Good, But Not Great, Political History

J. BRuUcE JacoBs

With a strong recommendation from a respected colleague, | came
to Denny Roy's book, Taiwan: A Political History, with very positive in-
clinations. The book begins in pre-European times, has a chapter each on
theQing ( ) and Japanese periods, and looks at both the domestic and in-
ternational aspects of Taiwan's development over the past severa decades.
Yet, | finished the book with asense of dissatisfaction.

| believe two sets of reasons help explain my sense of unease. Fird,
the book makesaseriesof basic errors. In addition, the book isvery lightly
footnoted. This makes it difficult to discover the source of the errors (or,
for that matter, the source of the good points aswell). When discovering
basic errorsin areasthat one knows well, the reader then wondersabout the
accuracy of areashe or she knows less well.

Secondly, the writer's organization sometimes lacks clarity. Very
grange chronologies are strung together and thereby confuse the reader.
Sometimes, this results from an overtly American viewpoint.

My firg mgor concern with the book begins on page 3. Roy saysin
footnote 1: "One of themajor studies on this subject [ Taiwan's aborigines]
is Emily Martin Ahern and Hill Gates, eds.,, The Anthropology of Tai-
wanese Society (Stanford, Cdlif.: Stanford University Press, 1981)." The
Ahern and Gates volume was and is an important book, but not one of
the saventeen chapters deal s with aborigines.

New worries come on pages 4-6. Here Dr. Roy asserts that Hakkas
( ) cameto Taiwan well before the Hokkien ( ). He writes,
"About a third of Guangdong's [ ] Hakkas sailed to Taiwan in the
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latter part of the thirteenth century” (p. 5). To the best of my knowledge,
thereisno evidencefor such aHakkamigration to Taiwan at that time. The
issue was firg raised by William G. Goddard, an Australian with close
Kuomintang (KMT, ) connections, who asserted:

Thefirstto respond to thisurgeto crosstheseain quest of anew life, based on

the ownership of land, were the Hakkas, the untouchabl es of China... Aslong

asthey remained on the Chinese mainland, therewas no hopefor them. It was

land they wanted, land that would respond to their tilling... On the southern part

of the great western plai n of Formosa the migrants found the land they sought.

The agelong dream had come true. The long bitter persecution had ended.

They had their probl ems, not the least of which was the enmity of the natives,

descendants of the Proto-Malayans, whom they had di possessed of their land

and dri ven i nto the foothills... Soon thewestern fringe of that coastal plain was

green with sugar-cane, and rice producti on was so extensve that Formosa was

forecast asthe"futuregranary of Fukien"... Such wasthe progressthat, during

the year 1000, arrangements were completed for the export to south China of

sugar, rice, tea, and dyes. Peikang [ ] was the port from which the junks

sailed with their cargoes, initiati ng the first trading concem across the Strait of

Formosa.!

Unfortunately, Goddard presents absol utely no evidence for these musings.

John Copper similarly states that the first Chineseto cometo Taiwan
were Hakkas when he says, "By about A .D. 1000 there were H akka settle-
ments in southwest Taiwan in significant numbers,"? but he does not cite
Goddard or any other sources at this place in hisbook. Roy too does not
cite any sources, though on the next page, and a couple of paragraphs later,
he does cite Copper.

In Taiwan, Hakkas occupy inferior hill land, a srong indication that
they arrived after the Hokkien, not before. Intwenty-first century Taiwan,
this issue of whether Hokkien or Hakkas came to Taiwan first is of little
importance. Goddard may have made such aclaimin order to reduce any
Hokkien clam over Taiwan. As we gain a stronger understanding of
Taiwan's history, however, it is important not to repeat—especialy with-

1See William G. Goddard, Formasa: A Sudy in Chinese History (London, Mel bourne, To-
ronto: Macmillan, 1966), 24-25. This book was also published in East Lansing by Michigan
State University Press, 1966.

2John F. Copper, Taiwan: Nation-State or Province? 2nd edition (Boulder, Col o.: Westview
Press, 1996), 11.
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out citation—such problematic claims.

Ironicaly, only afew pages later, Roy sates, " Other than aborigines,
the island's first settlers were likely Japanese pirates and traders,” who
arrived between 1598 and 1628. "Prior to the 1600s, there were compara
tively few permanent Chinese settlements on Taiwan" (p. 12). Yet, two
pages later, he cites Goddard, as hewrites, "Many of thefirst contests with
aborigines over living space involved Hakka settlers" (p. 14).2 Such in-
congstency raises serious questions about the quality of Roy'sanayss.

At the beginning of the chapter on KMT rule in Taiwan, Roy tells us:
"Dr. Sun Yat-sen ... revived the Kuomintang (Nationalist Party or KMT;
originaly esablished in 1912) in 1914" (p. 55). Sun established the Hsing
Chung Hui ( , Revive China Society) in November 1894 and the
Tung Meng Hui ( ) in 1905. In January 1912, the headquarters of
the Tung Meng Hui moved to Nanking (Nanjing, ), where in August
the Tung Meng Hui joined with other groups to form the Kuomintang.
However, in 1914, Sun established the China Revolutionary Party (

) in Japan, where he had escaped following the failed " Second
Revolution," and the party was not renamed the Kuomintang until 1919.*
Again, some smple facts seem to bewrong.

When discussing the earlier yearsof KM T rule in Taiwan, Roy states
"the government would promote limited democratization” (p. 81). As Roy
himself then dates, "serious attempts to discredit the centra government
were not permitted” (p. 81). To me, thisclearly is not "democratization"
a dl, but rather a form of "liberdization." Democratization implies that
the opposition can win an election and become the government; this was

3According to Goddard, these conflicts took place during the Song Dynasty ( ); see God-
dard, Formosa: A Sudyin ChineseHistory, 26. Asan indicati on of carelessness, Roy states
that Goddard's book was published in West Lansing rather than East Lansing; seep. 14, note
3 et passm.
4Such historical facts are available from a wide vari ety of sources. | have used a bilingual
publication on my study shelves for details: Feiyue yibai nian, zai chuang xin shiji:
Zhongguo Guomindang de chengzhang yu lixiang (

, A century of achievement, aneweraoflnnovanon Tt*eevolutlonandldeals
of the Kuomintang of China) (Taipei: Central Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang,
19947), 22-39.
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never possible in Taiwan until Lee Teng-hui ( ) became presdent.
"Limited demaocracy" again appears in thetitle on p. 158 and on p. 160.

The discussion on local factions, while better than many sources, gill
contains errors. There isno evidence that "The KMT nurtured competing
factionsin agiven area and then pitted them agai nst each other in a contest
to win the KMT support and funding that would boost their own candi-
dates” (p. 86). Rather, thefactionsformedindependently and the KMT had
agreat deal of difficulty gaining any local control.> Similarly, while eleven
new memberswere added tothe L egidative Yuan ( ) in 1969, fifteen
rather than eight new members were added to the National Assembly (

, p. 85).° Again, abasic fact is smply and unnecessarily wrong.

Roy'sinterpretation of Taiwan's land reform also lacks a critica in-
gredient. The absence of powerful political oppositionowed to thefact that
the KMT wasreforming Taiwaneseland. Thisundercut theeconomic basis
of potential Taiwanese opposition. If, in fact, "Land reform [did] fan ar-
ticulate oppostion to the regime even as it benefited large numbers of
working-class Taiwanese' (p. 100), | would like to see some evidence
cited. Inaddition, the statement, "A chia[ ]isequal toabout 9,700 square
feet” (p. 101, note 34), isasowrong. A chia, ameasure uniqueto Taiwan,
equaled 0.96992 hectares.” A hectare is 107,638.6 square feet,® so a chia
equals about 104,401 sguare feet—or 10.7 times more than Roy's figure.

Similarly, while discussingthe unfair ricefor fertilizer barter arrange-
ments, which worked againg the farmers (p. 102), no statement notes that
the Farmers Association ( ) successfully lobbied the government to
end the barter arrangement in the mid-1970s. Nor isit correct to state that
Taiwan culture" consders sweet potatoesfodder for animals” (p. 103). Al-

5See J. Bruce Jacobs, Local Pdlitics in a Rural Chinese Cultural Setting: A Field Study of
Mazu Township, Taiwan (Canberra: Contemporary China Centre, Australian National Uni-
versity, 1980) for detail s.

SFor thiselection, see, inter alia, J. Bruce Jacobs, "Recent Leadership and Pdlitical Trends
in Taiwan," The China Quarterly, no. 45 (January/March 1971): 133.

John Robert Shepherd, Statecraft and Palitical Economy on the Taiwan Frontier 1600-1800
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1993), 425.

8Taiwan Satistical Data Year book 2001 (Taipei: Council for Economic Planning and De-
velopment, 2001), 357.
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though sweet potatoes are less preferable than rice, Taiwanese have long
eaten sweet potatoes and have sometimes grown rice as a cash crop and
then sold the ricein exchange for sweet potatoes to edt.

Roy writes, "the Nationa Assembly eected Chiang Ching-kuo
[ ] president on March 21, 1978. He took on the title of KMT
Chairman [ , chuhg] amonth later" (p. 156). In fact, Chiang Ching-
kuotook on thetitle of Chairman following hisfather's death in April 1975.
This indicated that Chiang Ching-kuo had succeeded hisfather in power,
even though Chiang Ching-kuo waited until Yen Chiakan's ( )
presdential term concluded in 1978 before moving to the presidency.
Smilarly, Kang Ning-hsiang ( ) was not eected to the Legidative
Yuan in 1969 (see p. 158),° when new membersreceived permanent mem-
bership, but in 1972. In 1969, Kang was elected to the Taipei Municipal
Council ( ).

As of the late 1970s and early 1980s (the timing is unclear in his
writing), Roy asserts:

A large percentage of Taiwanese a <o felt a kinship with the mainland and

feared provoking a military conflict with the PRC, and thus were not eager to

change the cross-Strait status quo. The passion of many Tangwai [Dangwai

] pdliticians for self-determination (or independence) and democratization

were not necessari ly shared by the bulk of Taiwan'speople.. Most of the public

preferred keeping martial law [emphasis added] and cared less about seeking

independence than about other matters such as crime, pollution, and the cogt of

living. Furthermore, most of the Taiwan public, including the Taiwanese who

had no particular affection for the KMT, didiked the Tangwai's [Dangwai's]

useof tacticssuch as disrupti ng legislative sessonsand encouraging street riots
[p. 162].

This passage lacks any supporting evidence. |naddition, the Dangwai was
not solely respongble for legislative disruptions. A gain, without citation
of evidence, Roy asserts, "Police and Garrison Command [ ]
security officerscould make arrestswithout warrants and, until 1982, inter-
rogate detainees in secluson” (p. 163). Certainly, according to Republic

9K atherine Lee, "Taiwan's Dissdents," Index on Censorship 9, no. 6 (December 1980): 49,
makesthis mistakein her otherwisevery useful articlefollowingthe Kaohsiung Inci dent (
). Roy does not cite this article, however.
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of China law, families were supposed to beinformed within 24 hours of an
arrest or detention as early as 1980 and probably much before. Of course,
the security agencies did not feel compelled to obey the law.

In his discusson of the Nationa Affairs Conference ( ) of
mid-1990, Roy asserts the " points of agreement included ... the ROC pres-
ident ... should be popularly dected” (p. 191). Infact, theissue of directly
or indirectly electing the presdent was gill deadlocked at the early 1992
National Assembly meeting, a which it was then decided to come back to
theissuebefore May 20, 1995. Thisagreement on e ection method actually
occurred in 1994 during the National Assembly's constitutional amend-
ments when direct presdential eection finaly did receive wide support.
A few pages later, Roy appears to agree with this reviewer when he gates,
"The issue of direct election of the presdent was one of the most sharply
debated" (p. 194). Again, the lack of consigency in argument worries
this reader.

Thediscusson of the 1996 presidentid e ection and the Taiwan Strait
crigsisgood, but there are still problems. Polling shows that the Chinese
threatsincreased L ee Teng-hui's vote by about 20 percent, much more than
"at least 5 percent” (p. 201). Also, what is the evidencefor Roy's claim that
"Sill, mogt Asianswished Taiwan would stop resisting and accept unifica
tion with the PRC under the ‘one country, two systems formula* (p. 202)?
Thiswriter's Asian contacts expressed cons derable concern about China's
military actions at the time and gave quiet support to Taiwan.

The discussion about James Soong ( ) dlsoraisesconcerns. It
isnot correct to say that "the provincia government had jurisdiction over
all resdents of the main island” (p. 209); thislevel of government did not
control either Taipel or Kaohsiung municipalities, which combined ac-
counted for over 18 percent of the idand's population. Secondly, itis dif-
ficult to agree that James Soong "had a reputation for integrity,” especialy
inview of hisrolein the Chung-hsing Bills scandal ( ). To someex-
tent, Roy's statements come from an article by Gerald McBeath,™® which

10Gerald McBeath, "Restructuring Government in Taiwan," Asian Survey 40, no. 2 (March/
April 2000): 251-68.
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Roy cites, McBesth isless clear-cut on the issue, however, and notes that,
"as governor, Soong crisscrossed the island dispensing the patronage of
office in ways that bolstered his personal support."** This spending spree,
in fact, bankrupted the provincid government—and even Soong's sup-
porters in the 2000 eection admitted that he had spent huge amounts of
provincial funds in order to win eectoral support.”> Later, Roy himself
(pp. 227, 229) raises questions about Soong's integrity.

The book has a welcome section on Taiwan's aboriginal population,
but this treatment too has difficulties. How can one write that 40 percent
of the membership of the Presbyterian Church of Taiwan were aborigines
(p. 224)? It might be that 40 percent of aboriginesbelonged to the Presby-
terian Church, but in no way can aborigines account for 40 percent of the
Church's membership. Also, whileit istruethat aborigines had six sesatsin
the legidature as aresult of the 1991 congtitutiona revison, the congitu-
tional amendmentsof 1997 gave them eight seats, effective in the el ections
of 1998 and 2001. It is also true that the Democratic Progressive Party

( , DPP) has been quite sympathetic to aborigina interests
(p. 223), but in recent el ections aborigines have gill voted overwhemingly
for the KM T and for the People First Party ( , PFP) in order to thank

James Soong for the construction conducted when he was provincia gov-
ernor.

The 2000 presidentiad election anadyss aso raises questions. How
can one describe Dr. Chang Chao-hsiung ( ), James Soong's running
mate, as "pro-independence” (p. 231)? How can onesay "Chen [ Shui-bian,

] resigned from the DPP in May 2000" (p. 236) when he is now
Chairman of the party?

As noted above, in addition to basic errors, Roy's book sometimesis
poorly organized. One example appears in the discusson of the United
Sates recognition of Beijing ( ). The former U.S. embassy in Taipei
became the American Institute in Taiwan (AT, ) while the

Lpid., 253.

?Reviewer's interviews at time of 2000 el ection campaign. See also Bruce Jacobs, "The
View from the Countryside," Taipei Times, M arch 15, 2000, 8.
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Taiwan officesin the United States became the Coordination Council for
North American Affairs(CCNAA, ). Following this,
Roy then says, "Japan made a similar arrangement with Taiwan" (p. 140).
This implies that the Japanese arrangements occurred simultaneoudy or
after the American arrangements. In fact, the Japanese arrangements took
placein 1972, over six years before the American arrangements, and may
have served as amode for the United States. Similar cases of poor writing
appear elsewhere in the text, as on page 159 where some 1976 bombings
are placed before the 1970 assassination attempt on Chiang Ching-kuo.
Another difficult section with a mixed chronology is "Foreign and Cross-
Strait Relations” (pp. 212-22).

Overdl, Roy's book has many interesing analyses. Unfortunately,
thisbook has too many basic errors and lacks sufficient footnotes for those
interested in pursuing problematic claims. The romanization is frequently
terrible, providing amix of poor Wade-Gilesand poor Pinyin ( ), often
in the samecitation.

Because of these difficulties, | could not in good conscience give
this book to undergraduates as a main text on Taiwan. Postgraduates and
scholars, moreover, will find little new. Sadly, the lack of care has hurt
what could have been a fine book.

September 2003 205





