuses of 1905, 1915, and 1920 provide the only

detailed and complete data for foot-binding and unbinding
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The percentage of foot-binding

• In the Census of 1905, there were 800,618 women with

bound feet, 56.9% of the total female population

• The percentage was much higher in late Ching dynasty
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The end of foot-binding

• Foot-binding ratio to total female population

• 1905: 56.9% (about 80% in late Ching dynasty)

• 1915: 17.4%

• 1920: 11.8%

• Why the ratio decrease?

• Natural feet movement and unbinding movement began

at around 1900

• The colonial government forbade foot-binding in 1915

• Another force: new-style sugar industry
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True foot-binding ratio according to age group
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• In the Census of 1905, a female of age 21 was born in 1884, she would
be age 16 in 1900, foot-binding had completed

• Younger group (age 16–20) might be interrupted or even chose not to
• So foot-binding ratio of age 21–25 (and above) reflected the average
ratio in late Ching: close to 80%
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Unbinding

• The Census of 1905 also counted unbinding women

• Unbinding

Feet were bound before, but already unbound in 1905

• Foot-binding caused pain, so did unbinding

• Who wanted to unbind and why?
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Unbinding to originally bound ratio 1915
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• Age 21–25 and above were not affected by natural foot movement
• For foot bound women, the younger had stronger incentive to unbind
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Economic incentive of unbinding

• Foot-binding hinders work performance

• Hence a foot bound woman in her working age has more

incentive to unbind

• Older women had less incentive

• In the area where demand for labor is higher, unbinding

ratio is predicted to be higher
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Sugar Industry
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Old-style sugar-mill (around 1901)

• Sugar industry was developed in the Dutch era (1624–1662)
• Toward the end of the 19th century, the sugar industry was backward
• 伊藤重郎 (1939), p. 126
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Inside of old-style sugar-mill (18th century)
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New-style Sugar-mill

• The first new-style sugar-mill was Taiwan Sugar Company,

established in 1901

• It was not successful in the beginning, one of the reasons

was the lack of an efficient transportation system for canes

2. Sugar Industry 17 / 41



New-style sugar-mill cane-grinding machine (1902)
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Old-style oxen-cart (around 1900)

• Could not handle the big volume of canes to be processed by the
new-style mill
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Oxen with push-car rail (around 1905)

• Better, but still not good enough
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New-style sugar-mill train (around 1910)

• New-style sugar-mill train
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New-style sugar-mill rail system in Pingdong
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Pingdong: sugarcane harvest area (Chia)
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• New-style sugar-mill rail system began operation in March 1908
• Cane harvest area increased in the area with rail system
• In the area where sugar-mill rail was denser, sugarcane harvest was also
larger (eg., 港西上里)
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Labor-intensive

• Sugar cane agriculture was labor-intensive, cane farmers

need much more labor

• Where did labor come from? Migration and unbinding

• Prediction: the unbinding rate would be higher in the area

where new-style sugar-mill rail existed, or, where cane

harvest (cane production) increased most
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Sugarcane and unbinding (from 1905 to 1919)

estimate t-value

Constant 58.436 22.089
Increase in cane harvest (1905–19) 0.129∗∗ 4.270
Hakka ratio –0.126 –1.580

R2 = 0.192, n = 91

• The whole island was divided into 91 districts (sub-Ting 支廳)
• Dependent variable: unbinding to original bound ratio in 1915
• If district A’s increase in cane harvest was higher than B by 1 million gin,
A’s unbinding ratio would be higher by 0.129% (1 gin = 0.6 gram)
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Sugarcane and unbinding

• During 1905–1915, Pingdong’s sugarcane harvest increased by 108.97
million gin, Fungliao (枋寮支廳) increased by 21.73 million gin

• Other things being the same, Pingdong’s unbinding ratio will be higher
than Fungliao by:

0.129%× (108.97 – 21.73) = 11.25%

• In 1905, Pingdong had 4,423 bound foot women. If its cane harvest
increase was the same as Fungliao, Pingdong’s unbinding will be smaller
by 4,423× 0.1125 = 498 cases
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The new-style sugar industry

• The new-style sugar industry raised incentive for unbinding

in the area where there was new-style rail

• It also helped reducing “missing women”
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Missing Women
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Missing women: 1905

• In 1905, Taiwan had 1,567,548 males and 1,405,732 females,

sex ratio of male to female was: 1.12

• Benchmark value of sex ratio in a “normal” human society is

0.95. hence the total number of missing women was:

1,567,548× 1

0.95
– 1,405,732 = 244,319

(assuming there was no missing men)

• About 14.8% of women were missing in 1905
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Missing women

Sen (1990), “More Than 100 Million Women Are Missing”

“The influence of outside employment on women’s

well-being has also been documented in a number of

studies of specific communities in different parts of the

world.”

• In other words, poverty is not the only reason for missing

women
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Ethnic group

1905 1915

Hoklo 1.12 1.08
Hakka 1.08 1.05
Plain aborigine 0.96 0.97
Mountain aborigine 0.96 0.96

• The aborigine and the Hakka were as poor as the Hoklo
• The ratios of the aborigine were close to the benchmark
• Sex ratio of the Hakka and the Hokla were decreasing to the

normal level (from 1905 to 1915)
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Missing women in Taiwan

• How women were missing?

3. Missing Women 32 / 41



Missing women in Taiwan

Davidson (1903) (p. 613):

Infanticide of female children is reported as very

frequent in Formosa. I am informed by amedical friend

that if not immediately killed, the general disgust at,

and indifference to girl life, when this sex is thought to

unduly predominate in a family, leads to such cruel

neglect and bad treatment that fatal results are soon

brought about”

3. Missing Women 33 / 41



Sex ratio of new born baby: 1906

• Bench mark ratio of new born baby: 1.05 (boy to girl)

• Taiwan 1906: 1.09

during 1912–40, ratio average was 1.056

• 1906, registered new born baby boy was 62,120, baby girl

was 56,987

• Comparing with the normal ratio of 1.05, there were 2,175

unregistered new born girls
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New-style sugar mill and the missing women

New-style sugar mill needed a lot of canes, to produce more

canes:

• Raise cane productivity (before 1920, not successful)

• Increase cane area

• Increase labor input

• Unbinding

• Migration into cane production area

• Reduce missing women (baby girl get better treatment)
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New-style sugar mill and missing women

estimate t value

Constant 102.288∗ 2.391
Increase in sugarcane (1905–19) 0.998∗∗ 3.147
Cane productivity (1919) 0.000 0.236

R̄2 = 0.121, n = 91

• Dependent variable: Increase of age 0–5 female (from 1905 to 1915)
above normal trend (∆F = ∆SR× M1915, where ∆SR ≡ SR1915 – SR1905)

• Other things being the same, if district A’s cane harvest is higher than
district B by 1 million gin, A’s age 0–5 female will be higher by 0.998

3. Missing Women 36 / 41



Missing woman: Pingdong and Fangliao

• From 1905 to 1919, Pingdong’s cane harvest increased by

108.97 million gin, Fangliao by 21.73 million gin

• Suppose Pingdong’s cane harvest increase was the same as

Fanliao, then age 0–5 missing women will be higher by

0.998× (108.97 – 21.73) = 87

• In other words, new-style sugar mills saved 87 female girls

who otherwise would be missing
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Concluding Remarks
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Modern economic growth

• Before 1895, Taiwan was a traditional agricultural economy:

low income and no growth

• Modern economic growth occurred around 1900
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GDP per capita (PPP)
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• New-style sugar industry came with the modern economic growth, so
the credit of natural foot and unbinding as well as missing women
reduction goes to the colonial government

4. Concluding Remarks 40 / 41



References

5. References 41 / 41



伊藤重郎 (1939), 《臺灣製糖株式會社史》, 東京: 臺灣製糖株式會社。

Davidson, James W. (1903), The Island of Formosa, Past and Present, London:

Macmillan.

Sen, Amartya (1990), “More Than 100 Million Women Are Missing,” The New

York Review of Books, 37(20).

5. Concluding Remarks 41 / 41


