The 228 Incident
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Tllusions of the “fatherland”  shattered

After the end of the Second World War, the people of Taiwan
had shaken off the Japanese colonial government and had
placed their hope in China on the other side of the Taiwan
Strait. They welcomed what they saw as the “fatherland”

with open arms. They never dreamt that after the real China
arrived in Taiwan, they would discover that this China was very
“fatherland”

different from the image of the they had held in

their minds, and it was difficult for them to adjust.
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Riding roughshod over Taiwan with a conqueror mentality

With the mentality of conquerors, the newly-arrived Chinese
regime rode roughshod over Taiwan. First, they disregarded the
fact that the people of Taiwan had earlier in their history
pursued democratic autonomy. Instead they set up a “Taiwan
Provincial Governor's Office”  system that was no different
from the Japanese governor-general system, by gathering
together the major authorities -- administrative, legislative,
judicial and military -- into one body, exactly as if they were

carrying on Japanese colonial rule. In the new colonial system

of the Taiwan Provincial Governor's Office, the mainlanders
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monopolized power and position, favored their friends and
relatives, and put those without expertise over those who had it.
Taking over responsibility became outright plunder.
Officialdom became rife with corruption, and immediately the
Taiwanese people’

s eyes were opened to a reality unseen for

fifty years.
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Crowds protested in front of the Taipei office of the Alcohol and

[Tobacco Monopoly Bureau.

Life becomes impossible

In terms of economic management, total monopoly was rigorously
enforced. Administrative head Chen Yi vaunted “national socialism”
in view of the outstanding results of the Japanese-era monopoly system.
Consequently, despite the KMT" s own political culture and official
abuses, he began to follow this practice without exception. Camphor,
matches, alcohol, tobacco, and measuring instruments were all sucked
into the monopoly. Apart from this, there were still many everyday
necessities which were strictly dominated by bodies outside of the
Alcohol and Tobacco Monopoly Bureau, no matter whether they were
communications, transport, warechouses, agricultural products, fisheries
and pasturage, iron and steel, electricity, cement, mechanized
manufacturing, petroleum, engineering, paper mills, printing, textile
industries, bricks and tiles, oil, electrical equipment, chemicals, salt
industry - every last one of these came under their control. If the
controlled economy had been practiced according to principle, it would
not necessarily have been undesirable. But it so happened that under this
official culture where bribes could bring you anything you wanted,

officials and businessmen collaborated, or else officials were themselves

businessmen. The result was that many illicit imports and exports were
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freely traded, and both officials and businessmen made vast profits from
this. This controlled economic system was accompanied by a culture of
corruption, and the disaster it brought Taiwan was extremely evident.
The rice shortages in particular created incredible hardship in everyday
life, and social unrest was very clear. But the rice shortages were due
not only to the enforced support of KMT troops to meet the needs of the
civil war between the KMT and the Communist Party in China, but also
to official-merchant collaboration in hoarding rice for market
speculation and to artificial price hikes leading to rice shortages.
Looking at the inflation in retail rice prices in Taipei City in the sixteen
months from the end of the Second World War until just before the 228
Incident, retail rice prices in Taipei City shot up 400-fold. Taiwan’ s
wealth was systematically plundered, and the 237 privately- and
publicly-owned enterprises left behind by the Japanese, and over 600
government units, were completely absorbed into the 27 companies set
up and run by the various offices of the Taiwan Provincial Governor's
Office. On top of this, the placing of outsiders into specialist positions
and incomplete planning led to a huge fall in productivity. The
production index for the first year following the end of the war was less
than half of pre-war annual productivity, and compared to the pre-war
period, the Taiwanese people no longer had enough to live on.
Unemployment soared; with Taiwan™ s population at over six million,

there were a record 400 to 800 thousand people out of work.

Social upheaval and unrest

Socially, Taiwan was overrun with thieves, and military police
discipline was a corrupt shambles. Apart from petty pilfering, many
military personnel from mainland China were also dishonest, went in for
scams and intimidation, they molested women, robbed and killed -- they
stopped at nothing, they insulted and harassed people, abused their
power like a bunch of bandits on the rampage, and caused deep and
bitter resentment among the ordinary people of Taiwan. In 1946, Taiwan
society was already in upheaval, and cases of soldiers opening fire,
stirring up trouble and clashing with ordinary people were nothing out
of the ordinary. As a result, in the second year after the KMT

government took over control of Taiwan, social unrest took a serious



turn for the worse, and in the space of a year, criminal cases increased

28-fold.
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i‘Retrocession” in front of the Chungshan Hall in Taipei. Who could
#¥have guessed that in such a short time this euphoria would turn into

loss and sacrfice?

ZZTEHIE EIU{?@ The Eruption of the 228 Incident
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Committee concerning political reform. He announced that if the
populace had any suggestions, they should make them to the
Committee, and he would do his best to accommodate them. But
he also sent a telegram to the central government in Nanjing asking
for troops to be sent to Taiwan. The KMT government leader,
Chiang Kai-shek, was receptive to the one-sided statements of
military agents stationed in Taiwan and hastily sent troops. On
March 8, the KMT troops arrived, and began a suppression which
turned into a massacre. It continued in what became known as a
“countryside eradiation,” an island-wide program of arrest and
slaughter. The elite of Taiwanese society was sacrificed almost in
its entirety, and there were heavy civilian casualties, with a death

toll somewhere between ten and twenty thousand.
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The new provincial governor, Chen Yi, brought the misguided

policies to KMT rule of Taiwan, causing the breakout of the 228

Sowing the seeds of ‘black gold’  politics

The 228 Incident not only meant the tragedy of death and
destruction of Taiwanese families. It also had a huge impact on
future political and social developments. On the one hand, the
character of the Taiwanese people was severely distorted: in the
past they had been colonized by foreign rule, but now they were
even more lowly and humiliated than before, and began to show
slave-like personalities which sought only their own safety and
protection, and didn” t dare defy the rulers. On the other hand, the
people of Taiwan were terrified of, disheartened by and

disappointed in politics. This fear and lethargy towards politics
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helped the KMT’ s one-party dictatorship, but not the
development of democratic, constitutional government.
Furthermore, Taiwanese society was now devoid of people of
leadership caliber, which was convenient for KMT politics. Many
of the surviving members of the social elite were unwilling to get
involved in politics again, the constitution of local politics
changed, the bad chased out the good, and corrupt local gentry and
criminal elements along with local politicians gradually began to
dominate the local political world. The seeds of Taiwan™ s

“plack gold” politics were sown in the aftermath of the 228

Incident.
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Heartfelt education and inspiration

Reflecting on the past in the light of the present, the history of
the 228 Incident is both educational and inspiring: the so-called
“Taiwan Retrocession” of 1945 was the first “unification” of
Taiwan and China. The 228 Incident of 1947 was the “sequel”
to this “unification.” A crucial factor leading to this reaction
lies in the excessive difference between Taiwanese and Chinese
societies. Their constitutions were too different, and so they did
not adapt well to one another. This unsuitability may be said to
have arisen through the cyclical process of repression and
resistance, where the side with the lower political cultural
standards ruled the side with the higher ones on the other.
Today, the PRC on the mainland is too distant from Taiwan,
and too far behind in everything, be it political system, social
structure, legal system, cultural content, lifestyle values or
human rights indices. If Taiwan is “unified” again, there is a
real concern that the 228 Incident will be replayed. Can
Taiwan’s inhabitants have any hope for the future based on the

past and present?

Edited by Ann Lin / translated by Elizabeth Hoile
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