Gregor, A. J., with Maria Hsia Chang and A. B. Zimmerman, Ideology and development. Sun Yat-sen and the economic history of Taiwan, Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California, and Berkeley Center for Chinese Studies, USA, 1981.

(Gregor 1981).

From the one side, perhaps it is always at least a bit forced to derive reality from social actors ideology, even if reality dynamics produce the ideologies they need so that social actors’ beliefs are not so extraneous to reality developments. From the other side, a research on ideological references of actors having de facto assured a development or developmental process, although with all the peculiarities of the post-1949 ROC/Taiwan, inevitably emphasises some determinant role of ideology. Surely, in the analysis of the Sun Yat-sen ideology role in the ROC/Taiwan development there are the problems both of the ROC success in the post-1949 Taiwan but not when it controlled the whole China and the fact that anyway Sun Yat-sen died in 1925 (the ROC was founded in 1912). It is always arbitrary to assume that supposed epigones continued a thought and a practice. In addition, thoughts and practises of leaders are generally mythicized.            

Works and researches on the Taiwan’s economic history are not rare. “Socialism” is an all-purpose word without a precise meaning apart from the suggestion of some concern for society perhaps opposed to immediate profit and rent concerns. For instance, all monarchies (and later also Republics) of the European countries became “socialist” just the myopic exploitation of the working force from private interests hampered the provision of normal quality men for armies and military navies. Nearly immediately “socialism” became a consensus’ device exploited from different, or apparently different, sides. The practical relevance of socialism was that all regime preferred organised workers so that State and its police services could better exercise social control and keep workers well submitted even when they were formally antagonists of the social order. All Statesmen and social thinkers are spontaneously “socialists”.    

(Gregor 1981) associates the China renaissance and its coming out from colonialist oppression to a form of socialism actually deeply rooted in the traditional Chinese thought. In my opinion, the interest of the operation made from (Gregor 1981) is its showing long-term cultural determinants in the Chinese history and, indirectly, the non-existence of a real cultural difference from the two main political blocks, both expression of the Chinese nation: contrarily to China, not all States are at the same time a nation or anyway with a clearly dominant nation. Differences in Chinese “socialism”, with the formation of different socialisms (specifically the “communist” differentiation from the “nationalist” one, which had represented the alternative to the imperial one) derived from the interactions of Chinese social forces with foreign interferences, inevitable heritage of the colonial dominations.   

(Gregor 1981) dates a kind of modern Chinese socialism, in same way contemporary with the affirmation of the 19th European one, with the 1885 critique of the Confucian texts made by K’ang Yu-wei. For (Gregor 1981), the K’ang ideas were a kind of Bellamy and Henry George style socialism. For (Gregor 1981), Liang Ch’i-ch’ao had given K’ang ideas considerable circulation during the period Sun Yat-sen was closest to the major gentry reformers of Imperial China. [(Gregor 1981, p. 1)]. Sun Yat-sen was attracted from that kind of socialism, current in the China of his times. It was a developmental socialism consistent with the intellectual and moral Chinese traditions [(Gregor 1981, p. 9)]. Sun Yat-sen formulated the principle of the people’s livelihood, the Min-sheng chu-i, which is informing principle of the Republic of China from its foundation. [(Gregor 1981, p. 1)]. 

In the evolutionary vision of K’ang, as of most of the advanced Chinese thinkers, from the Age of Disorder (chü-luan shih), through the Age of Approaching Peace (t’ai-p’ing shih), one arrived finally to the Age of Universal Peace (t’ai-p’ing shih) or of Great Harmony (ta-t’ung). Only at the conclusion of the then emerging Age of Approaching Peace, the world could expect the final Great Harmony. The process would have concluded with the realisation of the goals of the minsheng principle, which Sun Yat-sen identified with the Confucius hope of a great commonwealth. [(Gregor 1981, p. 9)]. 

If one clears everything from the rhetoric aspects, one can easily find the traditional aspiration of passage from a world of conflict (the supposed ‘capitalist’ one) to a world of harmonic and stable peace (realised ‘socialism’, ‘communism’, paradise). What is common to all kind of ‘socialism’, Christian-socialism, Islamic-socialism, etc or Hegelo-‘communism’, in their different varieties. Actually, all kind of political vision offers the final image of some paradise justifies an unsatisfying present. 

For (Gregor 1981), “For Sun the three economic problems tormenting that age required a comprehensive land policy, an effective developmental program, and a strategy to deal with the threats mounted by foreign imperialisms. By 1897 Sun had already settled on the elements of those policies. In his pursuit of solutions he had probably already become familiar with the work of Henry George. In December 1984 the Review of the Times had devoted its pages to a discussion of “land nationalisation” and the “single tax”, themes that George had made popular in his Progress and Poverty, a book that first appeared in a regular American edition in 1880. While in Japan in 1897, Sun read George’s work in its entirely for the first time.” [(Gregor 1981, p. 10)]. 

“In his discussion with Liang Ch’i-ch’ao and Chang Ping-lin in 1899, Sun elaborated on his concerns. Chinese agriculture had remained inadequate both to feed the nation and as a base for economic development not only because of the corruption of mandarins officials, impaired transportation facilities, and competition with “imperialist” trade, but because tenant farmers were compelled to pay “half of what they produce to the landlords. In Sun’s judgement a more equitable arrangement would render the peasant prosperous and release capital for self-sustaining national development. The best solution, he argued at that time, would be that «all who can till should receive land.»” [(Gregor 1981, p. 11)]

“In April 1906 and March 1907 Hu Han-min, one of the principal spokesmen for Sun’s T’ung-meng hui, provided an exposition of the concept of «equalization of land rights.» By equalization of land rights Sun and his followers meant governmental appropriation of «unearned increments» in value rather than the formal abrogation of private land holdings.” [(Gregor 1981, p. 12)]

Sun was also for the openness to foreign investments, since the insufficiency of indigenous capitals. [(Gregor 1981, p. 11)]. What is not anyway astonishing. All Statesman is for openness to foreign investments when they procure some advantages without, or without too many, collateral damages. Mao and the CCP too, although concrete historical paths are finally more complicated than abstract wishes.   

“In 1912 he reiterated, «China is an agricultural country. Without solving the basic problems of the peasants, no thorough reforms can be possible. In order to solve the agrarian problem, farmers must own their own lands»” [(Gregor 1981, p. 19)].

The creation, in 1921, of the Chinese Communist Party, which perhaps not only for opportunity reasons acted for a long time as a KMT fraction, would not made captious the question whether it was the continuator of the ideas of the then already disappeared Sun, instead of the KMT. Likely, neither the CCP nor the KMT may be fully assumed as such, even if the CCP realised a kind on anarchist-style peasant revolution on the mainland with a democratic land reform (with all the limits and disadvantages of democratic processes, contrarily to the liberal-elitist one when and where they are possible), while the KMT instead, after its Chinese defeat, extraordinarily developed an island representing about 2% of the Chinese population and 0.35% of the Chinese territory.    

It is necessary a translation and a translation-reduction for assuming that the Sun ideas were determinant in the Taiwan’s development. Actually it would be also necessary the further assumption that, instead of acting in an adaptive way, social actors behave for applying thoughts and theories. The necessary translation would be that when the KMT split in its de facto para-landlords fraction and in its pro-peasant one (the CCP), the para-landlords one (the formal KMT majority) was the follower or continuator of the Sun ideas. The necessary translation-reduction would be that only by the movement and reduction of the supposedly yet Sun party, the KMT, and of its ROC, to Taiwan and connected islands made possible the realisation of his ideas. Taiwan, an island only occasionally, in its history, a Chinese territory, represents only less than 2% of the Chinese population and 0.35% of the Chinese territory. The post 1949 KMT colonised it when, expulsed from China, realised in Taiwan what it was incapable to realise in China. Assuming a Sun thought leadership or influence in such a colonisation, and only in it, means to assume that such thought failed for China while it was successful for a small island of Dutch and Japanese colonisation. The Sun thought is in such way translated to another place (and also to different times) and reduced to a 2%-0.35% of population-territory at the uncertain spatial margins of the political and cultural area actually generated it.  

(Gregor 1981) writes as “By the end of 1949, after the force of Mao Tse-tung began their final southerner campaign, the Nationalist government transferred its seat to Taipei, animated by a decision to make the island a “redoubt”, a fortress that might withstand the military power of the communist forces of the mainland. In January 1949, in anticipation of that decision, Chiang Kai-shek had replaced Wei with General Chen Cheng, in an effort to restore the integrity of Nationalist rule on the island.

[…] 

“The selection of Chen Cheng to undertake the reconstruction of Taiwan’s economy indicated that the Nationalists contemplated more than the simple restoration of political and military control over the island. It was evident that the authorities appreciated the necessity of providing at least minimal welfare satisfactions to the rural population. On the mainland the forces of Mao Tse-tung had exploited the accumulation of rural grievances. Such grievances had fatally undermined the position of the Kuomintang on the mainland.” [(Gregor 1981, p. 25)] 

On the contrary, in Taiwan, the KMT could use the positive Japanese heritage: “For half a hundred years the Japanese had controlled Taiwan by forging a connection with the landholders on the island and supplementing that connection with extensive police controls. With such a system the Japanese had successfully dominated Taiwan, increased its agricultural yield significantly, and extracted considerable profit from the relationship. If control and agricultural productivity were its sole concerns, there was no prima
facie reason why the Kuomintang could not have simply revamped and revitalized the Japanese system to its own purposes.” [(Gregor 1981, p. 27)]

But KMT needed considerably more. It needed to create an industrial base at least sufficient for supporting a demanding military establishment. [(Gregor 1981, p. 26)]. What the KMT was so skilful to realise also since the international conjuncture. The Korea war started in 1950. It favoured Taiwan too as a US strategic logistic base. “Thus, by the end of 1950 and the beginning of 1951 all the elements of a developmental program for Taiwan had been put into place.” [(Gregor 1981, p. 29)]. 

The agrarian reform the KMT could not implement in China was realised and successfully implemented in Taiwan. In addition, “Chiang Kai-shek as heir to Sun’s policies, early committed the Kuomintang to a protectionist, import substitution policy during the first phase of industrial development.” (Gregor 1981, p. 41). Really, also without Sun, South Korea, before it Japan, and nearly all countries wanted to create an internal industrial and research base and so avoid the comprador-way, pursued the import substitution with relative temporary protectionism. 

Hence, finally the Taiwan recent history is that of a classical developmental way in a specific context, with same fortunate heritage made it really possible and in speedy times, some techniques common to all developmental experience (form the British Empire and perhaps even before), high attitude to adaptation. Firstly, the relative insulation of the developmental leadership was a key developmental factor did not exist when the KMT-ROC was on the mainland and on the contrary could exist when it transferred and reduced to Taiwan. Had Sun Yat-sen ever treated this key aspect one finds in all developmental experience?

The (Gregor 1981, p. 9) analysis and narration continue as one of the usual interesting expositions on Taiwan and its development since Chinese-KMT colonisation from 1949. 
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