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Japanese Buddhist Missionary
Medicine in Taiwan During the Era of
Japanese Rule, 1895-1945

Chia-san Shen”

Abstract

Modern western medicine is often seen as the forefront of Western missionary
activities abroad. Similarly, Eastern Buddhism also employes oriental medical
knowledge as an instrument of its religious propagation. During Japan’s imperial
era, Japanese Buddhism, backed by state power, engaged in medical missionary
works and initiated medical relief efforts in Taiwan, adopting the guise of a
“foreign” and “different” religion. This study aims to explore the development and
decline of Japanese Buddhism’s medical missionary works in Taiwan.

The study presents the following findings: First, Japanese Buddhism’s medical
relief work permeated Taiwan, and the number of its facilities was no less than
that of Western missionary hospitals. However, there were relatively fewer large,
specialized, and multi-disciplinary institutions. The Buddhist facilities were often
located in the major cities in the western half of Taiwan, and their geographical
distribution sometimes overlapped with that of Western missionary hospitals.
Various Buddhist sects were involved, but their presence did not necessarily
correlate with the size of those sects or the number of their followers.

The Japanese Buddhist initiatives in medical relief in Taiwan were
concentrated in three periods: 1897-1898, 1914-1918, and 1925-1929. After these
periods, no new facilities were established. This study examines these phases in the
context of the social atmosphere at the time, the strategies of Japanese Buddhism,
and the state of healthcare in Taiwan. The factors contributing to the first phase of
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Japanese Buddhist medical missionary works included the existing trend of medical
relief in Japan, the availability of funds within religious sects, the encouragement
of missionary activities by the Taiwan Governor-General’s Office, and the obvious
inadequacy of medical resources in Taiwan. The “ban on end temples” ( K=F )
policy in 1898 and the economic decline of religious headquarters in Japan caused
an abrupt halt of these medical activities.

In the second phase, Japanese Buddhism re-established medical relief efforts
in Taiwan because the return of Buddhist activists to Taiwan from other overseas
districts, the support from Taiwan Governor-General’s Office, and the religious
sects’ preference to missionary work. There appeared to be no clear connection
to either the presence of other medical resources or the number of followers of the
sects in Taiwan.

The medical relief work initiated during the third phase was related to the new
trend of “social work.” In the 1920s, Japanese Buddhism engaged in medical relief
work for the promotion of social welfare, and it was sustained for a long time due
to its institutionalized management. After the 1930s, however, the effort gradually
stopped as welfare initiatives already had been well established in the society.

Overall, Japan implemented modernization reforms in Taiwan, including
the construction of a modern healthcare system. During the era of Japanese
rule, Japanese Buddhism also played a certain role in providing medical services
and assistance to improve Taiwan’s healthcare situation. However, compared
to Western missionary hospitals such as Mackay Memorial Hospital, Changhua
Christian Hospital, and Sin-Lau Hospital, Japanese Buddhist hospitals had a
relatively short period of operation. This indirectly suggests that if the faith of
foreign religions is not deeply rooted in the local population, it becomes difficult to

sustain their presence once they lose the support of political power.

Keywords: Japanese Buddhism, missionary medicine, medical relief, social

work, Humanistic Buddhism
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