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Nationalism from a Maxim to a Taboo in the Early 1970s
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Abstract

Following the linguistic turn in the historical sociology, this article discusses how the
Chinese nationalism transformed from the doctrine hang on the KMT’s mouth to an
unspeakable topic in the early 1970s. It investigates how the discourse “defending
Taiwan through reform” won hegemony in the conjunction of multiple structures. The
civil war between KMT and CCP became undecided due to the influence of global
cold war and the Chinese idea of orthodoxy (zhengtong). The principle of sovereignty
was suspended in the level of international political system. This resulted in a seesaw
struggle between the idea of One China and the reality of Two Chinas. Although the
KMT, occupying now only some small islands, perceived the tendency of the
international political system back to the normality of recognizing the real ruling
government, it missed the objective possibility of Two Chinas for fear of the probable
reaction and losing face to repudiate its earlier legitimatizing saying of One China and
fatong (the orthodox line of ROC constitution). Especially, the experience of losing
the mainland China caused it to depend more strongly on the means of authoritative
rule and dogmatic inculcation rather than to fulfill the integrative revolution by
democracy or other effective means. It faced therefore continuously a fundamental
challenge for its legitimacy from the discourse for unification with the mainland
China and the discourse for Taiwan independence. Supporting by the structure of cold
war, the KMT could effectively suppress the circulation of these two discourses
within Taiwan. However, the changing international conjuncture, above all the
triangle between the USA, Soviet Union and China that varied with the discord
between China and the Soviet Union and the Chinese development of nuclear weapon,
opened a hiatus in the relatively stable structure of cold war. The successive retreat of
the ROC from the United Nations let the legitimacy of KMT basing on an
international recognition collapse instantly. In the beginning of the movement for
defending diaoyutai, separatism was still the common target of blame. The
transformation of this movement overseas into a movement for the unification with
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the mainland China suddenly brought about a subtle change within Taiwan. Although
the KMT esteemed until then the (Chinese) nationalism as guiding doctrine, it had to
change now tacitly. To avoid the up-to-date strong nationalistic current of “return”
und “unification” that might cause a domino effect of identifying with the Communist
China, the KMT tolerated not only the Taiwan’s independence discourse temporally,
but also warned the students and teachers who embraced the (Chinese) nationalism
passionately. Confronting the double threats of the once faithful mainlanders’
conversion to the PRC and the islanders’ resentment caused by the discriminating
hegemony project with the pattern of “two nations”, the KMT had only one choice to
escape this pincers attack: to defend Taiwan against the PRC’s threat by reform. As
people couldn’t overcome the ‘One China’ epistemological obstacle, and at the same
time the principle of sovereignty suspended by the cold war return gradually to be
normal, the reform discourse based on specific interests and at the sacrifice of Chinese
nationalism could get the title of universality. Since this reform discourse was open to
diverse interpretations, it could unite different camps on the basis of a common fear
for the unification by the PRC. Therefore, it could compensate the KMT’s dummy
official nationalism for its incapability of integration provisionally and extricate the
KMT from the legitimation crisis.

Keywords: defending Taiwan by reform, hegemony, legitimation, nationalism,
epistemological obstacle, linguistic turn, causality
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