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J. Bruce Jacobs is head of the Depariment of Asian Languages and
Studies at Monash University and a member of the Australia-China
Courcil. He recently returned to Taiwan after a 12-year absence.

Rip Van Winkle Returns to Taiwan

1 On 28 February 1980, somcone murdered the
mother and davglters of jailed opposition pro-
wvincial assemblyman Lin Yi-hsiung. A few days
| Inter, the Tatwan Government placed Bruce
i Jacobs, a prominent Australian specialist on
! Taiwan, under police “protection,” and pre-
vented him from leaving the country fm three
months. Taiwan alleged he was “related” to the
murders. Some police ivestigators surmised
Jacobs had seen the murders, while other seci-
rity agencies used the allegation to shift atten-
tion away from widely suspected official in-
volvement. Subpoenaed, blit never actually
charged, Jacobs was allowed to leave Tafwan
only after then-president Chiang Ching-kuo
* personally ruled on the matter, He had been
barred from returning until last June.

! 0 n the plane to Taiwan, 1 read Rip
; Van Winkle, Washington Irving's

story about a man who awakes to a
changed world after a 20-year sleep. Al-
: though I had followed events in Taiwan
; from afar, 1 discovered parallels between
Rip and myself. Most importantly, the
American Revolution occurred during
Rip’s slumber. I wondered if Taiwan's ma-
jor political changes over the last 12 years
i had also been revolutionary.

I discovered three major transforma-
tions which even the most utopian opti-
mists did not predict when I left in 1980.

First, and the most personally disorient-
ing, was the metamorphosis that had oc-
! curred in Taiwan’s countryside where 1
: lived during much of the 1970s. Taipei re-
mained familiar save for new Western
shops, restaurants and even automatic uri-
nals which give a small flush when they
sense your presence. In contrast, I literally
i got lost on my return "home” to the coun-
tryside.

“Western” buildings had replaced vir-
tually every “traditional” farm house, the
road had been broadened and moved, and
the standard of living — which had in-
creased considerably from 1971 to 1980 —
had risen remarkably again.

‘ The second great change I noticed was
. the surge of “Taiwanese consciousness.”

‘{ Until a few years ago the ruling Kuomin-
|

i

i tang (KMT) emphasised Taiwan’s Chi-
i neseness and did not permit the accentua-

tion of Taiwanese culture. Now, the publi-
i cation of thousands of books concerned
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with Taiwan's politics, history and culture
has supplanted the dearth. Similarly, res-
taurants featuring Taiwanese cuisine flour-
ish while even residents who fled the main-
land in 1949 have begun to learn Hokkien
— the main Taiwanese dialect.

Third, the degree of “democratisation”
in Taiwan both surprised and impressed
me. Newspapers and magazines now have
“absolute” freedom (to use the word of an
opposition publisher), though the broad-
cast media remain under the KMT’s control.
Even advocacy of Taiwanese independence
has become both legal and politically ac-
ceptable.

Clearly, the xMT will not be easily dis-
placed. But significant conflict within the

£ ... increasing
prosperity,
democratisation
and “Taiwanese
consciousness”
suggest de facto
independence of
Taiwan will
continue
indefinitely §

party has broadened the parameters of po-
litical debate, and the leaders of the oppo-
sition Democratic Progressive Party — all
of whom were in jail or exile during my
1980 trip — now have high status and re-
spect.

I was also greatly surprised by the lack
of concern about the potential political
roles of the military and security agencies.
Taiwan’s military is undergoing substan-
tial re-orientation. The army, for instance,
no longer requires the capacity to invade
the mainland and is losing resources to the
navy and air force (neither of which has
traditionally been considered a threat to
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civilian authority). Furthermore, the largely
Taiwanese membership of the armed
forces and the increasing Taiwanisation of
the top military leadership reduces the
likelihood of military intervention in poli-
tics.

et despite these and other positive
Y signs, some people in Taiwan, in-
cluding myself, still see the military
and security agencies as a potential threat
to Taiwan's democratisation. The military
remains a relatively closed system separate
from society. Moreover, despite the consti-
tutional provision that the military is a state
body not connected to any political party,
the KMT still maintains political officers at
all military levels. ]
The security agencies too continue to
exist. The government abolished the feared
Taiwan Garrison Command on 31 July
1992, but it only outlined the Command’s
new military functions, leaving the future
of its security operations unexplained.
Assuming that Taiwan’s military and
security agencies remain under civilian
control, the processes of increasing pros-
perity, democratisation and “Taiwanese
consciousness” suggest the de facto inde-
pendence of Taiwan will continue indefi-
nitely. Even the KMT, officially committed
to reunification of Taiwan with the
mainland, repeatedly stated during the
December 1991 National Assembly elec-

“tions that “no one among the 20 million

Chinese in Taiwan wants to unify with the
Chinese communists.” Thus, we can pre-
dict that the Chinese communist policy of
incorporating Taiwan into China will con-
tinue to fail.

What will another Rip Van Winkle see
a decade hence in Taiwan? I suspect he
will find a new generation of talented lead-
ers more committed, among other things,
to democratisation, Taiwanese conscious-
ness and the nation’s prosperity. He will
also see a Taiwan that has completed its
transition to true democracy. Finally, the
next Rip will realise that though Taiwan
no longer poses a military threat to the
mainland, it will remain a major ideologi-
cal threat for the simple reason that its very
existence will have decisively disproven
the dogma that Chinese culture is incom-
patible with democracy. n
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TASK 1 – GENERAL COMPREHENSION
1. How long had the author been away from Taiwan?

2. What THREE main changes did he notice on his arrival? (Give some detail but try to use your own words)
3. What did he predict for the next ten years in Taiwan

4. How far do you think his predictions have come true?
TASK 2 – Vocabulary

Match the words below with the appropriate meanings:

1. surmise





make something a part of something else
2. allegation




belief not supported by reason
3. subpoena




actual, existing in fact if not in theory
4. slumber





complete change
5. utopian





giving emphasis to
6. metamorphosis



on a large-scale
7. disorientating




clause in a legal document, constitution etc.
8. accentuation




order someone to appear to act as a witness in a legal case
9. dearth





accusation
10. substantial 




guess, assume
11. provision




sleep
12. de facto




more perfect than is possible in the real world 
13. incorporate




confusing
14. dogma





shortage
TASK 3 – Detailed comprehension questions

1. What two possible reasons did the Taiwanese authorities have for detaining the author in 1980?

2. What threat to democratization did the author see as more dangerous than most Taiwanese believed?

3. Explain how the third paragraph in the third column seems to be self-contradictory.
3. According to the author, what was the attitude of the KMT to reunification of Taiwan with the mainland? 

4. In the author’s opinion, how is Taiwan a danger to the mainland government?
