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In 1945, Taiwan was placed under the administrative control of the Republic of China, and after

two years, accusations of corruption and a failing economy sparked a local protest that was

brutally quashed by the Kuomintang government. The February Twenty-Eighth (or 2/28)

Incident led to four decades of martial law that became known as the White Terror. During this

period, talk of 2/28 was forbidden and all dissent violently suppressed, but since the lifting of

martial law in 1987, this long-buried history has been revisited through commemoration and

narrative, cinema and remembrance.Drawing on a wealth of secondary theoretical material as

well as her own original research, Sylvia Li-chun Lin conducts a close analysis of the political,

narrative, and ideological structures involved in the fictional and cinematic representations of

the 2/28 Incident and White Terror. She assesses the role of individual and collective memory

and institutionalized forgetting, while underscoring the dangers of re-creating a historical past

and the risks of trivialization. She also compares her findings with scholarly works on the

Holocaust and the aftermath of the atomic bombings of Japan, questioning the politics of

forming public and personal memories and the political teleology of "closure." This is the first

book to be published in English on the 2/28 Incident and White Terror and offers a valuable

matrix of comparison for studying the portrayal of atrocity in a specific locale.
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CHINESE NAME ORDER for all but a few people mentioned in this book, putting the family

name first. Transliteration of most Chinese words and proper nouns follows the pinyin system,

except for the names of those well known in the West, such as Chiang Kai-shek and Hou

Hsiao-hsien.Prologue: Looking BackwardFOUR HOURS AFTER ITS INSTALLATION, the

cenotaph commemorating the 1947 February 28 (2/28) Incident in Taiwan was destroyed, and

the copper plaque bearing the inscription describing the incident was pried off its base and

thrown into a nearby fountain in the Memorial Peace Park in Taipei. Apparently dissatisfied with

the official version concerning the causes and aftermath of the incident, relatives of the victims

trashed the cenotaph to vent their anger and frustration. Although later the plaque was

restored, it continues to anger the opponents of its content.1After a study entitled Research

Report on Responsibility for the 2/28 Massacre was published in 2006, John H. Chiang

(Chiang Hsiao-yen) brought a defamation suit against the compilers for claiming that his

grandfather Chiang Kai-shek should bear the most responsibility for the incident, as it was he

who had sent the enforcement troops to Taiwan, where they arrested and shot many people

indiscriminately.2 The suit was dismissed on the grounds of freedom of speech and academic



pursuit, not on the accuracy or credibility of the report. These are just two of the many

occurrences exemplifying the controversial nature and consequences of representation and

interpretation, all demanding that the circumstances of the incident be portrayed

accurately.Can any historical event ever be accurately described either on a commemorative

plaque or in a research report? If not, then what kind of narrative validity can fictional re-

creation claim? Does fictionalization remove all vestiges of truthfulness? How should readers,

particularly those from later generations, approach such texts?This book investigates the

strategies and problems of the literary recreations and cinematic depictions of the 2/28 Incident

and the White Terror in Taiwan. By examining events in Taiwan’s past, I inquire into the issues

and pitfalls of representing acts of government atrocity and forming public and personal

memories, as well as the problems of restoring history and the possibility of knowing historical

truth. I explore these texts for their intrinsic artistic values and their overall importance to

Taiwan’s effort to recover and reexamine the past, which all too often, particularly the 2/28

Incident, has been exploited by politicians. Moreover, I analyze the notion of “closure” in some

of these texts, not to question its significance but to raise the possibility that expediency can

sometimes impede the progress toward true reconciliation. These issues are critical whenever

one group of citizens is oppressed, victimized, and persecuted at the hands of another, owing

to ideological, religious, or ethnic differences. When regimes change, how do the victims regain

their voice and reclaim their history without resorting to hysteria and vengeance? What and

how do people learn through fictional and cinematic explorations of traumatic and contested

events of the past? In other words, whereas shifts in governance necessitate a rethinking,

rewriting, and reinterpretation of historical events, the process itself demands judicious

deliberation to avoid a reversal of interpretive tyranny. Owing to the suppression of information

about the 2/28 Incident and instances of government abuse of civil liberties and human rights

during the White Terror era, these texts have become one of the venues through which future

generations learn about the past. We therefore must be aware that the ways we understand

and interpret a given event are intertwined with the ways in which the event is represented.A

BRIEF NOTE ON HISTORICAL BACKGROUNDIn 1517, a group of Portuguese sailors spotted

a verdant island about one hundred miles off the coast of southwestern China and named it

Ilha Formosa (Beautiful Island), or, in Chinese, Taiwan.3 It is a mountainous island, then

inhabited largely by indigenous people of Austronesian ethnicity, and a place where Han

Chinese from the mainland came to search for a better life or adventure. A large wave of

immigrants followed the end of the last (Ming) dynasty of Han Chinese rule when the Manchus

established the Qing dynasty in 1644. In 1887 Taiwan was made a province of the Qing court

but a few years later, in 1895, was ceded to Japan when the Qing court was defeated by the

newly modernized Japanese military. Taiwan remained a colony of the Japanese until the end

of the World War II, when the Allies agreed that “territories stolen by Japan” would be restored

to China, then ruled by the Nationalist government, which had overthrown the Qing in 1911.

When Japan surrendered in 1945, Taiwan thus became part of the Republic of China, headed

by Chiang Kai-shek.For many countries, the end of World War II meant the beginning of

reconstruction, but for the Nationalist government in China, the war had not ended; only the

enemy had changed—from Japanese invaders to Chinese Communists. Although the

Taiwanese first celebrated the end of Japanese colonial rule, their festive mood was short-

lived. The problems following the end of the war and the withdrawal of the colonial government

were compounded by other troubles resulting from the arrival of the new government, which

was manifested in the February 28 Incident. Because the government suppressed information

about the incident, our knowledge of it will probably always remain incomplete. For instance,



the number of deaths will never be determined; the exact causes of the conflict are difficult to

pinpoint; and its impact on Taiwan over the subsequent four decades remains disputable.

Scholars continue to investigate, particularly, the causes of the incident, which is an indication

of the flaws in the historical accounts.4 Although many aspects of the incident legitimately

invite controversy, the basic facts are universally accepted, the details of which, pieced

together from various accounts, remain incontrovertible.On February 27, 1947, Lin Jiang Mai, a

Taiwanese widow with two young children, was selling legal cigarettes in one of Taipei’s busy

commercial districts.5 She supplemented her income by also carrying contraband, untaxed

cigarettes. When agents of the Tobacco and Alcohol Monopoly Bureau formed by Chiang Kai-

shek’s Nationalist government confiscated her cigarettes, both legal and illegal, along with all

her money, she begged them to return the legal cigarettes and the money from the legitimate

sales. In response to her resistance, one of the agents hit her in the head with the butt of his

pistol, drawing the attention of residents and shop owners in the area. In their struggle to

escape from the angry crowd, one of the agents fired his pistol and killed a bystander, Chen

Wenxi. On the following day, February 28, 1947, news of the beating and the killing quickly

spread throughout Taiwan, plunging the island into a mixture of protests, uprisings, and armed

rebellion. The Taiwanese people demonstrated their resentment of the new arrivals from China

by attacking them, and over the next few weeks, chaos reigned on the island. The Taiwanese

gentry, including businessmen and prominent local figures, tried to negotiate with the governor-

general to restore order; but most of them were later arrested and executed. On March 8, a

large contingent of troops from the Chinese mainland arrived in northern Taiwan. Eyewitnesses

reported that as soon as they landed, the soldiers opened fire at everyone in sight. Bayoneting,

rapes, and robberies were followed by the looting of homes and buildings. When order was

finally restored in late March, an estimated twenty thousand Taiwanese had been killed or

“disappeared.”6 In late 1949, the last remnants of the Nationalist government, driven off the

mainland by the Communists, fled to Taiwan. Earlier, in May 1949, martial law had been

declared to ensure the total submission of the Taiwanese, ushering in the White Terror.7In the

name of stability and security, the Nationalist government immediately stripped the residents of

Taiwan of their civil liberties, creating an atmosphere of pervasive fear, with the Garrison

Command “responsible for arresting and punishing individuals who threatened ROC [the

Republic of China] security and public order. Civilians were subject to arrest by military

personnel and trial by military courts. By one estimate, military courts tried the cases of more

than ten thousand civilians during the martial law period.”8 Many of those arrested were

dissenting intellectuals like Chen Yingzhen, whose work is examined in chapter 2,9 but a

substantial number of innocent people also were unjustly incarcerated by either overeager

agents of the Garrison Command or enemies who made false reports. For instance, in 1963,

soldiers from the Garrison Command arrested nine hundred people in northern Taiwan’s

remote, mountainous Luku area. Many of them were illiterate miners, arrested merely because

they happened to know their village head, a suspected Communist. They were tortured and

forced to sign confessions that then sent them to Green Island, Taiwan’s equivalent of Alcatraz

for political prisoners.10 Among those arrested were teenagers whom the head of the secret

service later used as his personal maids and household servants.In addition to the persecution

of anyone suspected of plotting to subvert the government, one of the most pernicious effects

of the White Terror was the fear instilled in the citizenry and the self-censorship that the people

of Taiwan learned to practice in response to the omnipresence of the Garrison Command’s

surveillance apparatus. In addition, some of the family members of those who had died or

disappeared in the immediate aftermath of the 2/28 Incident were constantly harassed and



carefully watched, and victims of the Luku incident almost never discussed their experience

with their children. Intellectuals were often charged with sedition simply because they belonged

to reading groups—for example, Zhong Haodong, whose life became the model for Lan

Bozhou’s story examined in chapter 3 and for Hou Hsiao-hsien’s film studied in chapter 5. Even

those abroad could not escape the net of persecution, as the Nationalist government inserted

spies or recruited informants among overseas students to report on anyone who criticized the

government and/or were engaged in activities related to the mainland, Communist China.With

the thought police continuing to patrol the Taiwanese people’s everyday lives, the struggle

against the suppression and violation of human rights never ceased. Finally, in the winter of

1979, the most significant event in Taiwan’s democratization took place and began the end of

the Nationalist totalitarian rule: the Formosa Incident in Kaohsiung.The complex political and

social factors leading to the incident were intertwined with international and domestic

politics.11 Briefly, those opposed to the Nationalist rule, who were represented by the dissident

magazine Formosa (Meilidao), organized a rally on December 10, International Human Rights

Day. What was intended as a peaceful demonstration turned violent, with the riot police using

tear gas on the demonstrators. The major figures associated with the magazine were arrested,

including Taiwan’s current vice president, Annette Lü Xiulian. Under international pressure,

however, the Nationalist government abandoned its closed-door military trial system, for which,

before the Formosa Incident, it was infamous. Those on trial and their defense lawyers later

became leading members of the Democratic Progressive Party, which eventually won the

presidency in 2000. But what is equally noteworthy about the incident was that most Taiwanese

citizens accepted the government’s position that these dissidents were in fact threatening

national security and should be severely punished. The democratic ideal that a nation’s citizens

should be free to voice dissenting views without fear of persecution was completely alien to the

majority of the Taiwanese, who deemed the fight for such rights as being seditious. Only after

martial law was lifted in 1987 were they finally able to freely and openly reflect on the injustices

of the past four decades. Consequently, since then, literary, scholarly, historical, personal, and

cinematic accounts of the past have mushroomed, as the people in Taiwan feel the urgent

need to remember, reconstruct, and rewrite that part of their history.REPRESENTING THE

PAST: ISSUES AND PROBLEMSThe purposes of this book are, first, to examine the salient

features of literary and cinematic representations of the government’s atrocity against its

people and, second, to investigate problems arising from the various forms of re-creation.

Since martial law was lifted, there has been an outpouring of texts on Taiwan’s past, including

fiction, collections of poetry, reportage, memoirs, eyewitness accounts, historical research,

archival documents, conference proceedings, and feature and documentary films. Because

these texts are being created in the present about the past, we need to ask “how historical

memory, understanding, and meaning are constructed.”12 In reading the burgeoning scholarly

and artistic works dealing with this period, one detects a sense of urgency to maintain a

historical record of the events. What is at stake in this reconstruction process is best illustrated

by Pierre Janet’s distinction between “habit memory,” the “automatic integration of new

information without much conscious attention to what is happening,” and “narrative memory,”

“consisting of mental constructs, which people use to make sense out of experience.”13 In

Taiwan after martial law, because many people feel that they have been robbed of their past,

there is the danger that they may not actively or consciously analyze what they read or see in

literary and cinematic texts. Consequently, these uninterrogated textual and screen memories

form their only memories of the 2/28 Incident. We will see, particularly in the initial,

overwhelmingly negative reactions to Hou Hsiao-hsien’s A City of Sadness, how the anxiety



over the first film ever to portray the 2/28 Incident was rooted in a fear of the power of “habit

memory.” That is, the critics were wary of Hou’s screen version or believed that it would

automatically become its viewers’ “memory” of the incident.Conversely, as Dominick LaCapra

points out in his discussion of memory as a crucial source for history and its complicated

relations with documentary sources, “even in its falsifications, repression, displacements, and

denials, memory may nonetheless be informative—not in terms of an accurate empirical

representation of its object but in terms of that object’s often anxiety-ridden reception and

assimilation by both participants in events and those born later.”14 The issue, then, is not to

reject memory as unreliable but to be informed of its imperfect nature while remembering the

past without being paralyzed or manipulated by that memory.Confronting the Taiwanese is not

simply this double-edged sword called memory, which helps them cut through the dark veil of

forced collective amnesia while revealing holes in the fabric of the past, but also the problem of

imagining an event (or incident) that the writers and film directors themselves have not lived

through and thus must reconstruct out of someone else’s memory, which may be either a

government archive or a survivor of the event. Maurice Blanchot put it elegantly, noting that

postgenocide, children “are thus obligated to fill in the blank spaces with their own words and

imagination, to find their own way back to the past that has been denied them—to remember

what they did not know.”15 Indeed, for most of the writers and film directors whose works are

analyzed in this book, reconstructing the past based on someone else’s memory presents a

monumental challenge. Consequently, the people in Taiwan, who must often learn about their

past through textual and cinematic representations, are seemingly twice removed from that

past. Memory is never innocent; how and what one remembers is inevitably colored by one’s

perspective or politics, especially when dealing with atrocity. What is termed the politics of

memory is, in effect, “rhetoric about the past mobilized for political purposes.”16Another,

related problem is that prior knowledge of the outcome may overtake the narrative. That is,

when one already knows what happens in the end, it becomes difficult to relate the story

without including sensational descriptions or character stereotyping and without focusing solely

on the destruction carried out by the perpetrators or the impact on the victims.17 In many

cases, women become the predominant figures and metaphors, for when a great majority of

those executed or disappeared are men, women become a thematically convenient and

narratalogically expedient symbol in the portrayal of the injustice, particularly given the

stereotypical image of women as weak and helpless. But at the risk of inane teleology, we have

to ask what end this type of narrative serves. Or to put it differently, if representing the

government’s suppression and persecution in film and fiction is intended to commemorate and

to remember, what is gained beyond “knowing” what happened? Some of the texts thus

emphasize closure by means of an Aristotelian formula of conflict and denouement, but this

can degenerate into “a simplistic and therapeutic, ‘feel-good’ ethos in general” or a “vapid

triumphalism.”18Some recent scholarship on Taiwan, especially regarding the 2/28 Incident

and the White Terror, uses Cathy Caruth’s theory of trauma,19 which “describes an

overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the response to the event

occurs in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations and other

intrusive phenomena.”20 Indeed, some of the victims portrayed in the films and fictions studied

in this book respond to the traumatic experience of the White Terror by exhibiting some of the

characteristics that Caruth describes. But these are fictional characters created to indict

government’s persecution and should never be confused with real, actual victims, even though

one may be persuaded to accept that in an analogous way, the recollection of Taiwan’s past

mirrors the symptoms of a trauma patient, by drawing a parallel regarding the “delayed”



response and uncontrolled “repetitive appearance.” Delayed, because of government-imposed

amnesia (which is also a manifestation of trauma in a clinical sense); repetitive, in that since

the lifting of martial law, there has been a natural urge to return to the past.21The analogy,

however, remains just that, and we should not lose sight of the distinction between an actual

victim of atrocity (like those executed or incarcerated and their families) and the nation in which

the perpetrators of the atrocious acts still reside. It is imperative to distinguish between real,

personal trauma and metaphorical, national trauma, for to conflate the two can trivialize those

who have actually had the experience. “Fidelity to trauma,” as LaCapra argues, should not be

“generalized or emulated, however unconsciously through identification, by those who have the

good fortune to be ‘born later’ and are in a position to have different demands placed on them,

notably in terms of forms of thought related to social and political action.”22 Furthermore, the

study of the representation of Taiwan’s past should remain in literary and cinematic realms,

whereas the examination of actual victims of traumatic events belongs to the purview of

psychology and sociology.My discussion draws on the abundant scholarship in Holocaust

studies and, to a lesser extent, atomic literature and the bombing of Hiroshima. It should be

clear to readers that I am not implying that these twentieth-century events are in any way

similar or comparable. The Nazis’ massacre of Jews, with the collaboration of citizens of other

countries, was a systematic genocide, whereas thousands of residents of Hiroshima were

incinerated on a single day and others suffered permanent physical and psychological scars.

Taiwan’s 2/28 Incident and the ensuing decades of the White Terror embody essential

differences from the Holocaust and the bombing of Hiroshima. Significantly, the perpetrators of

the Taiwan atrocity were not from a different country or race (such as Aryans versus Jews or

Americans versus Japanese), and many continue to live alongside those they victimized. In this

regard, closer parallels can be found in China’s Cultural Revolution, although here there is no

clear distinction between victim and victimizer, or Pol Pot’s Cambodia.23 More important, the

incident and the effects of the White Terror were buried in history for forty years, whereas the

Jewish survivors of the Holocaust were not prohibited, at the risk of imprisonment or worse,

from speaking about their experience, and the Japanese survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,

single incidents of apocalyptic horror, were only briefly required to be silent.SOME KEY

TERMSWhat happened on February 28, 1947, has been variously termed the “2/28

Incident” (shijian), the “2/28 Popular Uprising” (minbian), and the “2/28 Revolution” (geming).

Other terms—such as “riot” (baodong), “political and military event” (shibian),

“rebellion” (panbian), and “massacre” (can’an)—also were used in the initial government

announcements, newspaper reports, and leaflets but did not retain the discursive currency of

“incident,” “revolution,” and “popular uprising.”24 These are, to be sure, loaded terms, and one’s

choice becomes a declaration of one’s political allegiance. In this book, I have opted for

“incident,” for it is the most commonly used word in scholarship dealing with Taiwan. I also use

the term “2/28 Incident” knowing that what I discuss in this book is not limited to what

happened on a single day. Ample research has shown that the 2/28 Incident was not simply the

beating of a cigarette vendor or the accidental killing of a bystander but also the ensuing

arrests and shootings in March 1947. Similarly, the Formosa Incident of 1979 refers to more

than just a crackdown on the rally for human rights on December 10, 1979, called the

Kaohsiung incident by some.Another term that needs clarification is “White Terror,” which some

people use to refer exclusively to the persecution of intellectuals during the 1950s and others

use for the entire era of martial law (1949–1987). I chose the latter, for the oppressive political

climate lasted well into the late 1970s when the Formosa Incident took place. Therefore, for

practical and political reasons, I use the word “atrocity” in my discussion of this period of



Taiwanese history. Practically, in some cases, victims of the White Terror also were involved in

the 2/28 Incident. Politically, most people agree that the White Terror, which exerted pervasive

pressure on people to censor themselves to avoid arrest and imprisonment, was a result of the

incident.25 It therefore is fitting for these two topics to be studied together, hence the inclusive

term “atrocity,” but neither is privileged over the other, because government atrocity against its

people in Taiwan took on such diverse forms as indiscriminate violence and extralegal

execution, and other infringements on basic human rights, like living without fear of persecution

or freedom of speech, freedom of congregation, and freedom of information.The word “atrocity”

is a complex notion that is yet to be authoritatively defined. My application of the term to

encompass the 2/28 Incident as well as the period of the White Terror derives from the

conceptual approach adopted by human rights activists and scholars. Claudia Card’s definition

of atrocity includes relatively public atrocities like mass rape as a weapon of war and private

atrocities of domestic violence.26 Although including domestic violence is questionable, I find

her characterization of complex and troubling forms of complicity to be applicable to the

prominent aspect of the White Terror era in that “victims of oppression are used to maintain

and administer the very machinery of oppression.”27 More relevant is her observation that

perpetrators commonly do not perceive their acts as atrocities (for instance, Gu Zhengwen, the

head of the secret police who conducted the mass arrest in Luku, was unrepentant and

unapologetic). In contrast, Michael Humphrey defines atrocity as “an act of violence against

individual bodies, … a political act which brings to the fore the conflict in the relationship

between modern state power and individual life.”28 His overemphasis on bodily pain, however,

neglects the psychological impact that is equally detrimental, especially to survivors.In her

studies of the efforts of truth commissions to uncover state terror and atrocity, Priscilla Hayner

highlights the focus of investigation on “a pattern of abuses over a period of time, rather than a

specific event.”29 Echoes of the White Terror can be found in the objectives shared by the

twenty-one truth commissions she examined: to investigate “politically motivated or politically

targeted repression that was used as a means to maintain or obtain power and weaken

political opponents; and in each of these cases, the abuses were widespread, usually affecting

many thousands of persons.”30 In Taiwan, the Nationalist government’s persecution of

dissidents was an unequivocal means to consolidate its power from the moment of its arrival in

Taiwan until the outbreak of the Formosa Incident, although in the early days of its rule, the

regime used anti-Communist rhetoric to coerce the residents into submission.A closer

examination of the diverse truth commissions that Hayner analyzed reveals further resonance

with Taiwan’s situation. The investigation of the 2/28 Incident four decades after its occurrence

mirrors what she regards as the purview of historical truth commissions, which attempt to

clarify past events and give due respect to “previously unrecognized victims or their

descendants.” In addition, “estimates of the number of victims of the White Terror run as high

as ninety thousand arrested and about half that number executed. The number of arrests and

executions from the 1960s through the mid-1980s may have been lower, but a similar pattern

continued.”31 Both the earlier period (mainly the 1950s and early 1960s) of arrests and

extralegal executions and the later period of less violent acts are reflected in the various

regions covered in her study. A case in point is the violation of human rights in East Germany,

where the victims suffered less physical harm but “violations of international human rights

conventions and norms, including political, mental, and psychological repression” were

prevalent and almost omnipresent in the role of ideology in education, literature, and daily

life.32 Similar examples of violation are readily available in Taiwan’s past, from the

imprisonment of journalists like Bo Yang to the broader government policy against freedom of



congregation.A related issue in the study of atrocity is the appropriate terminology for the

victims. In Taiwan, there is a distinction between victims of violent acts, shouhai ren, and

victims of political persecution, shounan ren. The former is often associated with the victims of

criminal behavior, such as assault or murder, whereas the latter is used exclusively for political

prisoners, prisoners of conscience, and those who are unjustly executed and disappeared. For

lack of a more exact term in English, “victims” will have to do.This book is divided into two

parts, the first dealing with literary portrayals and the second focusing on cinematic re-

creations. I have combed through a substantial number of texts and selected those that best

lend themselves to my explorations and discussion. Those texts that I decided not to use either

did not fit the themes of my study or repeated and added little to what other texts offered.Both

Holocaust studies and atomic scholarship provide an illuminating framework for the study of

atrocity and its representations, particularly in the area of literary re-creation. In regard to

cinematic representation, we all are reminded of critiques of Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List

in its portrayal of the Holocaust and its prerogative for closure. Studies of historical films, such

as Oliver Stone’s JFK, also shed light on the characteristics and traps of representing history in

films. In addition to these works, I also employ cinematic theories regarding such techniques as

flashbacks and melodrama to investigate strategies of representing atrocity on screen. In lieu

of a conclusion, I have opted for a brief analysis of Lan Bozhou’s Vine Intertwining Tree as a

way to recapitulate key issues raised in this book, for Lan’s novel is in itself a concrete example

of the everlasting imprints of atrocity on the Taiwanese people’s minds.PART ILiterary

RepresentationTHE LITERARY REPRESENTATION OF ATROCITY in Taiwan can be divided

into three periods. The first covers the immediate aftermath of the 2/28 Incident and is mostly

composed of short stories, some of which have only recently been unearthed.1 After the initial

response to the conflict and massacre came a long period of silence, largely because of the

oppressive political atmosphere but also because so many members of the Taiwanese elite

died in 1947. Not until the early 1980s did writers begin to break through the taboo and re-

create from their imagination or personal experience stories about the 2/28 Incident and the

White Terror. This phenomenon is best characterized by what Mieke Bal calls “cultural

memorization,” a process occurring “in the present, in which the past is continuously modified

and redescribed even as it continues to shape the future.”2This modification of the past can be

found in the many literary works in the second and third periods by such prominent writers as

Li Qiao, Zhong Zhaozheng, Yang Zhao, Li Ang, Chen Yingzhen, Dong Nian, and Lan Bozhou.

Owing to the strictures of martial law, works from the second period tend to make only oblique

or cursory references to the incident and particularly the government persecution of dissidents.

For instance, the execution and incarceration of leftist intellectuals are mentioned briefly in

Chen Yingzhen’s “The Mountain Road,” yet they serve a catalytic function in the development

of the story. Dong Nian’s novella “Last Winter,” which is centered on the Formosa Incident of

1979, cleverly avoids explicit comment by incorporating news reports.The third period began

with the lifting of martial law in July 1987, although several years passed before writers finally

were sure that they were free from the thought police. Now, open descriptions of and direct

reference to the past forty years have become the norm. As their titles suggest, Li Qiao’s two-

volume novel Buried Injustice of 1947 (1995) and Zhong Zhaozheng’s Angry Tides deal

specifically with the periods before and after the 2/28 Incident. The most recent development (a

fourth period, perhaps) is the highly self-reflexive style of pondering the (im)possibility of

recapturing the past and discovering the truth. Wuhe’s “Investigation and Narration” (2002) and

Lan Bozhou’s Vine Intertwining Tree, both fictional works that deal with investigating and

reporting on the disappeared who allegedly were involved in the uprising of 1947, are the most



representative of this new mode of writing.As ethnic differences are generally believed to be a

major factor in the 2/28 Incident and the subsequent strife, chapter 1 of this book covers the

volatile issue of ethnicity and provincial identity, a political land mine in Taiwan’s past, present,

and, by all indications, future. Even though politicians continue to manipulate the question of

provincial origin (shengji) and identity (rentong), novelists have attempted to transcend the

binary opposition of victim and victimizer. Most noteworthy is the deployment of gender in the

depiction of ethnic conflicts and resolution, such as the dichotomy of Taiwanese female versus

mainlander male in Ou Tansheng’s “Intoxication.” This binary opposition is reversed in Lin

Wenyi’s “Under the Snow” and Zhong Zhaozheng’s Angry Tides. In Lin’s story, a Taiwanese

man occupies the subject position in recounting the persecution of a second-generation

mainland woman, and Zhong’s novel suggests the impossibility of ethnic harmony through the

failed marriage of a Hakka man and a mainland woman in the 1940s. Li Qiao’s “Notes of Taimu

Mountain” uses the sacred Taimu Mountain of the Yuanzhumin (the original inhabitants) as a

metaphor for Taiwan, but the portrayal of ethnic relations reveals a hierarchical order that

places the mainlanders at the bottom of humanity and compassion. Contrasting the past with

the present to promote peaceful ethnic coexistence, Lin Shenjing’s “Three Sworn Brothers of

Xizhuang” encounters an impasse in which the well-intended ending of the story contradicts its

central message.Chapter 2 examines the genre of documentary fiction as a vehicle for using

personal and public memories to re-create history. This narrative strategy invokes “an

emotional response to the ‘sense of the real,’ a reinforcement of a work’s supposed factuality,

and the establishment of the authentic link between writer, text, and events.”3 The claim of

authenticity, however, should not obscure the inherent fictionality of such a literary re-creation.

To illustrate how documentary fiction is an interpretation of the “facts of the past,” I analyze the

extensive writings of Lan Bozhou, a leader in gathering eyewitness accounts, especially his

“Song of the Covered Wagon,” which chronicles and reorganizes the pertinent aspects of the

life of an actual victim of the White Terror in the 1950s. Dong Nian’s “Last Winter” adopts a

different and complex narrative technique to relate the story of a pair of former radicals as the

Formosa Incident unfolds. In addition to news reports, Dong Nian has created an intricate

numbering system for each section of the story, producing a text that requires the reader’s full

participation.Chapter 3 focuses on portrayals of women as victims of the 2/28 Incident and the

White Terror, since they often were victimized twice, first when their husbands/fathers/sons

were “disappeared” and then as survivors who had to fend for themselves in a hostile

environment. As highly contested “territory” in the construction of national history, these

women’s roles were fraught with ambiguity during the White Terror era. This notion of

victimhood has been defined and subverted in fictional works, from the innocent bystander in

Lin Shuangbu’s “A Minor Biography of Huang Su,” to the self-sacrificing and self-effacing

woman in Chen Yingzhen’s “The Mountain Road,” to a redeeming prostitute in Yang Zhao’s

“Yanhua,” and finally to questionable victimhood in Lin Ang’s “The Devil in a Chastity Belt.”

Together, these stories exemplify a textual evolution of the image of female victims while at the

same time exposing the underlying stereotypes and sociocultural expectations regarding

Taiwanese women in general.To be sure, the themes of some of these texts overlap. For

instance, the second-generation mainland victim of the White Terror in Lin Wenyi’s “Under the

Snow,” a portrayal of ethnic differences, could very well be studied as a story of gendered

victimhood. Similarly, Yang Zhao’s “Yanhua,” centering on the relationship between a mainland

man and a Taiwanese woman, can shed additional light on the portrayal of ethnicity. But as

readers will discover, my discussion of literary representation identifies the major political and

stylistic issues that probe the limitations of the texts’ narratological strategies; it is not intended



as a comprehensive survey of literature on atrocity in Taiwan.1. Ethnicity and

Atrocity“ETHNICITY,” AS ANTHROPOLOGISTS HAVE OBSERVED, is a term that “invites

endless and fruitless definitional argument among those professional intellectuals who think

that they know, or ought to know, what it means.”1 This sense of frustration is understandable,

since anthropologists have been searching for decades for answers to how and why a

particular group of people consider themselves to have the same ethnic origin. The array of

theories is dazzling. The primordialists argue that there is an “‘overpowering’ and ‘ineffable

quality’ attaching to certain kinds of ties, which the participants tend to see as exterior,

‘coercive,’ and ‘given.’” The instrumentalists, however, “treat ethnicity as a social, political, and

cultural resource for different interest- and status-groups,”2 with a particular focus on the elite.

There also are the transactionalists, who believe that “ethnic groups must be treated as units of

ascription, where the social boundaries ensure the persistence of the group,” which, in turn, is

perpetuated by symbolic “‘border guards’ (language, dress, food, etc.).” The social

psychological proponents focus on “differential estimations of group worth, and on their

collective stereotypes,” whereas the ethnosymbolists are mainly concerned with “the

persistence, change, and resurgence of ethnies [sic], and with the role of the ethnic past or

pasts in shaping present cultural communities.”3Even though these definitions are quite

different, they share a trait in that they “repeatedly raise points about symbolism, meaning, and

identity and about cohesion, solidarity, and belonging.”4 Considering their central concerns

together, we can conclude thatethnicity is a sociocultural construction used to categorize

people who interact within the same sociopolitical arena into different groups. Various

distinctive features or social markers may be used to make these categorizations, but the

emphasis is neither on physical nor political characteristics; rather, it is on multiple factors that

reflect the general sociocultural circumstances in which social interactions take place.5In the

case of Taiwan, ethnicity, often translated into Mandarin as zuqun, is constructed on three

principles: patrilineality, locality, and language. Understandably, in a largely patriarchal society

like Taiwan, “people’s ascribed ethnicity is inherited from their father’s social category.”6 In

regard to ethnic conflict, locality and language play much more important, and sometimes

more detrimental, roles. The inhabitants of Taiwan, largely shaped by immigration history, can

be roughly divided into (1) the Yuanzhumin (literally, “the original inhabitants,” conventionally

rendered as “the indigenous people”)7 of Austronesian ethnicity, (2) the Hoklo (or Minnan,

Southern Hokien) and Hakka speakers of Han Chinese descent who immigrated mainly from

southern China before 1949, and (3) the Chinese who fled the Communist rule around 1949.

The latter two groups have been respectively identified as benshengren (people with a local/

Taiwanese provincial background), or Taiwanese, and waishengren (people from other

provinces outside Taiwan), or mainlanders.8 As is evident in the various anthropological

approaches, ethnicity and ethnic identity are not scientific categories, and ethnicity in Taiwan

begs further explication.First, in a peculiar fashion related to Sinocentrism and Han Chinese

immigration, the Yuanzhumin are relegated to a status that is neither benshengren nor

waishengren. When residents of Taiwan speak of benshengren, they usually are referring to

the Hoklo and Hakka speakers. Second, the Hoklo and Hakka speakers are not identical

groups with indistinguishable cultural practices, nor do they even speak the same language.

Although these two groups are put in the same category, benshengren or Taiwanren

(Taiwanese, the people), Taiwanhua (Taiwanese, the language) refers exclusively to Hoklo, not

to both Hoklo and Hakka. Third, the waishengren, who came to Taiwan from different parts of

the mainland, do not necessarily share the same language or customs: “In addition to the

group’s superior position over Taiwanese, their history and personal trauma—combined with



shared material and ideological interests—bonded this diversified group of mainlanders from

different provinces together. They thus became ‘constructed’ as a single mainlander group—

wai-sheng-jen [waishengren].”9This picture of ethnicity was formed largely by a historical

accident. Japanese colonialism intensified the lack of cultural exchange between Taiwan and

the mainland, and later the Nationalist government’s policy helped solidify the provincial divide:

“What makes sheng-chi [shengji, provincial origins] an ethnic factor is neither about provincial

origins per se alone, nor interpersonal relations; rather it is the asymmetrical positions of the

groups in collective interaction—that is, a principle by which group identities have emerged via

intersecting historical trajectories.”10 Hence, it is not surprising that Hoklo and Hakka speakers

are sometimes placed in the same ethnic category as Taiwanese and that at other times they

are identified as two separate ethnic groups. In any case, irrefutable differences and

unbridgeable divides have formed along the line of provincial origins. But “cultural differences

alone do not ethnicity make; culture, or cultural difference, becomes ethnicity if and when a

group takes it up and uses it in certain specific and modern ways. Naturally, too, ethnicity does

not always or necessarily make for conflict; certain kinds of ethnicity in certain situations with

certain catalyzing events make conflict out of ethnicity.”11 The catalyzing event in Taiwan was

the 2/28 Incident, in which the Hoklo and Hakka speakers, as benshengren, were involuntarily

pitted against Governor-General Chen Yi and his mainland officials/soldiers as the

waishengren, thus cementing the provincial divide as a manifestation of ethnic difference.Since

martial law was lifted in 1987, investigations into the historical background, causes, impact,

and repercussions of the 2/28 Incident have produced numerous works, ranging from

conference volumes to personal memoirs. Understandably, the causes of an incident of such

devastating magnitude and continuing (maybe even increasing) aftershocks have been the

focus of official, scholarly, and popular research, in which ethnicity is, without fail, identified as

the pivotal factor. Although the causes of the incident should best be left to historians and

political scientists, ethnicity, or shengji (provincial origins), remains a core problem in

contemporary Taiwanese society and politics and an important trope in literary works dealing

with the island’s past.The issue of provincial divide appears prominently, for instance, in Yang

Zhao’s “Yanhua,” in which a young, nameless Taiwanese woman’s intimacy with a mainland

man, Jin Hongzao, is interpreted as a gesture to erase provincial differences.12 In the story,

Jin Hongzao’s wife, a mainlander, dies in the melee along with the Taiwanese, which seems to

point to a kind of pan-victimhood. Li Ao has vociferously reminded the Taiwanese that many

mainlanders also were killed in the immediate aftermath of the incident.13 Of course, the issue

should never be about numbers—how many died—or which ethnic groups suffered more.

Nevertheless, the fact that some people believe that the deaths of mainlanders need to be

emphasized proves how pernicious and persistent ethnic conflict remains in Taiwan. Indeed,

ethnicity continues to be a contentious issue in the ways that Taiwanese citizens approach

history and contemporary politics, for “politics is more than just the arena of interests or of

social transformations. Politics is also the arena of passions, where emotions can be readily

mobilized behind one’s own flag, and against another group.”14Although ethnicity is not

interchangeable with race, what Henry Louis Gates Jr. cautions regarding the need to analyze

how race is intricately connected to writing is relevant. Substituting “ethnic” for “racial,” we must

examine “how attitudes toward racial differences generate and structure literary texts by us and

about us…. But we must also understand how certain forms of difference and the languages

we employ to define those supposed differences not only reinforce each other but tend to

create and maintain each other.”15 This chapter is devoted to literary portrayals of ethnicity and

ethnic relations set against the 2/28 Incident and the White Terror. In literary texts, ethnicity is



deployed to condemn atrocity, to promote peaceful coexistence, and to explain the

consequences of historical events, sometimes at the risk of degenerating into reinforcing ethnic

stereotypes or of dispensing with the past by privileging “closure.”“INTOXICATION” AND

“UNDER THE SNOW”: GENDER STEREOTYPE AS ETHNICITYIn an essay on “Indians” in

America and the problem of history, Jane Tompkins wonders whether “it is an accident that

ways of describing cultural strength and weakness coincide with gender stereotype.”16 The

answer to her question is self-evident, for the axis of the Manichean oppositions “provides the

central feature of the colonialist cognitive framework and colonialist literary representation: the

manichean allegory—a field of diverse yet interchangeable oppositions … good and evil,

superiority and inferiority, intelligence and emotion, rationality and sensuality, self and Other.”17

Indeed, this scheme, dramatized as gender differences, offers convenient paradigmatic

shortcuts to unambiguous contrasts of different groups, whether ethnic or racial. In

“Intoxication,” one of the earliest stories written about the 2/28 Incident, ethnic differences used

as gender stereotypes are manipulated to indict the ill treatment of the Taiwanese by the

mainlanders. Forty years later, “Under the Snow” adopts a similar narrative strategy but

reverses the gender roles to convey the author’s criticism of the White Terror. Both stories

feature a romantic relationship between a Taiwanese and a mainlander, but with different

outcomes that entail evolving strategies to exploit ethnic relations in writing

injustice.“Intoxication,” written by Ou Tansheng, a mainlander who went to Taiwan to teach in

February 1947, was published in a left-wing Shanghai journal, Wenyi chunqiu, on November

15, 1947.18 A rather melodramatic story, “Intoxication” features a young Taiwanese woman,

Ajin, who nurses a mainland man, Mr. Yang, back to good health after he is beaten by an angry

mob on the day he arrives in Taipei, February 28, 1947. Ajin falls in love with Mr. Yang, but he

merely takes advantage of her; and when he finally recovers and grows tired of her, he leaves,

promising to send for her later. The bulk of the story involves her frantic search for the ship that

purportedly is taking him back to Xiamen, China, and her tumultuous, alternating emotional

states of despair and hope. By all accounts a cheap tale of innocence lost and love without

reciprocation, this story is seriously flawed in its focus on Ajin’s unrequited love, “turning it into

an account of a passionate girl jilted by a heartless man, thus diminishing its potential for social

criticism.”19 But as a case study of ethnic interaction, “Intoxication” sheds light on the

configuration of ethnicity in the immediate aftermath of the 2/28 Incident.Melodrama aside,

noteworthy here is the employment of (non)romance to narrate ethnic relations and the political

implications of such a portrayal. First, it is precisely the 2/28 Incident that brings the Taiwanese

woman and the mainland man together. Second, the plot highlights the fact that he is an

innocent bystander victimized by the angry mob that attacks any mainlander in sight. Intriguing,

however, is how the victim of ethnic assault then becomes a victimizer himself, misleading Ajin

and then abandoning her. When the story opens, Ajin’s hope for a happy marriage is already

dashed, for Mr. Yang is leaving. It is hard not to read this metaphorically as a comment on the

relationship between Taiwanese and mainlanders. In virtually all the studies and memoirs of

the 2/28 Incident, the Taiwanese are described as ecstatic at first when Japan was defeated

and Taiwan was to return to China; but their elation quickly turned into disappointment and

then to anger over the attitude, behavior, and acts of malfeasance by the soldiers and officials

from the mainland.20 The “intoxication” in the title refers to both the extratextual sentiment of

the Taiwanese in the wake of the Japanese surrender and the textual infatuation Ajin feels for

Mr. Yang. It is significant, then, that the story starts in this fashion, for the parallel between a

despondent Ajin and the helpless Taiwanese highlights the core reality of Taiwan at that

time.The disillusioned Taiwanese are not unlike the abandoned Ajin, who believes in Mr. Yang’s



sincerity and amorous feelings for her. She never suspects for a moment that Mr. Yang is

treating her like a plaything, even at the end of the story after all her attempts to locate him

have failed miserably. She is further deceived by Mr. Zhu, Yang’s friend, also a mainlander, into

believing that Yang will soon send for her. The deception comes in the cruelest form: Yang has

written a letter to Zhu asking him to lie to Ajin so that she will stop pursuing him. When she

pleads with Zhu to tell her Yang’s whereabouts, Zhu gives her the letter, knowing full well that

she cannot read Chinese. Zhu then misrepresents its contents, even lying that Yang misses her

and wishes to marry her at the earliest possible opportunity. Her failure to “read” Yang’s

intention is the original cause of her self-deception, and her inability to comprehend written

Chinese aggravates the severity of her situation, both reminding us of the language barrier

between the Taiwanese and the mainlanders during this period. We also recall that it is

precisely Yang’s inability to speak and comprehend Taiwanese that makes it possible for the

Taiwanese to identify and attack him. Although Yang suffers for his inability to understand

Taiwanese, he later gains Ajin’s confidence and devotion, whereas Ajin’s language difficulty

only sends her farther down the road of deception. In other words, in the battle over language,

the mainland man commands a superior position.In addition to drawing a parallel between

Ajin’s nonromance and the Taiwanese’s false hope, the story is full of gender and ethnic

stereotypes. Throughout the story, Ajin is portrayed as naive, kindhearted, hardworking, and

filial but easily deceived. The narrator constantly reminds us that she is just like the majority of

Taiwanese women, and it is difficult for readers informed of postcolonial theory not to regard

her as a symbol for Taiwan, the quintessential subaltern. None of the mainlanders is cast in a

positive light: Mr. Yang is a philanderer; Mr. Zhu derives great pleasure from lying to Ajin for his

friend’s sake; and the master of the house where Ajin works as a maid also is a womanizer

who harasses her. Ajin falls victim to all these men, who take advantage of her kindness and

naïveté. More important, all three mainland men occupy a higher social and economic status,

for they all are civil servants, while Ajin is a lowly maid.21 Reminiscent of the Manichean

opposition mentioned by Abdul JanMohamed, the conqueror is cast as male, intelligent, and

wealthy, and the conquered is designated as female, weak, and poor.But ethnicity presented

as gender stereotype would lose its intensity if the portrayal stopped at the dichotomized

opposition of good versus evil. Accordingly, Ajin is depicted as not entirely innocent, as she

also reveals an ulterior motive to be involved with a mainlander from a higher social class. The

author inserted the following comment describing Ajin’s psychology:For today’s Taiwanese

girls, owing to the fact that the Taiwanese were highly restricted in their chances of getting a

higher education in the colonial time, it is difficult to find a man with prominent social status.

Hence, even under normal circumstances, the girls would congratulate themselves and feel

secret elation if they occasionally found a man with some status showing interest in them, let

alone the fact that the man was an unmarried civil servant from the Mainland appearing before

them as a citizen of powerful country. Therefore, it was no accident that this eighteen-year-old

girl [Ajin] fell so easily for him.22The inherently imbalanced power structure between men and

women, as well as between the mainland and Taiwan, is important to the narrator’s

observation. Ajin, in other words, is attracted also to the external “value” added to Yang’s

identity as a mainlander, for later on we read about her fantasy that reveals her wish for a

better life:She fantasized about how they’d get married and what kind of peaceful and quiet life

they’d spend together. People would actually call her Mrs. Yang. He might even take her to the

mainland. Of course Mother and Sister would go too. She imagined that the situation there

must be very good and she’d be absolutely happy with her life. There’s no poverty, no hunger;

everything is better than Taiwan, even better than Japan; otherwise, how come Japan was



defeated this time?23Although we might find her dream of a good life to be legitimate, we

cannot help but be struck by the slippage between personal/feminine desire and national/

political discourse. The displacement of private happiness with a longing for the all-powerful

China corresponds to the substitution of gender stereotype for ethnicity that runs through the

story. In the end, no one fares well, for Mr. Yang is a philanderer who likes to haggle, and Ajin

pins her hopes for a better life on an undeserving man while looking down on a friend who is

reduced to prostitution in order to survive. The author, however, must portray Ajin as irrational,

foolish, and gullible in order to accentuate Yang’s abuse of her, even though the author is

obviously sympathetic to her situation. But when describing ethnicity in these gender terms, the

portrayal becomes self-defeating in that it magnifies the stereotypical binary opposition of

superiority versus inferiority.Serendipitously, Lin Wenyi’s “Under the Snow,” published in the

winter of 1987, the year martial law was lifted, denounces the Nationalist government’s

disregard for human rights and bears uncanny similarities to “Intoxication.” Told by a first-

person narrator to a reporter, the story relates a romance between the Taiwanese narrator and

a second-generation mainland woman who meet in New York. During their time together, the

narrator, dismayed by the woman’s lack of knowledge and understanding of Taiwanese culture

and history, tries to instill a Taiwanese consciousness in her. When she returns to Taiwan with

the intention of telling her parents about her relationship with the narrator, she is arrested at

the airport. Sentenced to fourteen years in prison for an “intent to subvert the government,” she

is released after seven years. While the romantic relationship between them, unlike the story of

Ajin and Mr. Yang, is genuine, “Under the Snow” also relies heavily on gender stereotype in its

depiction of ethnicity, but with various reversals.On six separate occasions, the woman in the

story is referred to as “a frail, tender, delicate woman.”24 Her physical appearance is

underscored to highlight the contrast between the man’s height (six feet) and his inability to

help her and, more important, between his earthy, masculine Taiwanese-ness and her elite,

effete mainland heritage. He is a farm boy from Jiayi in southern Taiwan, and she, the daughter

of a general, has spent virtually all her life in the northern city of Taipei. In a way, this story is

an exemplary text of the periphery writing back, for the two characters represent the center and

the margin of the power structure in Taiwan, and the many reversals symbolize the Taiwanese

desire to take back the discursive power of ethnic relations. The divide between north and

south and its concomitant implications25 are further reversed in the two protagonists’

relationship, in that he plays the role of a mentor guiding her through a journey of Taiwanese

history. For instance, at their first meeting, he criticizes her for not being able to speak a word

of Taiwanese, even though she was born in Taiwan. Later he inculcates in her the need to

identify with Taiwan, “a place that has nurtured her for over two decades.” He is, in a word, a

male Taiwanese chauvinist.That conclusion may seem harsh, for it is, after all, legitimate for

him to demand that she speak Taiwanese and identify with Taiwan. Moreover, she herself does,

in fact, gradually come to agree with his view and asks him to teach her Taiwanese. What is

disturbing is the rhetoric of ethnicity in which the Other is described in terms of lack, and the

gender and ethnic Other seems always to play a passive role. Whether intentional or not, the

author’s employment of a first-person narrator gives the Taiwanese male absolute subjectivity

as the agent who controls all the information, for he not only teaches her what he thinks she

needs to know about Taiwan but also relates her story to us. Conversely, the story can be

regarded as a kind of textual recuperation of Taiwanese subjectivity, for the political reality in

Taiwan before martial law was lifted required everyone to identify with the mainland and

everything associated with that place “that you cannot even visit.”26 It thus is only through the

man’s monologue and his instruction to her about Taiwan that Taiwan’s legitimacy can be



confirmed.The woman’s ignorance of Taiwanese history was politically engineered by the

Nationalist government’s policy of segregation and suppression of Taiwanese consciousness.

Many mainlanders and their families lived in tightly knit, closed-off compounds that formed their

own little worlds, isolated from the rest of Taiwanese society. Hence, it is significant that the two

people meet in New York, for the political atmosphere in Taiwan would not have allowed them

to discuss Taiwanese politics freely. Even so, she has come under suspicion, for during the

White Terror no one could escape the insidious Nationalist government’s surveillance of its

people, in Taiwan and even overseas, by spies who disguised themselves as students or by

students who worked for the Nationalist government’s monitoring apparatus: “They probably

said she watched movies from Communist China in school, listened to their symphonies, or

read a few books.”27It is unclear to the reader whether the woman in fact had read the

“forbidden” books or watched movies from the mainland, for the narrator is vague about why

she is arrested, except that “they said she had a roll of film negatives with her when she arrived

at the airport.”28 But it is precisely this vagueness that accentuates the pernicious nature of

the White Terror, as the Kafkaesque lack of specific charges is symptomatic of the

omnipresent, omnipotent government censorship at work. The narrator also comments

explicitly on the suppression of dissent: “I don’t understand why I’m exiled just because I have

my own views and opinions. This is really inhumane.” “Could a newspaper in Taiwan publish

the full content [of what I just told you]? I heard that sometimes an article is changed so much

that it turns into a completely different essay.”29 He even has a confrontation with an overseas

Taiwanese who accuses him of promoting Taiwan independence, during which his left arm is

broken. All these incidents are intended as criticism of government persecution and the

pervasive power of the White Terror, as even average people were sometimes willing to serve

as accomplices and inflict even more injury on the victims.As we will see in chapter 3, women

serve as more powerful and convenient tropes for victimhood in that their perceived biological

inferiority can more easily incite sympathy and outrage. In Lin Wenyi’s story, the mainland

woman is repeatedly described as delicate and tender, which is clearly meant to stress the

injustice she experiences. But the ethnic power structure narrated in gender terms is not

altogether unproblematic, as the first-person narrative renders her silent; that is, a Taiwanese

male speaking for a mainland Other makes female agency impossible. While that may help the

author achieve the goal of censuring the White Terror, it defeats the purpose of transcending

ethnic divisions. The mainland woman is powerless to defend herself and speak her own mind.

In a word, ethnicity is subsumed under the overriding agenda of indicting the government’s

persecution of real or imagined dissidents. In addition, the theme of romance between a

Taiwanese man and a second-generation mainland woman inevitably begins with ethnic unity

and ends with an unsettling sense of hope:I’m waiting for her here. I’ll take her to the Hudson

River, to see the Taiwanese painter…. No matter how heavy the snow, how cold the night, I’m

taking her there, my beloved woman who has suffered so much, so that she’ll never, ever

disappear from my side again. Isn’t that so? I often feel that, even if the wind is strong and the

snow heavy, there must be the seeds’ intense anticipation for spring buried in the soil under the

deep snow, and that is life, love, and hope.30While it is difficult to argue against such an

optimistic, uplifting tone, the hopeful ending nonetheless elides the issues and advances the

agenda of collective amnesia that was so often advocated by government officials and

criticized by activists.31ANGRY TIDES: FAILED MARRIAGE AS ETHNIC CONFLICTAngry

Tides, by the renowned Hakka writer Zhong Zhaozheng, is a family saga that starts at the end

of World War II when members of the Lu family return to Taiwan from Tokyo and Manchuria.

Clearly intended to invoke a chaotic political situation and the sentiments of the Taiwanese



after the Nationalist government takeover, the novel ends with the 2/28 Incident, during which

one of the Lu sons dies while attacking an airport and another is arrested and imprisoned for

forty days, even though he did not participate in the uprising. The novel was published in 1993

to critical acclaim, seen by some as a breakthrough in the fictional rendition of Taiwanese

history.32 The emphasis on Taiwanese history should come as no surprise for a writer with two

trilogies on the same subject. Zhong’s earlier work, published during the martial-law era,

focused on the colonial period. Angry Tides, written in the relaxed political atmosphere of the

1990s, tackles the 2/28 Incident, in which ethnic conflict is shown in the form of a failed

marriage between a Hakka man and a mainland woman.The couple is Lu Zhilin, a former

medical student at Tokyo Imperial University, and Han Ping, who comes to Taiwan with her

sister, who is married to a Hakka man. As someone from Beijing, a cultural and political center,

Han represents not only mainland China but also Chinese civilization. Lu, in contrast, is a

colonized Taiwanese; in fact, he is a Taiwanese steeped in Japanese culture. Both are

displaced in postwar Taiwan: she is out of place in Taiwan, and he is a remnant of the colonial

past. Lu Zhilin is someone with a triple consciousness: Taiwanese, Japanese, and Chinese.33

His attraction to Han is doomed from the beginning, as her allure is fraught with unstable ethnic

consciousness, which “following Hegel, is a function of knowing rather than a quality of being;

identity is static and determined existence, whereas consciousness is becoming and desire.”34

In other words, owing to his triple consciousness, Lu has no fixed identity; instead, he is always

desiring and becoming (from Taiwanese to Japanese to Chinese). Symbolically, his desire for

Han Ping is a desire for a Chinese identity. But the colonized’s attempt to mimic the colonizer

(whether the Japanese or the mainland Chinese) always ends in failure.35On a textual level,

Lu Zhilin’s attraction to Han Ping, a mainland woman from Beijing, is a way for the author to

comment on postwar, postcolonial Taiwan, where all the Taiwanese must now identify with

China, a mysterious, remote land that has suddenly burst into their consciousness.

Consequently, Han is portrayed as an enigma, and the narrative, presented solely through Lu’s

perspective, invites the reader to perceive the mainland woman as incomprehensible and yet in

total control of the dynamics. When, for instance, Lu is first introduced to Han, she “casually

stood up and took a step forward, extending her right hand toward the three young men who

were bowing at their waists, first to Zhilin.”36 The greeting styles signal their cultural differences

but, more important, underscore the disparity between them, which is conveyed through the

vivid image of a Taiwanese man continuing the Japanese custom of bowing at the waist,

greeting a woman from the mainland who is standing upright. In a symbolic way, it is the

colonized Taiwan bowing to the victor of World War II. Later, during the dinner party, Lu is once

again put in a passive position, when, through interpretation, Han asks him questions, a

novelty, since Taiwanese women are discouraged from initiating exchanges with a (male)

stranger. His inability to comprehend China, characterized as an inability to speak and

understand Mandarin, only intensifies his desire for her.The asymmetric dynamics of their

interaction continue throughout the novel. He agrees to be her tour guide, alternating between

English and written Chinese as a means of communication; the tour of Taipei also serves as

his tutorial sessions in Mandarin Chinese. But whereas he learns to speak Mandarin, she

learns virtually no Hakka from him. The lopsided relationship is carried into their marriage,

when one day he realizes that not only has she completely disrupted his family structure, but

his entire family, including his parents, has become subservient to her whims and desires. His

father’s submissive attitude even reminds him of how his father treated the Japanese during

the colonial era. The Taiwanese regarded the arrival of the Nationalist government as merely

the substitution of one colonial government, the Chinese, for another, the Japanese. What is



intriguing is the way in which this national strife is carried out in the domestic milieu, in which

the mainland woman represents the new colonial government.This strife-ridden domestic

relationship finally reaches a breaking point after the 2/28 Incident, during which ethnic

differences and the potential for violence they represent are configured in the form of a broken

marriage. Lu Zhilin and Han Ping are one-dimensional figures representing two different

ideologies and interpretations of the 2/28 Incident. Han favors the official explanation that the

Taiwanese, slaves to the Japanese colonial rule, initiated a barbaric attack on the mainlanders.

Even though he disagrees, Lu lacks the linguistic ability to express his objections. His inability

to express his views and defend his position on the incident can be regarded as an implicit

comment on the voiceless Taiwanese and their linguistic inferiority. The limited amount of

English they share only lands them in a quagmire of debating between words like “revolt” and

“riot.” Han insists that the incident was a Taiwanese revolt against the government, and Lu

believes that it was a riot against injustice. In the end, the now pregnant Han decides to return

to the mainland, thus ending a brief marriage based more on superficial harmony derived from

incomprehension—an infatuation with the Other—than on mutual understanding. The failure of

this marriage demonstrates the impossibility of peaceful coexistence as long as the Taiwanese

suffer injustice and ill treatment.Furthermore, if Han’s pregnancy signifies the potential for a

future of ethnic harmony, then the subsequent loss of the baby carries multiple meanings for

this allegory of ethnic relations. For one thing, Han’s departure is described in a cryptic, almost

dismissive manner. Although she hints earlier to her sister that Taiwan is too dangerous for her

and that she may return to the mainland, the reader does not learn of her return until the last

chapter, when Lu Zhilin is leaving for Japan to resume his studies. Similarly, the loss of the

baby is mentioned only in passing:Zhilin recalled a line in Han Ping’s letter from Beijing that

said, “Unable to keep the baby, I feel deep regrets.” Zhilin had trouble interpreting the meaning

of such a phrase. No, he really couldn’t understand what she meant and could only speculate

and conclude that the baby was gone. Whether due to abortion or miscarriage, he didn’t

know.37But if the baby is to represent the future of ethnic harmony, then the cause of the loss

becomes extremely important; that is, an abortion would represent a willful and violent

termination of that future, whereas a miscarriage would imply a hopeless situation beyond

human control. The author provides no answer, but it is significant that the opportunity for

future ethnic harmony is irrecoverable.At the risk of overinterpretation, the failed marriage

deserves further discussion. If we regard it as a futile attempt at ethnic harmony, we also must

consider the implications of Lu’s journey to Japan at the end of the novel. Han Ping’s return to

the mainland is inevitable, for her fears and her sense of superiority do not allow her to remain

in Taiwan; moreover, removing her from Taiwan symbolizes the unbridgeable gap between the

mainlanders and the Taiwanese. What does it mean, then, for Lu Zhilin to return to Japan, and

how are we to interpret the author’s position regarding Taiwanese ethnicity? Before boarding

the ship for Japan, Lu Zhilin says to his cousin and niece who have come to see him off, “You

should find a place where you truly belong and walk down that road toward tomorrow. That’s all

we can do, right?”38 Apparently, Lu believes that Japan is where he belongs. The significance

of a former imperial subject of the Japanese colonial government returning to Japan is open to

discussion, to be sure. We could argue that Lu Zhilin fails to shed his colonized self and

willingly submits to further colonization. But if we place his decision in the context of the 2/28

Incident, we see that the choice is inevitable, that it is his only recourse, that the incident

ultimately drives the colonized back to the former colonizer.“THREE SWORN BROTHERS OF

XIZHUANG”: AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF ETHNIC RELATIONSPublished in March 1986, Lin

Shenjing’s “Three Sworn Brothers of Xizhuang” reads like a detective novel in that it unravels



an entangled ethnic past and reveals the circumstances surrounding acts of violence only at

the end of the story.39 It takes place in the present, several decades after the event—the 2/28

Incident in this case—and hence offers an implicit or explicit comparison of past and present.

Moreover, this story is permeated by an ambiguity concerning the perpetrators of suffering,

implying that it is the ordinary people, not the government, who inflict pain on others or

themselves.The story begins with a group of teenagers, one of them a second-generation

mainland boy, playing baseball. A home run sends the ball into a secluded area behind a

temple, a place forbidden to the village children. The owner of the baseball is thus caught

between his desire to retrieve the ball and his fear of the place. Then his mother appears and

orders them all home, but not before scolding the old man guarding the temple for leaving the

place accessible to the children and posing a danger to them. Next the reader is introduced to

a scene in “Qiu’s Clinic,” in which a Taiwanese man’s complaint about his toothache is being

translated by the doctor’s son, Qiu Dawei. Because Dr. Qiu is from Shandong, China, he

speaks poor Taiwanese and relies on his wife and son as interpreters. The rest of the story

revolves around the three boys—Qiu Dawei, Lin Mingshan, and Wang Junhui—the sworn

brothers of Xizhuang. When Lin Mingshan, who is good at carving, wishes he had a better

knife, Qiu Dawei, a more privileged boy, offers to buy it for him but is turned down. In a

conversation with an older villager, Wang Junhui discovers the secret behind the secluded

area: a madman, a mainlander (waishengren) is locked up in a small room behind the temple.

Wang then goes in and retrieves the baseball. When the topic of a carving tool comes up

again, the three boys decide to steal the donation money from the temple. After the villagers

discover the theft, Wang persuades the other two boys to release the madman in order to

divert the villagers’ attention from their search for the thief. During the villagers’ confusion when

they discover that the madman has disappeared, Lin Mingshan’s family is notified by the village

head and the chief of police that Lin’s grandfather will soon be released from prison.The

mysterious disappearance of Lin’s grandfather is finally revealed: After the 2/28 Incident,

Grandfather Lin, Wang Junhui’s grandfather, and a third man (the father of a clerk in the

Farmers’ Association), also sworn brothers, took over a radio station to broadcast news of the

attack on Taiwanese. The clerk’s father was killed, and Lin Mingshan’s and Wang Junhui’s

grandfathers were arrested. Wang’s grandfather later died in prison, but Lin’s is now being

released. In the final episode, the villagers find the body of the dead madman. The secret of his

imprisonment also is revealed: when the sworn brothers of the earlier generation were

arrested, the villagers suspected that the nameless mainlander was a government spy who

had reported the sworn brothers’ whereabouts, so they captured him. Unable to understand the

mainlander’s language but unwilling to set him free, the villagers imprisoned him in a room they

built behind the temple and entrusted the old man to care for him. In an epilogue-like final

section, the three present-day sworn brothers of Xizhuang are seen going to visit the graves

with flowers in their book bags.Careful readers of this text would likely notice the lengthy

description of the contemporary Taiwanese village and the friendship of the three boys.

Eventually it becomes clear that the boys’ present-day life is meant to serve as a contrast with

the excavated past. Indeed, we can detect a representational tendency in works (literary and

cinematic) on Taiwan’s history to set up a contrast between past and present. Often the past is

cast in a heroic and idealistic light, while the present seems to be dwarfed by comparison. The

contrast highlights sacrifices made by members of the earlier generation or underscores their

unjust deaths. In Lin Shenjing’s story, however, past and present are so shrouded in ambiguity

that we cannot help but suspect that the author is torn between wishing for a better tomorrow

and lamenting the loss of a glorious yet irretrievable past. This dilemma is caused by two



dissimilar but equally unsatisfactory approaches to representing atrocity.The first approach

emanates from a political/ideological teleology, a contrast deriving from the author’s intention to

comment on Taiwan’s political realities. After four decades of White Terror, many young

Taiwanese were estranged from the past by their parents passively admonishing them to keep

politics at arm’s length, while the government actively suppressed dissent, and any

investigation of historical events like the 2/28 Incident was forbidden. As a result, to better indict

political suppression, the younger generation of Taiwanese is described as obsessed with

sensual gratification and material comfort. The subtext of this representational strategy seems

to be the assumption that the young Taiwanese would have behaved differently had they

known their history. Blaming a lack of historical memory is a seductive way out of the

problematic juxtaposition of a better past and a degenerated present, but it does not explain

why the lack of historical memory would necessarily lead to the pursuit of materialism.The

second approach involves narratorial expediency. Through a stereotypical portrayal of

contemporary Taiwanese youths as hedonists with a lax sense of morality, writers and

filmmakers can more easily ensure that the sacrifice and heroism of the earlier generation

shines through brightly. In other words, the need to idolize and idealize those who fell prey to

acts of government brutality demands that the next generation be inferior to the previous

generations in every respect. Lacking political conviction and caring only about material

comfort, the young Taiwanese are forever living in the shadow of their elders, with little hope of

ever becoming their equals. Narrative of this nature inevitably simplifies the complex historical

factors shaping Taiwan’s current cultural state while creating one-dimensional characters.When

the ideological teleology of censuring the government is conveyed through such narratorial

expediency, a narrative that clearly promotes ethnic harmony becomes disjointed, even self-

defeating. In “Three Sworn Brothers of Xizhuang,” the most immediately discernible

juxtaposition of past and present is the two sets of sworn brothers. The earlier trio are

Taiwanese villagers who, according to Lin Mingshan, during the conflict between mainlanders

and Taiwanese, “took over the radio station in town so they could broadcast [the 2/28 Incident];

in the end one of them was killed and my grandfather and Ahui’s [Wang Junhui’s] grandfather

were arrested.”40 In contrast, the present-day sworn brothers are engaged in delinquent, not

heroic, activities: they steal money from the temple and, in order to cover up their crime,

release the madman, thus causing his death. Even before the villagers discover the release

and subsequent death of the madman, we learn of the higher esteem in which the people hold

the older trio: When Wang Junhui’s father complains to Li Tiansong, whose brother was the

slain man of the earlier trio, that the three young boys are lazy loafers who went to the temple

to swear an oath of brotherhood, Wang’s father states that they need to be taught a

lesson:“What’s wrong with swearing an oath of brotherhood?” Tiansong said. “Back then my

brother, your father, and Mingshan’s grandfather were also sworn brothers.”“Tiansong, how

could you make that kind of comparison,” the village head said. “What they did back then was

different.”41While the younger sworn brothers are described as inferior in comparison with their

grandfather’s generation, the relationship between the young Taiwanese and the second-

generation mainlander is depicted in a positive way, even though the description is fraught with

a questionable, lopsided power structure. Early on we encounter an amicable scene in which

the Taiwanese farmer asks Dr. Qiu, who is not a dentist, to help relieve his toothache. Dr. Qiu,

as we have seen, speaks Taiwanese with a Shandong accent but nonetheless is able and

willing to communicate with the Taiwanese farmer, with help from his son. The obligation of a

medical doctor is to cure people’s illnesses and alleviate their suffering. It is therefore all the

more ironic that at the same time that Dr. Qiu, a mainlander, is helping a Taiwanese farmer,



another mainlander has been locked up in a small room by the Taiwanese villagers for

something for which he very likely was not responsible. Contrary to the earlier image of

mainlanders as outsiders who inflicted pain on the Taiwanese, Dr. Qiu is now an integral part of

the Taiwanese village, someone who helps ease their physical pain.The asymmetric power

structure is most evident in the interactions of the young trio, even though the three sworn

brothers of the present time are meant to represent improved ethnic relations. Whereas the

older trio was made up of three Taiwanese; the younger trio consists of two Taiwanese and one

boy, Qiu Dawei, whose father is from the mainland. But Dawei is clearly the wealthiest boy,

whose father is a doctor, and the other two are farmers’ sons, one of whom has even lost his

father and grandfather. Dawei is described as generous, having offered money to Lin Mingshan

to buy carving tools.42 But Wang Junhui, the second Taiwanese boy, is the one who persuades

the other two to release the madman in order to cover up the theft. This may seem to be only a

teenage prank, but it actually is a criminal act with grave consequences.Even though the

mainland boy, Qiu Dawei, goes along with Wang’s plan, this picture of peaceful, harmonious

ethnic relations is unsettling, particularly in the final scene when the villagers discover the

madman’s body:“Ai!” Tiansong said. “A man’s life is over just like that. Now that I think about it, I

feel it’s so unjust.”The village head also sighed. “Ai! When a person dies, burial is the best

solution.” He turned to Jinfu and said, “Jinfu, go tell the funeral service people to come take

care of this mad—this outsider’s burial, after they perform the rites for your father.”Jinfu

nodded.“One more thing,” the village head continued. “These two died because of our

Xizhuang, so I hope the tombstone will be carved in the name of the whole village. I’ll go talk

with everyone, and hope they will all agree.”43There is a sense of denouement in the

conversation between Jinfu and the village head but virtually no feeling of Aristotelean

catharsis. It is as if the unjust death of two men and the decades-long imprisonments (of the

madman in the village and of Mingshan’s grandfather in an offshore island prison) are simply

water under the bridge. When dealing with the suppressed 2/28 Incident and its disastrous

effects on the common people, who turn against an outsider, the characters in this story seem

more interested in a peaceful resolution and harmonious ethnic relations. To be sure, we could

argue that their unwillingness to delve into the past is the result of the White Terror

characterized by suppression, as we will see in Hou Hsiao-hsien’s Good Men, Good Women.

But we cannot overlook the fact that the villagers, young and old, contributed to the death of

the nameless mainlander, even though their actions are caused by either suspicion or

negligence, not by willful viciousness. That is, the villagers might have been ignorant

perpetrators of a crime at a highly charged moment; still, especially when compared with the

lengthy narrative on the current ethnic harmony, the ending is unsettling, because “certain

wounds, both personal and historical, cannot simply heal without leaving scars or residue in

the present; there may even be a sense in which they have to remain as open wounds even if

one strives to counteract their tendency to swallow all of existence and incapacitate one as an

agent in the present.”44With the mainlander victim and the Taiwanese martyr buried—

coincidentally or, perhaps, ironically—side by side, given the symbolic power of tombs and

burials, we could argue that the villagers are burying their past, although the reader is not privy

to their inner world and hence is unable to discern whether that past is viewed as ignominious

or painful or both. Indeed, at first, little of the past is revealed to the young trio or to the reader,

and when it is, the revelation elicits questionable responses from the characters. For instance,

when the village head explains to the young boys how the mainlander came to be imprisoned

and subsequently went mad, we are given only Dawei’s reaction: “‘Damn,’ Dawei said. ‘This is

crazy!’”45 It is reasonable to expect Dawei, the son of a mainlander, to be the one who



exclaims his bewilderment and indignation, but the phrase seems inadequate and weak.The

narratorial haste to deal and dispense with the past is closely tied to the author’s intention to

illustrate the current, improved state of ethnic relations. When, for instance, past events and the

secret about the madman are mentioned, issues of ethnicity quickly take over, as though they

are an antidote to the poisonous past. After Wang Junhui reveals that he has asked around but

that no one is willing to tell him anything about the madman, the following dialogue

ensues:“Someone has to know,” Dawei said.“They say he’s a mainlander [waishengren],”

Junhui said.“Damn it!” Dawei said, “So what if he’s a mainlander? So am I.”46At the end when

the past is finally revealed to the younger generation, the process seems anticlimactic, the

listeners’ reaction vapid. When Mingshan relates the actions taken by his grandfather and his

sworn brothers, Dawei reacts by saying, “How come I didn’t know any of this?” Junhui replies,

“It isn’t in the textbooks, so of course you didn’t know.”47 We might reasonably expect the

youths to respond with more than just a brief question and answer about the (in)accessibility of

historical knowledge in textbooks.To be fair to Lin Shenjing, this story exemplifies an attempt to

break through the dichotomized stereotype of the mainlander as the perpetrator and the

Taiwanese as the victim. The mainland madman in the story is a victim of misunderstanding

and distrust, while the older Taiwanese sworn brothers sacrifice their lives to protest against

injustice. In the final analysis, both ethnic groups are victimized, for the highly charged

atmosphere of suspicion following the 2/28 Incident turned ordinary citizens into irrational

agents of revenge. The author’s overriding intention to address this effect of the incident turns

the story into a kind of glorification of closure, with its emphasis on final resolution and

harmonious ethnic relations, thereby giving a misguided assertion about “the possibility of total

mastery or full dialectical overcoming of the past in a redemptive narrative or … a

stereotypically Hegelian overcoming and reconciliation—wherein all wounds are healed without

leaving scars and full ego identity is achieved.”48 Without a sincere, unflinching look at the

roots of ethnic strife, past and present, reconciliation may be temporarily satisfying but the

wound will always be festering beneath the surface of peaceful coexistence and continue to be

manipulated for political gains.“NOTES OF TAIMU MOUNTAIN”: TOPOGRAPHIC

IMAGINATION OF HISTORY AND ETHNICITYThe story “Notes of Taimu Mountain” is based

on a real-life character, Lü Heruo, a midcentury writer, musician, and member of Taiwan’s

Communist Party. In the aftermath of the 1947 incident, the Nationalist regime cast its net wide

to arrest anyone suspected of antigovernment activities.49 Lü was forced into hiding on Luku

Mountain in northern Taiwan and was not heard from again.
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