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The Life World of Telecommunications Workers
(1918-1942): Taiwan Communications

Association Magazine as an Example
Hsu-Chih Hsiao"

ABSTRACT

During the Japanese colonial period, Taiwan witnessed significant
advancements in telecommunications and communication technology. These
technological developments impacted geographical time and space, social life,
work, and leisure. Innovations such as the telegraph, telephone, and radio
greatly accelerated communication compared to oral or postal services. This
paper presents how the staff involved in telegraph labor within Taiwan’s
telegraph communication system during the Japanese colonial period adapted
to and participated in the processes of telegraph information input,
transmission, and processing.

Key questions addressed in this study include:

- How did telegraph workers operate and manage their tasks?

- What were the configurations of their workplaces?

- What was the nature of their work, and how was efficiency achieved?
- What recreational activities were linked to vocational education and

labor?

The materials used in this study are official magazines published by the

*

Hsu-Chih Hsiao, Assistant Professor at National Taipei University of Education, E-mail:
xxz2017@mail.ntue.edu.tw.
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Taiwan Communications Association during the Japanese colonial period,
which lasted for about 24 years, including Taiwan Communications

Association Magazine (/&8 {Z @ &t > No. 1-17) founded in 1918, later
renamed Taiwan Communications Association Magazine (Z&IE (S & i

=t » No. 18-232, plus 16 existing issues from 1941-42), and We and
Communication (¢ & #{Z > 13 issues) that had the nature of a colleague

magazine. The contents of the magazines were coded and divided into
telegraph-related infrastructure and technology, architectural space, working
time, technical training, leisure life, learning, travel, and human consciousness.
Through text analysis, the study represents and reconfigures the condition of
labor and daily life in the compartment of the telecommunications industry.

Japanese technicians improved the signal relay of the sea line with low-
cost and simple technology, gradually changing from manual to semi-
automatic and further moving towards automation. The telegraph formed the
infrastructure for long-distance message transmission, and its gradual
acceleration became constant with dense and regular intervals. However, it is
subject to the network of the post office, the business hours of the post office,
the space of the route map, the timetable for sending and receiving, and the
speed of the courier.

Taiwan’s telegraph business at that time relied heavily on human capital,
responding to the impact of technological progress with more efficient
workers. Because the equipment for automatic receiving and sending messages
was expensive, long-distance telegraphs used automatic telephone equipment.
Moreover, the island’s telegraphs maintained a considerable proportion of
human labor, and local post offices were rarely equipped for use. It was not
easy to train someone who could operate a typewriter and recognize Morse
code on a paper machine. From the perspective of technology and society, it

was a localized solution based on solving the difficulties of submarine
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telecommunications between Japan and Taiwan.

Accompanied by information acceleration and minor instrumental
improvement, the way to facilitate telegraph technicians in Taiwan during the
Japanese colonial period was to increase their salary or bonus if they passed
the exam and competitions. The telegraph technology in this process included
language ability, knowledge, speed, accuracy, and skills of various telegraph
machine operations. Positive systematic feedback was also a way to increase
the efficiency of practitioners by encouraging people to become skilled
operators.

The degree of man-machine in information labor was different from that
of today. The so-called “concentration” had to overcome low automation in
order to improve accuracy and productivity. Therefore, technological progress
relies on the self-technical improvement of the human body. The complex of
colonialism and anthropology has long dominated imperialism.

From the records of communication labor, such as abacus levels for
subpoena calculation, telephone exchange operation manuals, mail distribution
competitions, etc., Taiwanese people were not inferior to Japanese in such
competitions after receiving training. The improvement of labor status such as
technology, efficiency, speed, and accuracy was also important for the
synchronization of intelligence between the empire and the colonies.

The staff’s collective outing was not to go on their own, but rather to go
out with a group of staff within the organization. Therefore, the meaning of
leisure was to continue working after playing. Leisure back then was also part
of professional work and labor, and even where to play was arranged. In
addition, the activities echoed positive goals such as teamwork, competition,
efficiency, and honor at work. In other words, going out for fun or leisure was
selective and purposeful. The entertainment of high-ranking officials reflected
aesthetic experiences, integrated work and life, and echoed the relatively

elegant career and lifestyle of a salaried class. Sports reports in magazines,
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such as tennis, baseball, golf, and table tennis, were no longer just score
records, but took into account the excitement and excitement of the
competition. They provided readers with modern newspaper entertainment.

Through the study of publications and related literature published by the
Taiwan Telecommunications Association, this article provides a specific
description, discussion, and analysis of the careers, professions, and jobs of
telegraph communications industry during Japan’s occupation of Taiwan.
From the perspective of media history, post, telegraph, telephone, and radio
are the predecessors of electronic and digital media. Through the description
of analog communication technology and the lives of media workers in Taiwan
during the Japanese colonial period, this paper provides a classification and
interpretation of existing data on the relationships among information space,
media, technology, body, labor, and self-technology, which may be further
explored in the future.

This paper does not describe much about technical objects, because the
historical materials related to the telegraphs of Chunghwa Telecom are
concentrated in the post-war period. After the end of the Japanese colonial
period, Japanese typewriters, wires, and cables were not preserved. The study
of technical objects and actor networks has shown that the archives from the
transfer of power were not easy to preserve. There is not much description of
the Ministry of Communications of Taiwan in the relevant Japanese literature.
Therefore, this study cannot extend this part due to limited space, and it will

be left up to other researchers to discover delve into this topic in the future.

Keywords: Japanese colonial period, daily life, telegraph, labor,

communication department
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