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Introduction

I hope this book will not have the same effect on you as it did on one of my 
friends. The friend in question is a well-known Taiwanese journalist who helped 
me on countless occasions, bringing perspective or knowledge to my newspa-
per and magazine articles. Whenever I wanted to tackle a new topic, I would 
simply call her up and she would help me outline the main points of my piece, 
feeding me background information about all the people I was interviewing and 
generally throwing in her opinion and perspective. She was a mentor and a good 
friend. But after hearing me simply mention the topic and characters involved 
in this book, she rose up rudely, in anger, and stormed out of the coffee shop 
where she had been taking refreshments with me, knocking chairs out of the 
way and promising never to contact me again. She had not read a single word of 
the manuscript.

The above story is true, and just goes to show how inflammatory this topic is in 
current-day Taiwan. The journalist friend in question is the daughter of mainland 
refugees, whose stories are the focus of this writing. She said she was overwhelm-
ingly perplexed at my tendency to use a soft touch in dealing with her parents’ 
generation. She told me that she was outraged that I presumed to describe them 
as innocent survivors of invasion, civil war, and finally exile rather than condemn 
them as predators who had come to Taiwan from China to murder and harass the 
local Taiwanese. When I protested that the piece was focused upon the memories 
of these men and women which they clung to even harder now given their recent 
loss of position and status, she left without looking back.

My friend had gone over to the “camp” of the native Taiwanese, whose repre-
sentative was, at the time, in the presidential palace. She was working, during that 
highly emotional period, as a television commentator aligned with the Taiwanese 
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party, the Democratic Progressive Party. As a mainlander, in fact the second gen-
eration of a group that terrorized or held sway over the locals for almost half a 
century, she was appearing on nightly talk shows supporting the locals, the group 
that she believed her parents and their generation had wronged. After her out-
burst and sudden departure, I walked the streets of Taipei for hours, trying to 
sort out how I felt about her, this book, and myself. Besides my sadness over the 
encounter, I began thinking that I had, perhaps, failed in what I had wanted to 
do. I had wanted to show that the oral histories given me by aging exiles from 
China showed the beginning of a new sense of being Chinese that would ulti-
mately result in the closer integration of Taiwan and China. I interviewed these 
exiles after their political party had lost power for the first time in Taiwan. They 
were facing a second defeat, the first one being the loss of their homes on China 
at the end of the Civil War when they were separated from their families, crossed 
the Strait to Taiwan, and were born into a new life.

No one was disputing that the Kuomintang, of whom all the subjects inter-
viewed in the book were members, was one of the most disappointing regimes 
in history. Conceived as a revolutionary party to save China from warlords and 
foreign exploitation at the start of the twentieth century, the party soon allied itself 
with gangsters and triads and eventually warlords. When Chiang Kai-shek took 
over the leadership, he copied organization and ideology from the Nazis.1 Mass 
conscriptions of peasants, staggering corruption and economic failure alienated 
southern and coastal China and eventually contributed to the loss of the entire 
country to the Chinese Communist Party, led by Mao Zedong. Eventually, the 
Kuomintang fled to Taiwan. Fifty years of rule on the small island—roughly the 
size of a small US state—started in 1945, when the Japanese colonizers handed 
the island back to China, and the government of Chiang Kai-shek began trans-
ferring over from China. But starting only two years after taking over the island, 
Kuomintang troops began massacring tens of thousands of people. Many natives 
simply disappeared into the labyrinths of the security forces. Execution cells and 
firing squads became a way the government dealt with dissenters, and the souls 
that once screamed and perished there are said by local historians to still exist, as 
ghosts, beneath the central institutions of government.

One of the most haunting events for the Kuomintang, as it began to set its 
sights on Taiwan as a possible base for a retreat, was the 2–28 Massacre, named 
for the day and month in 1947 when it started. It was through this slaughter, 
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which started when a local woman was harassed for selling contraband cigarettes, 
that the party launched its regime in Taiwan by hunting down and killing up to 
30,000 locals in the massacre that lasted over a year. Many of the victims were 
students and leading citizens. The reign of terror is now understood to have mim-
icked Stalin’s in Poland, aimed at wiping out the intelligentsia before taking pos-
session of the new land.2

But it was not only Taiwanese that suffered. Poet Ya Hsien writes of “heads 
nailed to a cross” and saw cities “mutilated by iron.”3 Writer Bo Yang was penned 
up in Green Island for years for loosely translating the captions of a Popeye 
comic strip that made Chiang Kai-shek think he was being mocked. When he 
emerged, emaciated and with his skin sagging, he wrote another book entitled 
The Ugly Chinaman, writing that the Chinese people had brought a curse down 
upon themselves. But by the time he was released, he was safe; he was an interna-
tional celebrity and the days of White Terror were already over. Both men were 
immigrants from mainland China and had held literary appointments with the 
central government.

Most of the mainland immigrants, however, just went along with the 
regime’s way of handling things, it is true. The Kuomintang’s soldiers, civil serv-
ants, and other functionaries of the central government were heavily subsidized 
and remained so for the rest of their lives. Wang Shu-chih, one of those who 
provided an oral history for this book, lived in a number of government-sub-
sidized compounds. The first one, however, was a cramped warehouse divided 
into small units with blankets, each one packed with a single refugee family. 
Although these mainland refugees (or invaders, as the locals at the time called 
them) often attribute their success, and the success of Taiwan, to their own 
enlightened efforts, such as Chiang Kai-shek’s land reform, some of it came 
down to the luck of having two American wars in the region that stimulated the 
island’s economy.

This group of “mainland refugees” or “mainland immigrants,” that could also 
be called “mainland settlers,”4 who lost their homes in China only to build others 
in Taiwan, represents a remnant of a cultural ideology that died out elsewhere. 
Whatever atrocities their soldiers and government may have committed, they 
brought with them a now-unique way of patterning their world. This would 
change as they lived and developed in Taiwan, but would still emphasize essen-
tially moral elements. These elements show up in their memories transformed 
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into guilt, anger, and shame. Even so, many of those interviewed here were on the 
periphery of the Kuomintang regime and were not directly responsible for the 
violence perpetrated by its government and military. Their struggles have more 
to do with repetition of loss, both as children on the mainland, when they lost 
their homes, and later, as adults in Taiwan, when they lost their ruling-class status. 
My interpretation, as I believe this book shows, is that these aging exiles continu-
ally re-imagined their identities, to adapt to the times, and ultimately came to 
identify themselves with their former enemy, seeing themselves once again as 
Chinese, but now as part of a rising economically-superior China. For close to 
forty years, they had been staring across the Taiwan Strait, gazing at the other 
shore, the mainland, where they had left families behind. Meanwhile, their rela-
tives in China had been looking to their shore with longing, regret, and hostility. 
It has taken another twenty years, a democratic election in Taiwan, and growing 
affluence in China, for both sides to see beyond the other shore to something 
bigger, which is what this book is about.

I still think my friend misunderstood my enterprise. I do not mean, in the 
first two chapters, to portray these aged “Chinese refugees,” or “mainland immi-
grants,” as I call them, as victims. On the contrary, I intend to use their own 
feelings of impotence and shame, and self-victimization to gain a richer under-
standing of their experience. Later, I talk about what happened to their children 
and the relatives they left behind in the mainland.

The Kuomintang held power in Taiwan from 1945 until 2000 when a popular 
democratic election thrust them from ruling status. Their reaction on election 
night, when their representatives used violence to try to overturn the election, 
was one indication of the shock. Never before had the mainland immigrants real-
ized the full extent of their minority status. They and their descendants occu-
pied only about fifteen percent of the island’s population. And suddenly they 
were living through the greatest social and political upheaval since they had 
come to Taiwan. The society they had dominated for half a century was now 
going through the kind of turbulence that they had experienced in the mainland 
a half century earlier. Would it be a prelude to the same violence and disaster 
they faced then, which sent them fleeing to Taiwan in the first place? The familiar 
sense of terror, grief, and shame came welling up like a genie out of a box. It was 
their trauma surfacing again, even as the local Taiwanese were trying to escape 
from theirs. The result for the mainlanders: emotional and social chaos and the 
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resurrection of feelings of shame and helplessness at the inevitability of displace-
ment. To explain this kind of dislocation, loss of status and power, a leading psy-
chiatrist at Taipei Veterans’ General, Chou Chih-sui, who treats old soldiers and 
displaced mainland immigrants, said: “The biggest event in the second part of 
these peoples’ lives was their loss of political power in Taiwan. This election and 
the democratic reforms that brought it about was a huge blow to them. They have 
reacted with rage and disorientation. It has caused them to start to question their 
entire lives.” An entire website is devoted to the expressions of rage and sadness 
of mainland immigrants.5 One letter is excerpted, as follows. Here, “Nei Di Ren” 
refers to refugees from China.

The Last Generation of Nei Di Ren
Written by Xin Huai-nan; translated by K C Lu

We are a minority among minorities. Fifty years from now, when Chinese histo-
rians study this period, they will find that we, the Nei Di Ren, are a unique group 
of people.

We were born into a chaotic time marked by continuous warfare. If we had not 
escaped to Taiwan, I believe at least one third of us would have perished under Mao 
Tze-Tung’s communist regime.

We spent our childhood in Taiwan; some in the northern cities, and others in the 
southern fields . . . Although we were short on material possessions, we never went 
hungry. Many of us grew up in “Juan Cun” (literally spouse village), a compound of 
state-provided housing for the dependents of government and military personnel. 
Many criticized us for never learning to speak Taiwanese and not being “Taiwanese” 
enough after spending our formative years on the island. However, this was not our 
fault. The government at that time was trying to establish Mandarin as the official 
language on the island. We had no opportunity to speak Taiwanese at school and 
could not learn it from our parents at home since they themselves did not speak it. It 
is unreasonable to place the blame on us.

Too often we are made to feel like some forlorn traveler listening to the blowing 
of the political winds in a lone boat picked out by the moonlight. In Taiwan, first we 
were called Nei Di Ren; later, we were addressed as Wai Sheng Ren (people from 
other provinces) to differentiate us from the provincial Taiwanese. Yet when we go to 
China, we are treated as Taiwanese.

In terms of political beliefs, we rejected the “White Terror” perpetrated by 
Chiang Kai-Shek’s government. Nor could we identify with the “red terror” that 
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Another clear expression of their shame and rage, came through in the 
2006–07 demonstrations in front of the presidential palace. Mainland immi-
grants came roaring out of their apartments and condominiums to demonstrate 
against the (native Taiwanese) president. They rioted in front of the presidential 
palace. They frequently appeared on television, making wild threats, and pound-
ing on drums, as if they were going to lead a battalion into battle. Notable figures 
from this disenfranchised generation, such as Chen Lu-an, a former defense min-
ister and son of a major Kuomintang General, and Hu Chih-chiang ( Jason Hu), 
constantly rallied crowds against the president. Fist fights broke out, instigated 
by ethnic tensions between the local Taiwanese, who usually supported the pres-
ident during those days, and the mainland immigrants who wanted him out of 
the presidential mansion and a return to their days of power.

Anger spread through the society. Television news on channels owned or 
influenced by the Kuomintang, which still controls vast resources in Taiwan, 
carried nothing but news items attacking President Chen Shui-bian. Influenced 
by these programs, citizens of Taipei flocked to the protests, with little more 
reason than that they had heard news broadcasters announcing that he was 
corrupt. Through October, November, and December of 2006, the hysteria 
spread. Crowds attacked the president’s car. Meanwhile, in the south, where 
locals predominate, support for Chen Shui-bian remained high. The island was 
poised, for the first time in more than fifty years, to split apart along ethnic lines: 
the local, native Taiwanese on the side of the president, the mainland settlers rep-
resented by the Kuomintang, along with those locals who had joined their cause 
and transformed it, on the other. Then what seemed like a sacrifice was offered. 
The courts found the nephew of Chen Shui-bian guilty of corruption. He was 
sentenced to eight years. The hydra of the Kuomintang had proved its strength 
after all. But Chen Shui-bian remained in the presidential mansion. After the 

is the communist one party dictatorship practiced in China. We love Taiwan 
more than we love China, but we are not the “New Taiwanese” who deny their 
Chinese heritage.

To some degree, we try to be true to Confucius’s belief that a man must expand 
his resoluteness because he accepts the challenges and realizes his burden will be 
heavy and his path long. We are not the greatest generation of Chinese; we are simply 
the last generation of Nei Di Ren.
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whole thing was over, and the Kuomintang retook the presidency, he too was 
sentenced to twenty years.

It was in this atmosphere, when society seemed turned upside down to the 
older mainlanders—the “years of chaos” as one Kuomintang historian put 
it—that the oral histories for this book were taken at the moment of greatest 
despair for the mainlanders. This book is a snapshot of those moments, of those 
eight years, when their deepest fears were realized. It is a snapshot of a time, of 
a moment. But the feelings of loss and shame are still driving them. Just for a 
moment, they believed they had not only lost China but Taiwan as well. Old 
wounds, filmed over with fifty years of scabs, were ripped open and started to 
bleed. To stop the flow, they began thinking in new ways, about themselves and 
about their former enemies, the Communists in China.

Their position was a little bit like other elites from earlier times in Chinese 
history, toppled from power, but encouraged to write their own histories. 
Throughout Chinese history, scholars from a previous dynasty, crushed by the 
current one, were asked to write the history of their defunct dynasty. They were 
asked, by new rulers, to tell the stories of their past adventures and their defeated 
masters. This happened during the Qing dynasty, when scholars were wooed 
back after experiencing profound alienation with the new dynasty that had waded 
into power through rivers of blood. The promise of an exam which, if passed, 
would qualify them to write the history of the Ming dynasty they had once been 
loyal to, eventually pulled many of them back to the official halls. These scholars, 
then, actually wrote the history of the Ming dynasty under the supervision of 
the Qing, who were their new masters.6 How they dealt with their guilt and the 
realities of working under the enemy, how they transferred their sentiments over 
to their new masters, how aware they were of the oppression they must have felt 
themselves subject to, and how all these complexities appeared in their writing, 
are all questions that would have to be looked at bit by bit in the Ming history 
they wrote. The position of these Ming scholars is similar to that of the main-
land refugees in Taiwan—both tell a history of their own past, not as victors, but 
as the defeated—no longer even masters of their exile government but, rather, 
subject to a hostile regime. After being in power for fifty years in Taiwan, these 
mainland settlers began to lose power two decades ago after their party gradually 
opened its doors to local Taiwanese. Eventually, democratic reforms catapulted 
them from their privileged seat. Like their Ming counterparts, the mainlander 
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refugees in Taiwan told their stories as if their lives were flashing before their 
eyes, never knowing when their lives as they knew them would end.

By linking the stories of the family members who escaped to Taiwan with 
their relatives left behind, I am suggesting that what are usually taken as two sep-
arate stories are actually one. The devastation of the Maoist movements in the 
mainland is actually part of the same narrative that describes the crushing weight 
of Kuomintang repression in Taiwan. I am suggesting that this book offers a new 
way of unifying the experiences of all Chinese over the past four generations, 
generations that were ravaged and left desolate by war as one community marked 
by dislocation and changing identities. The mainlander exiles, for their part, are 
still coping, still trying to re-imagine their past and present. Many have tried 
to return to China, to visit lost relatives or marry wives, and found that a half 
century of nostalgia has clouded their memories—or made them more corro-
sive. When Ko Jen-tao left home at the age of ten, his mother was thirty, plump, 
and had dark, sleek hair and a seamless round face. When he finally found her 
again, over fifty years later, she was in her eighties, with white sparse hair, tooth-
less gums, and a face like a crumpled sack, heavily wrinkled and sagging after a 
lifetime of waiting.

His memory of her, which had helped keep him alive, was part of a grander 
memory of a past glory—and of how that glory was stripped away. It was almost 
as if the entire group of mainlanders ached for memories that they might have 
forgotten. What they found was shame for being cast out from their privileged 
position, shame at having to live with the knowledge that not only they them-
selves knew this but their enemies knew this as well, and shame that they needed 
to reinvent themselves so late in life. Perhaps even shame for what they believed 
had happened to their civilization. For if one event delineates the People’s 
Republic from past Chinese history, it was the systematic elimination of the elite, 
landlord class, which for most of Chinese history played the major role in trans-
mitting culture. It is safe to say that many of those who survived the pogroms 
were among the roughly two million who fled to Taiwan around 1949. In a sense, 
capturing oral histories from the first generation of survivors is capturing some 
ethos of that extinct class, that lost civilization which was once imperial China. 
They had endured the loss of their homeland. They had endured fifty years of 
exile in Taiwan. They had endured a second exile—from power and status. And 
they had reinvented themselves again.
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The mainlander

Ko Jen-tao is talking about his problems.7 His wife works thirteen hours a day. 
She works as a nurse’s aide in the hospital. In the morning, she prepares her food, 
her breakfast, and her lunch. Her dinner she buys at the hospital. The problem 
is that Ko is lonely. At eighty-three, his face sags more than ever, his pot belly 
comes and goes depending on his state of sadness, and when he complains it 
sounds like a great foghorn. “My wife is never around to take care of me,” he says.

Table 1
Subjects interviewed, occupations, provinces of origin and agesa

Mainland Immigrant Biographical Datab

Chang Ching-tan civil servant; Fujian, 82
Lin Ching-wu soldier-educator; Fujian, 85
Hu Yao-hen professor; Hubei, 77
Weiwei Furen (Yin Tsai-chun) newspaper columnist; Nanjing, 74
Ko Jen-tao police chief; Nanjing, 83
Ku Chi banker; Shanghai, 77
Shen Hsueh-yung opera singer; Sichuan, 78
Wang Shu-chih civil servant; Henan, 77
Tan Hua-shen soldier; Shandong, 78

a. The limited number of interviewees was compelled by the emphasis on a quali-
tative, rather than quantitative, approach to the subject. The attempt to explore 
the mindset, as deeply as possible, of the subjects, necessitated a close, detailed 
approach, much as in recent works in American History such as the award-winning 
A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 1785–1812 (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1991) by Laurel Thatcher Ulrich. A more “Chinese” approach 
of selecting interviewees involved seeking out friends and acquaintances of the 
principal family of Ko Jen-tao. Anthropologists call this approach “snowballing.” 
But, in this case, my approach assumes that friends and acquaintances, like a family, 
share certain characteristics of temperament and experience that create a cohesive 
whole not unlike a village or family. 

b. Taiwanese-style romanization is used for names, unless the person came from main-
land China within the last few decades in which case I use pinyin.
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He married her ten years ago when she was a lithe beauty from Qingdao 
with white skin and a figure that seemed to suck the velvet dresses she slipped 
into tight against her hips and breasts. His sons insist she married him for his 
money. (The mainland in most places is still poorer than Taiwan.) When he met 
her, through a fellow police officer, she was living alone with her two sisters and 
father in a tiny shack in that port city where fog grips the horizon like a milky 
white hand half the time. His first wife had died, a horrendous death as cancer 
ate away her bones until they cracked. Soon after, he married Liu Rong. Their 
wedding picture, taken several years after the event, shows a happy, if perhaps 
slightly cynical, couple arrayed in colored costumes. She appears haughty and 
wise. He, on the other hand, looks like some gamester, some kingpin of Macau or 
other small-time city in greater China. They seem suited for each other.

Yet now, their unhappiness seems boundless. Liu Rong has a son from a 
former marriage. The son just never seems satisfied with what he has. He walked 
away from a school in the heart of an agricultural district because the water was 
laced with salt and fertilizers. Now he stays at home playing computer games 
and talking with his grandfather. This is the reason why Liu Rong, his mother, 
works seven days a week, thirteen hours a day, folding hospital quilts and remov-
ing catheters. She wants to get him out, out of China; she dreams of sending her 
son to New Zealand. Once there, and having earned a visa, he will buy a house, 
with her money, and eventually be able to bring herself out to New Zealand also. 
“I won’t go,” says Ko, wretched. He hates the son. And he is furious at being left 
alone. “She should take care of me,” he says. “This is her real job.”

Today is a rest day for Liu Rong. She is having hot flashes from menopause 
and flits around the house, boiling water, sitting and fanning herself, and listening 
to the oral history delivered by her husband. Her cotton dress is short and rides 
up her hard, white thighs when she sits down. At fifty, she is still very beautiful, 
with wide, intelligent eyes and long limbs. “She really takes care of herself,” says 
Ko, as if she is a commodity, as if she keeps herself in splendor so that, if she fails 
in this marriage, she can find another. In their moments of despair, they seem 
united in a single false belief, belied at other times, but hovering now in their 
terror that her body is all that she has.

Ko deteriorates every moment he sits on the couch watching her, speaking 
about his life. The black dye he uses on his hair has faded at the periphery so 
that his hair appears to molt around his collar. Deep sacks with surfaces fading 
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from black to grey pucker under his eyes. His clothing is that of the old man in 
Taiwan—an undershirt with no sleeves and loose shorts. Even his toenails are 
sick. They are stunted, curving like elephant tusks, yellowing with decay. Liu 
Rong, flitting around in hormonal frustration, her dress flying up as she sits 
down in a chair, now on the couch, now as she paces by, might be his daughter, 
trapped in an obscure old apartment with a single couch, a tiny, hot kitchen filled 
with steam, tied to her aging father in a dance of hate and recrimination.

“I used to be able to run all the way around the Sun Yat-sen Memorial. Do you 
know how far that is? If we block out the streets like this, and this, you see, it is 
a perfect square. I used to be in really good shape. My colleagues all envied me.”

His wife brushes by again, apparently without having heard the comments: 
she’s heard them before. Ko repeats every anecdote, every sentence many times. 
In the old days, such repetition used to be a sign of hospitality, such as the hospi-
tality I was offered when I came to his house for dinner. In those days, the dinner 
table overflowed with food. Chicken, fish, tofu, vegetables, duck, plus the inevi-
table bottle of brandy. He presided at his dinner table once a week, when his 
work permitted him to come home.

I would give up; a little more food would be eaten. Or I would have more 
brandy forced on me. Against my better judgment, I would take a sip or two, 
and the issue would be settled. Although, for the rest of the evening, Ko would 
rumble, “Ah, you didn’t eat anything.”

For many of these refugees, like Ko, trauma—or despair—did not show 
its face until old age. Something happened. A fall. An accident. The death of a 
parent. The loss of prestige. Then old age came sifting down like leaves, or ashes, 
and suddenly the past became all too real. I wanted to capture that past before 
the mainland settlers gave up wanting to talk about it. Each oral history ranged 
from about one hour to over four hours, depending on the respondent’s will-
ingness to draw forth memories. Each of the refugees was eager to talk, eager to 
imagine and re-imagine his or her identity in the context of the present. For Ko, 
it was the advent of bone spurs, that prevented him from taking his daily run, 
that began to transform him. A police officer for over thirty years, the loss of the 
use of his physical frame hit him particularly hard. He put on weight, he slowed 
down, he grew tremendously frustrated.

The decline of his body mirrored the decline of his ability to control his life. 
When first married to Liu Rong, he bought her a two-story, white and brown 
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brick house looking out into the harbor of Qingdao. The house, now rented to 
a Japanese businessman to pay for her son’s schooling, is painted to resemble an 
Alpine chateau. But it’s not enough to cover his wife’s plans, he says, frustrated. 
The income goes to her son and Liu Rong continues to work; studying in New 
Zealand takes enormous sums. Ko has a lot to think about. He’d like to talk to 
her about it but he has to let her sleep, so she can do well in her job. He wakes up 
naturally at five or six in the morning—the only hour he can get an erection—
and looks at his wife sleeping soundly next to him. “I don’t dare to wake her, 
that’s when she’s having her soundest sleep.” In the morning, after she has gone, 
he writhes in agony. “I feel if she had to choose between me and her son, she’d 
choose her son.”

Each of the eight individuals featured in the early chapters and their relatives 
who remained in the mainland were touched by the same explosion of invasion, 
flight, trauma, rebuilding and ultimate displacement. Each mainland refugee 
lost a whole other life in China through war, then rebuilt his or her fortunes in 
Taiwan as a new ruling class, finally to have his or her position in society knocked 
away like a child’s building blocks.

Even later, after their party returned to power, they continued to face other 
disillusionments, other challenges. Foremost among them was how to under-
stand the rise of a powerful China, the homeland they lost, and how to convince 
themselves that they are still a part of it.

Ko, who was born in Shanghai, and came to Taiwan as a child with the retreat-
ing Kuomintang armies in 1949, is a member of a group of Chinese refugees who 
share a unique fate in modern Chinese history. Defeated by the Communists, 
yet masters of Taiwan for almost half a century, they faced a period of profound 
alienation. Having lost the mainland, they found they had lost political and 
social control of Taiwan as well. The final disaster has been the attempt over the 
past two decades to return to mainland China in various ways—through busi-
ness ventures, marriages, even actual immigration. But some of these have been 
nearly as unsuccessful as their battle against the Communists and subsequent 
retreat. Now these mostly seventy-, eighty-, and ninety-year-olds face the disil-
lusioning task of taking stock of their engagement with China, their birthplace 
and land they have been banished from for most of their lives. Their final reck-
oning is important in another sense, for it may also impact the way Taiwan and 
China come together in the future. These refugees, old soldiers and dispossessed 
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landlords, though deracinated, yet cling fast to traditional moral elements that 
they see lacking in mainland China, subject as it was to decades of communist 
purges and emaciating poverty. Leading intellectuals and the media in the main-
land are unceasingly fascinated with the experiences and value systems of their 
former enemies. Television shows in China now focus on the lives of the main-
land settlers. Some Chinese scholars even feel nostalgic about Chiang Kai-shek.

It has taken both sides over half a century to get there. When the mainland 
settlers first arrived in Taiwan, there were no familiar landscapes, buildings, or 
routines. So they rebuilt a life there that eventually surpassed the original in pros-
perity and abundance. They didn’t want to forget what they had been. Chinese 
art, transported out of the war zone and ensconced in hills in the center of the 
island before being resurrected in an artificial palace built in the capital, served 
both to spur and legitimate memory. Their leaders sought to mimic the China 
they had lost by turning Taipei into a map of mainland China, taking possession 
of the land with a series of ornate rituals centered on naming things and reflect-
ing Chinese philosophical cosmology. As they developed their mimetic land, 
and held onto, for a while at least, their dream of retaking mainland China, they 
were less successful in dealing with the trauma of their wartime experiences.

Now, sixty years later, the mainlanders have been remembering their pain 
so long that they are trying to forget. They had lived so long in memories that 
when they started to come out of them, when they were awakened by their loss 
of power, they found that they no longer had anything to hold on to, except those 
memories and the success of their families they had once left behind. They now 
want to feel that they are part of that success, of the pride of a China they once 
remembered only with shame.



Conclusion: The Other Shore

It started, as much as anything can be said to start, during the high point of the last 
dynasty. It involved officials, officials who became technicians instead of schol-
ars. Until the Manchus took over China in 1644, Chinese officials had mostly 
spent their time writing poetry and other efflorescences of a culture steeped not 
only in its own tradition but in the stewing, masticating and swallowing of that 
tradition over thousands of years. Under the Manchus, a hardy, clever and ruth-
less people, Chinese officials became something new: they became experts at 
statecraft. That meant they had to manage markets, control river flooding and, 
most of all, prevent famine. Famine was probably the biggest killer, the biggest 
cause of rupture with the past in all history. It was under the Qianlong emperor 
that the officials took these techniques to new heights. They erected granaries 
around the empire to feed the hungry in times of famine, to succor the farmers 
when prices were too high and to retain stability in a wildly unpredictable terrain 
of droughts, pestilence and an overabundance of human population.

The plan backfired. Not only because the officials could not see beyond their 
shortsightedness. Not only because they could not see that if you feed a hungry 
population, that population soon doubles and then even if you have planned 
ahead, as these officials did, you soon do not have enough to feed anyone. Not 
only were they unable to see that the very success of their policies must irrepara-
bly undo the very successes they had been striving to achieve. But that it would 
jeopardize their own lives and the lives of their families as it was they who had 
brought the dynasty to ruin in the very act that, under different conditions, say, 
under conditions of only partial success, would have saved it.

When the population of China exploded at the end of the Qing dynasty, 
resources became so scarce that desperate, hungry, and bedeviled people sought 
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their way out of the impoverished land by any means possible. They went to 
Southeast Asia to work in guano factories and pits. They foraged for sand banks 
along rivers fronting the ocean, places where seed might take hold, where they 
might find food for their families. Some of them went as far as Hawaii and even-
tually San Francisco. Some went to Taiwan. The great and last Chinese diaspora 
had begun, set off not only by the utter defeat of the policies that had been 
implemented to prevent it, but also by the final attainment of Chinese empire-
building, the greatest area ever achieved, the greatest number of people fed, the 
most complicated institutions of government. As R. Kent Guy puts it, the Qing 
dynasty was too successful.1

So it fell, in 1911. But the reckless, frightened flight out of the land that had 
begun a century earlier continued. There were more horrors to flee now, besides 
just the worst of them all, the granddaddy of horrors, famine. Now there were 
foreign invaders, new droughts, and pestilence. There were warlords, opium, 
and the Japanese invasion. The flight continued. Eventually, those two parties 
which, because of the nature of their founding, continually bickered for the 
right to save China, began to fight among themselves. Only when the civil war 
ended in 1949, and China was overrun again with a single entity, did it look as 
if the flight was over.

It was not. At each stage of the exodus, the Chinese migrants had sought to 
invent themselves, then reinvent themselves. As their old institutions crum-
bled—which, according to their way of viewing history, was expected to happen 
every several hundred years—they had been forced to align themselves with the 
new dynasty, a somewhat mild form of shifting allegiances if not identity. But 
when the dynastic system itself crumbled, both students and their teachers tried 
to invent for themselves a new image and a new identity. Thus, when the two 
political parties promised to carry on the new identity, many of those same stu-
dents and teachers were filled with a kind of hope. It was as if the very dreams 
of hope and enfranchisement that had brought down established governments 
before had now brought down five thousand years of Chinese history and were 
now going to fire a new kind of politics. Thus, the Kuomintang set out to lead the 
country out of its stale, backward past, a past so corrupt that it nearly ended the 
Chinese race. When the Kuomintang failed, the Communists, claiming an equal 
right to carry on this new dream and new identity, promised to further the aspi-
rations and stunted hopes of all the Chinese. A Lincoln writing in the first part 
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of the twentieth century might even go so far as to say that the combatants were 
fighting not so much over land, which is what they thought, but over the very 
claim that they represented the new destiny of the Chinese people.

So destiny—which in imperial times was simply called by another name—by 
right of force and victory, came to rest in the hands of the Communists under 
Mao Zedong. The losers, the final refugees in the long, terrified flight out of 
China, settled in Taiwan, bereft of home, of land, and of destiny. They no longer 
had a role to play in the history of the Chinese race. And without that role, they 
quite rightly came to believe that they would suffer not only dissolution but 
actual death, not only at the hands of their enemies across the strait but at the 
very people who they had displaced in Taiwan.

Thus began the long process of escape. Escape not so much from the past or 
even from a specific place or land. But rather escape from flight. Escape from 
the soundless, mindless flight from terror, from the loss of order and meaning 
and confidence. They simply stopped. Nor was this stopping something new. It 
was Confucian; it was tradition. “Stop and then you will be settled. When you 
are settled, you can be still. When you can be still, you can be safe. When you 
are safe, you can ponder. When you can ponder, you can gain advantage.” Thus, 
the beginning of the Great Learning, one of the central, core texts, memorized 
for a millennium.

Taiwan was a stopping place. Not so much physically, although that was  
the case, but also a stopping place for “pondering,” for reflecting, and for rebuild-
ing. Many of the attempts failed. The map of China affixed onto Taipei failed to 
convince the mainlanders that they would ever retake China. Hatred and fear 
of the locals only forced them to question the democratic developments on the 
island. Each attempt was followed by another attempt, as if they were reliving 
in their hearts and minds the many phases they had passed through, sometimes 
as children, to escape from China, from their homes. These phases now defined 
them, as they imagined and re-imagined their identities. They traversed the 
long, personal histories of escape and reinvention just as they had trekked out 
of China.

And they were helped. They were helped by the economic rise of China. Their 
former enemies now became their guides. A mythic China, a China devoid of 
the differences between Communists and Nationalists, was rising. Their reuni-
fications with relatives, their failed business ventures, and their exposure to the 
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horrors encountered by their relatives during the Cultural Revolution did little to 
shake this new dream, this new way of imagining themselves. China was strong. 
China was rising again. The circle was closing, soon to be complete. They would 
get back what they had lost, if not in material things, if not in land or even in 
the prospect of any increase in wealth or prosperity, but in the conception they 
formed of themselves. They were now Chinese again, allied against anyone 
through the overwhelming belief that their race was rising again. They became 
part of destiny again, if not its masters, caught up in the tide of a new destiny, 
a destiny distinctly Chinese. They had come from there, the land, the old land 
to which they still laid claim in their blood. They did not ever expect to recover 
it but it marked them, freed them from their current petty and trivial lives. The 
land itself was now rising up, and it would pull them back if not in person, then in 
effigy. They had reinvented themselves as Chinese.
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