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Island Fantasia

The Matsu archipelago between China and Taiwan, for long an isolated
outpost off southeast China, was suddenly transformed into a military
frontline in 1949 by the Cold War and the Communist–Nationalist
con�ict. The army occupied the islands, commencing more than 40
long years of military rule. With the lifting of martial law in 1992, the
people were confronted with the question of how to move forward. This
in-depth ethnography and social history of the islands focuses on how
individual citizens rede�ned themselves and reimagined their society.
Drawing on long-term �eldwork, Wei-Ping Lin shows how islanders
used both traditional and new media to cope with the con�icts and
trauma of harsh military rule. She discusses the formation of new social
imaginaries through the appearance of ‘imagining subjects’, interrogat-
ing their subjecti�cation processes and varied uses of mediating tech-
nologies as they seek to answer existential questions.

wei-ping lin is Professor of Anthropology at National Taiwan
University. She has previously held af�liations at the Harvard-
Yenching Institute and the Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies at
Harvard University. She is the author of Materializing Magic Power:
Chinese Popular Religion in Villages and Cities (2015, Harvard
University Asia Center) which won the Academia Sinica Scholarly
Monograph Award in the Humanities and Social Sciences. She edited
Mediating Religion: Music, Image, Object, and New Media (2018,
National Taiwan University Press).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



Taiwan Studies Series

��������

General Editors (in alphabetical order): Wei-Ping Lin, National
Taiwan University (Anthropology); Richard Madsen, UC San Diego
(Sociology); Michael Szonyi, Harvard University (History); Tay-Sheng
Wang, National Taiwan University (Law)

Advisory Board (in alphabetical order): Yu-Tzung Chang, National
Taiwan University (Political Science); Jo-Shui Chen, National Taiwan
University (History); Sean Cooney, University of Melbourne (Law); Tom
Ginsburg, University of Chicago (Law); Ming-Jen Lin, National Taiwan
University (Economics); John Shephard, University of Virginia (History);
Gwo-Shyong Shieh, Academia Sinica, Taiwan (Sociology); Hans
H. Tung, National Taiwan University (Political Science); Robert Weller,
Boston University (Anthropology); Joseph Wong, University of Toronto
(Political Science); Noam Yuchtman, London School of Economics
(Economics)

Located in the heart of Asia, Taiwan has always been a critical node for
a variety of historical forces and a treasury of humanities and social
sciences research. Its economic development during the 1970s and
1980s was described as a “miracle” by the World Bank, and it quickly
became a focus of research in the academic world.

However, the important transitions that Taiwan has subsequently
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Note on Transcription

The Chinese characters in this book, unless speci�cally marked, are in
Mandarin. Romanization is done according to the Hanyu Pinyin system.
The dialect spoken in the Matsu Islands is the Fuzhou dialect, which
I have romanized according to the system explained below, but without
any indication of tones; this is given only when there is no equivalent
Mandarin translation, and is marked by an F.

The phonetic transcription used in this book, based on the
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) with minor adjustments, is con-
sistent with Matsu fuzhou hua pinyin fang’an (the phonetic alphabet
program of the Fuzhou dialect in Matsu); see the website of Matsu
mindong (fuzhou) hua richang shenghuo changyong cihui (Common
vocabulary of everyday life in the Mindong (Fuzhou) dialect in Matsu).1

The consonant symbols are shown in the table below.

1 www.study.matsu.edu.tw/1000/images/paper.html

Place Manner Bilabial Alveolar
Postal-
veolar Velar Glottal

Plosive Unaspirated
Voiceless

p t k h (coda)

Aspirated
Voiceless

ph th kh

Nasal m n ng
Fricative (�) s (�) h (initial)
Affricates Unaspirated

Voiceless
ts

Aspirated
Voiceless

tsh

Lateral l
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The vowel symbols are shown in the table below.

Below is a brief explanation.

1. The consonants b and j, which are respectively equivalent to /�/ and /�/
in IPA, are produced only when “initial assimilation” occurs. Initial
assimilation in the Fuzhou dialect is a process in which the initial of a
syllable in a polysyllabic word changes under the in�uence of the coda
or the �nal sound of the preceding syllable. This phenomenon
appears only in syllables after the �rst one.2

2. h is a glottal fricative when used to indicate an initial and a glottal stop
when used to indicate a coda.

3. y is a close front rounded vowel.
4. oe is a mid-front rounded vowel, equivalent to /ø/ in IPA.
5. This book uses the symbols as shown in the tables above without any

indication of tones.

Front

Unrounded Rounded Central Back

Close i y u
Mid e oe o
Open a

2 In a word with two or more syllables, the initial of each syllable other than the �rst one can
change based on the features of the preceding sound, i.e. the �nal phoneme of the
preceding syllable. In Chinese, every syllable is composed of an initial and a coda, and
the initial is also the beginning consonant. In the Fuzhou dialect, if a word is composed of
more than two syllables, then the initial of each syllable other than the �rst one may
change based on the preceding sound.

xvi Note on Transcription

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



Abbreviations

BBS bulletin board system
CCA Council for Cultural Affairs
CCP Chinese Communist Party
KMT Kuomintang, Nationalist Party
PLA People’s Liberation Army
PRC People’s Republic of China
ROC Republic of China, Taiwan
WZA Warzone Administration
WZAC Warzone Administration Committee
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Introduction: Imagining Subject

Situated precariously between Taiwan and China, the Matsu archipelago
is even more diminutive than the Trobriand Islands. From the islands,
which belong to Taiwan, one can see cargo vessels sailing along the
Chinese coastline during the day and watch the city lights glimmering
across the water after dark—China is but a stone’s throw away. In fact, to
go from Beigan, one of the northern islands, to the mainland city of
Huangqi, takes only half an hour by ferry, while a trip to Taiwan involves
traversing the tempestuous “dark trench” (hei shuigou) of the Taiwan
Strait. Taking nine hours over rough seas, the journey can sometimes
seem longer than �ying across the Paci�c to American shores.

At �rst glance, one’s eyes are immediately drawn to the stone houses
that dot the islands’ mountainous landscape. Unlike the residential
courtyards found in southern Fujian province, most of these homes are
stand-alone two-story structures, tucked attractively into the folds of the
mountains. Their unique name, huang ngiang nah (F. foreign shelters),
points to the fact that they display some Western architectural elements
(Fig. 0.1). It is said that they were designed both as a response to and an
improvement on the Western architecture built in China after the signing
of the 1842 Treaty of Nanking and the opening up of the Fuzhou harbors
(Zheng 2003). Walking through the villages, one occasionally still comes
across slogans attached to the exterior walls—“Take back the mainland”
(guangfu dalu); “Eliminate the traitors Zhu De and Mao Zedong” (xiao-
mie zhu mao hanjian); and “Cooperation between soldiers and civilians”
(junmin yijia)—a reminder of the archipelago’s history as a military front-
line. After refurbishment done as part of village preservation projects,

1
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many of these stone dwellings have been turned into lodgings for visitors.
These former “foreign shelters” have taken up fashionable European-
sounding names such as “Mediterranean Villa,” “Santorini Inn,” or
“Aegean Sea of Love Bed & Breakfast.” Walking in the circuitous alley-
ways is like entering the galleries of history.

Towering above the simple stone houses on the peak of a southern
island stands a �nely wrought, recently �nished giant statue of the
Goddess Mazu. Since the islands are named after her, in recent years
many places have developed according to the catchphrase “Goddess
Mazu in Matsu.” This enormous image was built in imitation of the
Mazu statue on Meizhou Island, China. Now, she not only looks out over
the vast ocean, summoning the �shermen home, but the angle of the
statue has been carefully adjusted so that the Goddess faces her birth-
place in China: Meizhou Island in Putian. The direction of her gaze
reveals the ardent hope and imagination entertained by Matsu residents
today of reconnecting with Taiwan and China.

Fig. 0.1 Strolling along the alleyways of Matsu

2 Introduction: Imagining Subject
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Imagination, Media, and Contemporary Society

Social imaginary is the way in which the members of a community
imagine their existence. It forms the common understanding of how to
carry out the collective practices that constitute social life (Taylor 2004:
23–4). In contemporary times, imagination has taken on increasing
signi�cance. Whether in anthropology or in cultural studies, imaginary
has tended to take on weight comparable to culture, belief, or meaning
(Strauss 2006: 322), if not replace them. Why is this the case?

It is undeniable that the �ourishing of modern media technologies has
created new possibilities for imagination to develop. But the uncertainty
that people confront in the contemporary world also impels various kinds
of imagination to appear, as is seen widely in many �elds.1 Arjun
Appadurai (1996) in the early 1990s initiated a series of papers exploring
the importance of modern imagination. He posits that the world we
inhabit today is characterized by a new role in social life for imagination,
which is a constitutive feature of modern subjectivity (31). Since the
1980s, the rising popularity of electronic media, as well as mass
migration, has loosened the intimate bonds between people and territor-
ies in traditional society: the world has undergone a process of de-
territorialization and re-territorialization (49; see also Gupta and
Ferguson 1997: 50). In other words, electronic media marks the coming
of a new era: it intervenes in public life and reshapes society by virtue of
its wide reach and speed of transmission. So, indeed, does mass migra-
tion. Although mobility has always existed in history, when modern
migration was accompanied by the rapid �ows of mass-mediated mes-
sages, images, and sensations, cultural reproduction could not continue
as before. Imagination has thus acquired a new power in contemporary
society (53).

Appadurai, however, does not deny the importance of imagination in
traditional societies; rather, he discusses how mass media brought about
new kinds of imagination and results: imagination has become a part of
everyday life, a way for individuals to negotiate with the wider, globalized
world, and to constitute modern self and subjectivity (3). By juxtaposing
previous works with contemporary global transformations, Appadurai
contributed important insights to many later studies. Below, I scrutinize

Introduction: Imagining Subject 3
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the important issues relating to imagination in the literature both before
and after him, since the varied workings of imagination in society is one of
the central concerns of this book.

Humans are born with an innate ability to imagine, but in reality only
some imaginations are able to develop from one or more individuals into
the collective and become shared social imaginaries, that is, common
images or representations held by most people that in�uence society
signi�cantly. The role of the mediating mechanism in this process is
pivotal. Benedict Anderson (1991[1983]), for instance, in his seminal
book Imagined Community, depicts how print-capitalism brought about a
fundamental transformation in how people “think” the world (22).
Taking novels and newspapers as examples, he explicates how these
media create homogeneous, empty time and comparable social space
(24). These temporal and spatial constructions generate a commonality
among people and lay the basis for nationalism.

The signi�cance of collective imagining in the formation of modern
Europe is explored more systematically by Charles Taylor (2004). He
argues that revolutionary social imaginaries usually come from elites’ or
prophets’ original theories of moral order, which over the long march of
history gradually in�ltrate into ordinary people’s minds. In Europe, it
was through three kinds of social forms—market economy, public
sphere, and self-governed people—that social imaginary was �nally
trans�gured. It is worth noting that Taylor greatly expands the discussion
of social imaginary from print media to broader social institutions. But
his analysis, as Crapanzano (2004: 7) suggests, does not delve into “how
this in�ltration works, nor does he discuss the potential contradictions,
tensions, and disjunctions in it.” It is not surprising that subsequent
research focused on “the technologies of imagination” (Sneath,
Holbraad, and Pedersen 2006: 11), that is, the concrete processes by
which imaginative effects are engendered. In ensuing works, the function
of medium has also received more attention. Belting (2011[2001]: 20)
calls it “an act of animation,” triggering the transference of the individual
imagination into a collective perception, as an appropriate medium can
open the door to knowledge, enabling the personal mental image to be
apprehended and become the collective “picture” in the public space
(15). Meyer (2015) develops this idea in her study of Ghana, discussing
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how movies function as a “synchronizing actor” to transform individual
imaginations into a shared collective imaginary.

In the contemporary era, however, we increasingly engage with, and
live in, multiple imagined worlds. Unconstrained by territorial bounds,
our connections with others are far more complex and fragmentary than
before. Many new elements, such as ethnicity, media, technology,
�nance, and ideology, have arisen to generate larger imaginaries, or
“scapes,” as Appadurai (1996: 33) termed them. These scapes are usu-
ally un�xed, irregular, and able to contest with each other or even subvert
the of�cial regulations. To sum up, the imagined worlds in contemporary
time are spaces of contestation in continual �ux (4); their relations can
no longer be explicated in terms of the traditional political economy or
the central/peripheral dichotomy. How should we understand the emer-
gence and interplay of these different imaginaries?

The Invisible Subject

Although many of the aforementioned scholars have raised important
points about social imaginary, most of their works are premised on the
collective or social without delving into individual imaginations
(Crapazano 2004: 1; Rapport 2015: 8; Robbins 2010: 306), or more
precisely, the imagining subjects. What their works crucially miss is the
active agent who initiates the imaginings. I consider that the imagining
subject has been rendered invisible largely for two distinct reasons.

First is a tendency among scholars to adopt a top-down perspective.
Anderson, for example, explores the formation of an imagined commu-
nity in terms of print capitalism, yet his work rarely treats the imagining
subject and the process of imagination (Axel 2003: 121). Similarly,
Appadurai’s research emphasizes how people in the present age can use
electronic media to achieve previously unimagined imaginaries. But he
mainly focuses on the in�uence of media and technology without con-
sidering the individual imagination. This is shown in how he distin-
guishes two forms of imagination (1996: 7): fantasy, which is private,
personal, and often emancipatory; and collective imagination, which is
the force behind the formation of neighborhoods, societies, and nation-
states, and which could become the fuel for social action. It is clear that
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he places greater importance on the latter. Although Taylor touches
upon individuals—particularly elites—and how their thinking spreads
to the larger community via economics, politics, and the public sphere,
he rarely explicates how exactly they communicate with each other, and
the process by which ideas are negotiated and reconciled.

The second reason that the imagining subject is invisible is probably
historical, and speci�c to the society under study. In a given society or
historical era, there may be a larger institution existing that prevents us
from readily seeing the individual imagination. The Matsu archipelago,
the �eldsite of this book, is a case in point of how imagination can be
obscured for various distinct reasons. Until the eighteenth century, the
Matsu Islands were considered by the central Chinese government as a
“forbidden outpost,” to which of�cials could exile people at will. The
inhabitants consisted of a largely transient population who survived by
�shing. Social relations on the islands were based on kinship and ties to
their original hometowns in the coastal regions of southeast China (see
Chapter 1). Relying on the mainland to ful�ll many of their basic needs,
the residents’ lives were only partially conducted on the islands. Some
particularly daring individuals rose to become feared pirates who domin-
ated the sea, but their reigns mostly proved to be short-lived. During the
early period, life on the islands was transitory and intermittent. Given the
extremely limited data, it is all the more dif�cult for us to know how
individuals’ imaginations developed during that time.

The con�ict between the Communist Party and the Nationalist Party
in China, as well as the US–Soviet Cold War, drastically changed the fate
of Matsu. Overnight, Matsu was sealed off from Taiwan and China and
turned into a frontline in Taiwan’s defensive strategy against China. The
archipelago was ruled by the army for more than forty years (1949–92).
In order to transform the barren �shing islands into a solid base for the
army, the military government during this period carried out large-scale
modernization projects, including improving infrastructure, building
schools, and even implementing a guaranteed admission program to
send Matsu students to Taiwan for advanced education. All of this
brought about tremendous changes in the previously desolate islands.
However, the dark side of this seemingly bright picture is that local
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�shermen were greatly restricted in their access to the water and their
movements at sea. The �shing economy—the lifeblood of the islands—
gradually waned. More than two-thirds of the inhabitants left the islands
in the 1970s for jobs in Taiwan. Although some commerce based on
army supplies did emerge, and the government also offered some jobs,
most of these vocations were at the bottom rungs of the military-ruled
society; that the government exerted strict control on the bodies and
thoughts of locals goes without saying.

In the face of military rule, the individual imagination was largely
concealed and expressed privately. For example, Matsu �shermen knew
of places on the sea which were beyond military detection, and where
they could snatch brief moments of enjoyment outside state control to
meet with �shermen friends from China, but those interludes were
mostly secret (see Chapter 3). The islanders also elaborated their
gambling habits into a kind of imaginative practice in which they could
mock, evade, or even contend with the state; but their gambling had to
be clandestinely conducted in out-of-the-way places, such as the dark
corners of of�ces, storehouses, tunnels, or even graveyards, as Chapter 4
will show.

Undoubtedly, the pervasive suppression encouraged many Matsu
people, especially the early wave of youngsters who were sent to
Taiwan to study and who absorbed ideas of liberty there, to rise up in
tandem with the Taiwan democratic movement and take to the streets to
demand freedom. After two major demonstrations and peaceful sit-ins to
protest the military rule, marital law was lifted in 1992, and Matsu �nally
won its freedom. Subsequent improvements in aviation and naval trans-
port brought Matsu people in touch with the wider world, and the islands
were no longer isolated. The advent of internet technologies offered
more possibilities for imagination to develop. When the new social media
spread to the whole archipelago in the form of a popular website, Matsu
Online, which was set up in 2001, the residents were afforded greater
freedom to express their opinions, connect with each other in the virtual
world, and enthusiastically engage in public issues. The individual
imagination has gained a larger space to express itself and explore in
the online world.
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Subjectification and the Ethical Imagination

It is important to take a closer look at the question of how long-oppressed
and con�ned individuals could become imagining subjects. How does
their subjectivity take shape, and what is the process of their subjecti�ca-
tion? Many anthropological studies of subjectivity have looked at these
issues; I bene�t particularly from the works of Henrietta Moore (1994,
2007, 2011) who notes that subjectivity and subjecti�cation have not
been de�ned in a rigorous way in anthropology. Subjectivity in general
denotes “inner states or perceptions that engage with affect, cognition,
morality and agency” (Biehl et al. 2007: 1; Ortner 2005: 31; see also
Holland and Leander 2004: 127; Luhrmann 2006: 345). Of these,
agency—that is, how people act in the world—is underscored by most
of the scholars.

Among these broad de�nitions, Moore (2011: 72) identi�es two per-
spectives. The �rst one is cultural, proposed by Ortner (2005) who
reinterprets Geertz and highlights the aspects of how “the cultural and
social formations shape, organize, and provoke … modes of affect and
thought” (2005: 31). This standpoint is clearly based on culturally con-
stituted feelings, desires and intentions (34). The second perspective is
experiential, postulated by Kleinman and Fitz-Henry (2007). They dis-
cuss the variability, heterogeneity, and contingency of subjectivities
taking shape in the realm of experiences that are usually intersubjective,
involving practices, negotiations, and contestations when interacting
with others. Experience for them is thus the medium within which
collective and subjective processes fuse and condition each other.
Although they do not deny that subjectivity is also constrained by culture,
symbols, and meanings as Ortner posits, they argue that experience can
recon�gure and repattern cultural contents (53).

Moore, however, indicates that experience in this approach is formu-
lated in a rather loose way: what it entails is not really explored.
Intersubjectivity and the process of subjecti�cation are also under-
theorized. Above all, these discussions are limited to the frame of sub-
jects, without exploring “the speci�c grounds for transformations in
subjectivities and in the forms and mechanism of subjection” (73). The
factors which affect on individuals are usually generalized as “exterior”
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elements: “interior” self and “exterior” in�uences are separated. Even
when they interact, the consequence is usually termed as “hybridity” of
modernization or globalization.

Moore suggests that this interior/exterior dichotomy has to be tran-
scended to reach an understanding of how the process of subjecti�cation,
or becoming a subject, evolves. In her earlier works (1994: 55; 2007: 17),
she differentiated self and subject, showing that the self is constituted by
multiple subject positions. Her later work (2011) develops how various
kinds of mediums, or “the forms of the possible” (18) in her own words,
can reshape self. She takes new media as an example to show how it can
magnify “interior” meanings and feelings, supplementing and extending
individual sensations and emotions (Moore 2011: 116), and engendering
new agency and social connections. This is the process of subjecti�cation
which not only creates new subjects, but also reconstitutes self–other
relations. She thus advocates that we should break the interior/exterior
division and see new media technologies as second nature to humans,
with which individuals are able to create new worlds and become “rela-
tional” subjects (78). For her, modern computer-mediated technologies
are only one of the possible mediums. People also deploy objects (Latour
1993, 2005) and art forms (Gell 1998) to create new social ties and
cultural contents. As she writes:

Humans use objects and technologies to extend our reach across space and
time, to create new forms of self, of social relations and social ontologies. …
New technologies enhance our capacities for virtuality and for making social
relations. They not only make new ways of seeing possible, but they are
productive of new relays of affect and intensity which in turn produces new
cultural forms and cultural capacities. (Moore 2011: 127)

This way of discussing self is undoubtedly much indebted to
Foucault’s concept of “the ethical subject” (1985; 1998), which concerns
the mode of subjecti�cation, technologies of the self, and the mode of
being that the subject aspires to achieve. However, she proceeds to
elaborate it into the idea of “the ethical imagination” (Moore 2011:
15–21; Long and Moore 2013) in which she delves further into self-
other relations, in particular, the forms and means through which indi-
viduals imagine relationships to themselves and to others, and the uncon-
scious affects, emotions, and fantasies which are thereby generated. This
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analytical framework is helpful in investigating the emergence of imagin-
ing subjects after the demilitarization of Matsu, the major concern of this
book. Going further, I will discuss how their rich imaginations, as
developed through different media technologies, enhance our under-
standing of the formation of the social imaginary. The online creation of
wartime memory, discussed in Chapter 6, provides a vital clue to this
process.

From Deserted Islands to an Enchanted Place

The weblog series The Wartime Childhood of Leimengdi appeared on
Matsu Online, a popular website reporting on Matsu. It began in
2005 and was published over the course of three years. The posts were
copiously illustrated by Chen Tianshun, a Taiwan-based emigrant from
Matsu, and the text was written by his Taiwanese wife, Xia Shuhua.
Their collaborative project was widely read and much beloved during its
serialization; when later published in book form, residents voted to
designate it a “Book of Matsu.” The series records the childhood
memories of Chen Tianshun, who grew up in Matsu during military
rule. The rich culture and ecology of the islands marked him profoundly,
but the trauma of military rule also left permanent psychological scars.
Owing to the decline of the �shing economy, his entire family left the
islands when he was �fteen. He attended a vocational school of art and
design in Taiwan and worked there as an illustrator. He and his family
lived a relatively secluded life in Taipei, and for nearly three decades
he never set foot on Matsu. He hardly spoke about his childhood even
to his wife, and his past was seemingly a painful secret that he tried to
forget or hide.

Only when Matsu Online appeared as a forum for him to unburden
himself by exercising his talent, was he moved to draw upon his deeply
buried memories. Throughout the process, he was buoyed by his wife’s
engaging writing and an outpouring of emotional support from netizens.
The co-active structure of internet technology (Web 2.0) quickly engen-
dered intersubjective communication and mutual empathy between him
and a growing group of netizens (Dijck 2007; Cappelletto 2005a, 2005b).
A shared image of wartime Matsu emerged, and it consoled his displaced
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heart. By the relay of feelings and affects stimulated by drawing for the
public on the internet, the interstices of the inner and the outer, the
individual and the social were crossed out. Chen was �nally able to
surmount the sufferings of his childhood and reposition himself between
Matsu and Taiwan. He was invited back to Matsu, where he gave talks
and taught drawing to school children. After setting foot once again on
Matsu, he was even stirred to �ght for the ethical value of the unmourned
and unremembered dead who had lost their lives because of military
rule. One could say that the creation of the weblog series was Chen
Tianshun’s process of subjecti�cation: his values, morals, and emotions
were reconstituted, and he discovered new momentum to move forward.

This process of subjecti�cation is not unique to Chen Tianshun but
can also be seen in the middle-aged generation of Matsu residents, in
particular those who went to work in Taiwan or were sent there to study
by the guaranteed admission program during the military rule, and
subsequently returned home to work. The challenges that Matsu faced
after the ending of military rule were considerable. When Matsu sud-
denly stopped being a frontline in 1992, uncertainty plagued the islands.
After more than forty years of military rule, Matsu’s economy had
already shifted from �shing to a system centered around providing goods
and services for the army. As tensions between the two sides of the
Taiwan Strait diminished, the number of garrisons stationed on the
islands greatly decreased. With military demand sharply down and with
the economy dwindling year after year, prospects for Matsu looked bleak.
Although its designation as a waypoint between China and Taiwan in
2001 temporarily alleviated anxiety, Matsu was even more marginalized
after direct transportation links were established in 2008, bypassing the
islands. What could Matsu do to avoid returning to its state a century ago
as a group of desolate, isolated islands? A disturbed and restless atmos-
phere was growing.

At that point, a series of plans for the development of the islands—or put
more accurately, different imaginaries to reposition Matsu vis-à-vis China
and Taiwan, Asia, or even the world—were proposed to explore possibil-
ities for the future of Matsu. The driving force behind the scenes was the
“imagining subjects,” namely, the persons who had been sent to Taiwan to
study by the guaranteed admission program and who came back to work.
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They had grown up in Matsu and experienced the hardships and traumas
of military rule. After studying and working in Taiwan, they realigned their
warzone experiences with their newly acquired knowledge and proposed a
profusion of new blueprints for the islands.

I emphasize that these persons were not just “thinking subjects engaged in
dialogue with a variety of broader intellectual debates and projects”
(Miyazaki 2013: 6, italic original), but imagining subjects imbued with
strong feelings and attachments to their hometown and the desire to �nd
a way out for their suffering land. Their repositioning of Matsu took on
particular signi�cance for those who had lived through the wartime
period: as a frontline of hostilities, Matsu was seen as “the Fortress of
the Taiwan Strait” (taihai baolei) and a “springboard for anticommunism”
(fangong tiaoban), its value de�ned solely by its military strategic import-
ance. The process of repositioning and reimagining Matsu after the lifting
of martial law became a method for a long-oppressed populace to redis-
cover itself, and to �nd a new identity and a way of existing meaningfully in
the world. In other words, the pursuit of these new imaginaries is thus not
only motivated by politico-economic factors; more correctly, it is a series
of self-explorations, the process of subjecti�cation: the people who were
traumatized by the army reconstitute themselves by reconstructing the
place in which they live. With this in mind, we can understand why the
islanders, in particular the middle-aged generation, during this moment
were all engaged in a continuous creation of new imaginaries for Matsu.

Imagining Subject Unveiled

This book brings imagining subjects to the fore and examines the trans-
formation of individual imaginations into social imaginaries from
three perspectives.

Imagining Subjects as Individuals or Cohorts

First, the imagining subjects can be individuals. Every person has the
capacity to imagine, to develop and re�ne imaginations over time into
one’s own values and beliefs. Personal ability and life experience are thus
important for my analysis of the formation of individual imagination. As
those with unique historical experiences often become “key social actors”
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(Boyer and Lomnitz 2005: 113) in moments of rapid change, their
struggles, affects, and the new imaginaries they devised are discussed in
detail in this book.

Importantly, the imagining subject can also be a social cohort. Having
gone through similar life experiences, people of the same generation,
gender, or social category are more likely to form common imaginaries.
As mentioned above, the middle-aged generation that went to Taiwan to
receive advanced education or to work was inspired by the new thoughts
and trends they encountered there. When the military government
retreated from Matsu, they took of�cial positions in the local government,
gaining a chance to develop their individual thoughts into social imagin-
aries. However, that is not to suggest that they could dominate or unilat-
erally determine the formation of social imaginary. Rather, I wish to
highlight how this generation has been constantly challenged by, and has
had to negotiate with, those who have very different historical experiences
and social lives, and therefore, social imaginaries. This includes the older
generation of �shermen who struggled for their livelihoods on the sea, and
the young post-martial-law members of society who grew up after military
rule and have no experience of living in wartime. From this perspective,
this book differs from previous studies in being concerned with different
imagining subjects; their varied senses of self, belonging, and imaginations
of the future; and the processes by which they negotiate with each other.

Apart from these generational gaps, differences in gender are also
important. The traditional �shing economy of Matsu favored men over
women, whose lives were centered on their families and who had little
opportunity for higher education. It was not easy for them, nor was it
even their major concern to come up with sweeping images of the islands’
future. However, their struggle between the competing pull of family and
career can be seen as a prism that re�ects the challenges that contempor-
ary Matsu society confronts today.

Subjectification through New Technologies of Imagination

Second, this book discusses how imagining subjects deploy different
kinds of mediating mechanisms to in�ltrate their imaginations into the
society. Drawing on Moore (2011), I analyze how people use mediating
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technologies to enhance and magnify their individual imaginations,
expanding social relations and creating new cultural identi�cations.
I de�ne mediating technologies broadly, including general media as well
as all kinds of materials, events, and practices (Mazzarella 2004), which
engage not only thought and re�ection but also affect and fantasy. In the
twenty-�rst century, these technologies recompose religious symbols,
practices, and modes of belonging in terms of economic, performative,
or scienti�c forces, and radically extend these traditional elements for a
new era (Stolow 2005: 123).

From Chapter 5 to 10, I discuss how imagining subjects have
employed different as well as new technologies to create, negotiate, and
win support for different imaginaries: some used the internet to assert
their freedom of expression when the islands were just emerging from
military control; some introduced new cultural projects, attempting to
remake Matsu as an “Eastern Fujian Culture Village” (Mindong wenhua
cun). Some adopted and revised traditional Taiwanese-style pilgrimages
and material practices to expand the cultural and social space of Matsu
and connect it with Taiwan and China, joining the “Cross-Strait
Economic Zone” (Haixi jingji qu). Others invited an American casino
capitalist to bring the gaming industry to Matsu, hoping to transform the
islands into an “Asian Mediterranean” (Yazhou dizhonghai).

Many of these projects did not achieve their goals. However, more
important than their success or failure, these plans should be considered
as both self-realizations of the imagining subjects and persistent collect-
ive efforts to “remain in presence—that is, to exist” (Latour 1993: 129).
The islanders, in Latour’s words, “do not land on an essence, but on a
process, on a movement, a passage”; they attempt to reckon with their
state of indeterminacy—a precarious existence without the promise of
stability as described by Tsing (2015: 20).

Social Imaginaries as Reconfigurations of the Politico-Economy

Finally, this book posits that all imaginative practices have to contend with
the realities of global power dispositions. Now that Matsu is no longer a
frontline, its residents have been consecutively designing novel ways
forward for the islands. We might say that imagination was given an
unprecedented chance to develop during this time of drastic change: from
the community project to build an “Eastern Fujian Culture Village,” to
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the idea of using pilgrimages to join China’s “Cross-Strait Economic
Zone,” to bringing in gaming to create an “Asian Mediterranean.” All
these were technologies of “social envisioning” (Peter 1997: 97) for the
people who were facing an uncertain future, allowing them to seek out
new potentialities by relocating Matsu between the two sides of the
Taiwan Strait as well as in the world.

It is undeniable that there are layered grids of politico-economic power
relations behind these imaginary creations of place identity (Gupta and
Ferguson 1997). In the case of Matsu, it is the political wrestling between
the two sides of the Strait and also the expansion of capitalist forces in
China and its zoning strategies (Ong 2006: 104–5) which have continu-
ally pushed the new envisionings of the de-militarized islands. Many
previous studies have already made the connection between capitalism
and imagination, and have generally considered the former to give rise to
the latter (Anderson 1991[1983]; Harvey 1990).2 For contemporary
anthropologists, cultural imaginations are not just re�ections or conse-
quences of capitalism or neoliberalism, but people’s imaginary recon�g-
urations of economic and social conditions (Kapferer, Eriksen, and Telle
2009). These imaginations contain people’s experience and criticism of
capitalism, as well as their aspirations for the future (Comaroff and
Comaroff 1999, 2000, 2002; Weiss 2009).3

In Matsu, each time a new imaginary was introduced, the relations
between the islands and the wider world were rescaled (Hat�eld 2019:
268; Tsing 2005: 58). These imaginings were the means by which the
local aspiring subjects resituated their home amid a new hierarchy of
political and economic power distributions, as well as responding to a
particular historical moment. These responses, moreover, were not just
imitations of the way that Matsu subjects envisaged the world, but rather
imaginative recon�gurations of their place within the new regional and
global order. These imaginaries both mediated between people and their
local society, and also acted as intermediaries between their lived place
and world at large.

In-betweenness, Hope, and the Future

Still, we must press further and ask: are these imaginaries actually
capable of producing the outcomes that aspiring subjects hope for? The
answer is: not always. In Matsu, the formation of community through
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temple building is a success. In other cases, the results are equivocal. For
example, the “Eastern Fujian Culture Village” project did manage to
restore some scenic sites of the village, but because it failed to attract
widespread participation from the population, interest gradually faded.
The use of pilgrimages and other religious material practices to connect
Matsu with Taiwan and China also proved not fully workable after a few
attempts because of the rapidly changing politico-economic dynamics
and infrastructure developments in China. The proposal to create an
“Asian Mediterranean” by bringing the gaming industry to Matsu did
not receive much support from the central governments on either side of
the Strait, and it remains unresolved today.

The signi�cance of imagination, however, resides not in its immediate
or achievable effects, but in its capacity to create open-ended ways of
“knowing in being” (Ingold 2013: 747). Imagination is characterized by
anachronistic and magical qualities (Belting 2011[2001]: 36) that are
related to the real but distinct from it. The appearance of a particular type
of imaginary is usually a response to a historical era, so it can be merely a
temporary answer that fades over time. But it can also incite more
possibilities for the future. Different from culture (Rollason 2014:11)
or symbol (Castoriadis 1987: 127), imagination is less circumscribed by
the established representation, and more �exible in its form and content.
Compared to other similar concepts, such as hope (Miyazaki 2004;
Miyazaki and Swedberg 2015) or aspiration (Appadurai 2004), imagin-
ation is less repetitive and more free. An imagining activity thus brims
with possibilizing power, “directing itself to what might be rather than to
what must be” (Casey 1976: 231). Imagination can even turn into fantasy
if it deviates substantially from the real world (Weiss 2009). Or it can be
at least a haven or illusion for people to escape—if only temporarily—
from their predicaments or marginalization.

Imagination and fantasy have recently been treated in studies on
minorities and Han people in China and Taiwan, becoming important
concepts to re�ect on the nation-state (Mueggler 2001), kinship
(Sangren 2013), mobility (Chu 2010), and the reconstitution of contem-
porary rural or urban places (Huang 2016a; A. Lee 2015). Their theor-
etical tendencies are varied, ranging over works by Castoriadis (1987),
Munn (1986), Taylor (2004), and scholars of psychoanalysis. This book,
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being concerned with social imaginary, is closer to and inspired by
Mueggler and Huang. For example, it is unsurprising that the state is
omnipresent in southwest China, but Mueggler’s description of the potent
use of rituals (instead of political institutions or policies) by the Lòlop’ò
people there to envision the power of the state is insightful (2001: 198). I will
show how people, not only in the southwestern mountains, but also on
islands in the southeastern seas have con�gured new modes of action to
divert or de�ect the grasp of the state. This book also draws on Huang’s
(2016: 23) exploration of how social imaginings are invented to create new
sociality in contemporary Taiwan. Equally, this book shares with Chu
(2010: 5) an interest in probing the aspiring subjects, their desires, and
their spatial-temporal extensions of transnational mobility. However,
I focus more granularly on the imagining subjects themselves, interrogating
their subjecti�cation processes and varied uses of mediating technologies to
constitute new social imaginaries. I believe these perspectives can bring us
closer to the people in this society who always confront instability and face
an uncertain future. Above all it is their in-betweenness and rootlessness which
echo most insistently our own precarious state of living in the contemporary
world, while their curiosity in exploring—and resourcefulness in forging—
new paths and futures for themselves brings us hope.

The Ethnographic Setting

From north to south, the Matsu archipelago comprises Dongyin, Xiyin,
Beigan, Nangan, Xiju and Dongju, among other islands. They run to the
northeast of Fujian province, close to the estuary of the Min River and only
sixteen nautical miles from Fuzhou (Map 0.1). Because the islands are
mountainous and narrow, they were initially used mainly as a temporary
waypoint for �shermen from Changle and Lianjiang. Later, dwellings were
built around the inlets, until villages eventually formed along the hillsides.
Fishermen sold their catch along the coast of Fujian, trading for necessities to
bring back (J. Lin 1991). Each island, whether in terms of economy or other
social factors, was therefore closely tied to the Fuzhou region. Their customs,
cultures, and languages all bore resemblance to those of eastern Fujian.

In the past, each island had its own name (or even multiple names) that
spoke to its own special characteristics. For example, the southernmost
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group of islands was called White Dog (F. pa ing), because on misty days,
from afar they looked like a crouching dog. The islands were divided east
and west, and so became East Dog and West Dog, or lower and upper, so
Lower Sands and Upper Sands. The two islands in the middle of the
archipelago, Nangan and Beigan, were known as Matsu after the temple
to the Goddess Mazu built there (Y. Yang 2014: 143). Located far to the
north were Dongyin and Xiyin, whose interaction with the other four
islands was fairly limited.

Beginning in the twelfth century, the islands gradually began to be
mentioned in local gazetteers. As they were located well out to sea, descrip-
tions were sparse, and details remained unknown. Cultivation of the
islands was frequently prohibited or suppressed by adjacent coastal defense
authorities, and so they oscillated between being temporary waypoints and
abandoned wasteland. This lasted until 1790, when the Qianlong Emperor

Map 0.1 Matsu’s position between Fujian and Taiwan
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decreed cultivation in the southeast islands legal, and people from the coast
of Fujian gradually began to make their way there. The present villages
were mostly formed by the end of the nineteenth century. The people,
however, continued to move freely between the islands and the mainland,
and were not long-term residents of the archipelago.

In 1949, the armed forces of the Nationalist Government withdrew to
the islands off the southeast coast of the mainland after suffering a series of
losses to the Communists. The military arrived in Nangan and established
the “Matsu Garrison Command Post” (Matsu shoubeiqu zhihuibu) and the
“Matsu Administrative Of�ce” (Matsu xingzheng gongshu) in order to
administer Matsu’s six islands and the four islands to the north. As those
northern islands fell successively under communist control, the Nationalist
Government ended up with a total of six islands, which later came to be
known generally as “Matsu.” The six islands were administratively named
Lianjiang county, a name borrowed by the army from the nearby coastal
mainland. The objective was to demonstrate that the Republic of China
(ROC) still had control over mainland territory in addition to holding
Taiwan. Even today, there is a “Lianjiang county” on both sides of the
Taiwan Strait. In short, these islands were united by virtue of historical
happenstance, as the result of the confrontation between the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) and the ROC military forces. This book applies
the most commonly used term, “Matsu,” to refer to these islands.

The arrival of the military utterly transformed life on the islands. The
con�ict between the PRC and the ROC turned Matsu into a frontline
and severed its previously close contact with and reliance on the main-
land. In an instant, the islanders were stranded at sea. With 114 nautical
miles and more than a ten-hour marine voyage from Taiwan, Matsu was
positioned as the sole island border in the distant north of Taiwan. In
1956, the Nationalist Government implemented a system of warzone
administration in Matsu, and the islands fell completely under military
control. Not only were ordinary Taiwanese prohibited from visiting the
islands, but islanders could no longer come and go at will, and so Matsu
became a military zone cut off from the rest of the world. Only with the
democratization movement in Taiwan in the 1980s, when Matsu people
also participated in demanding change, did military rule over the islands
�nally fade into the history books. However, although martial law has
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long since been lifted, even today Matsu remains vague in the minds of
many Taiwanese, still muddied with past images of military rule and
faraway frontiers.

Becoming a frontline brought tremendous restrictions to the lives of
the �shermen of Matsu. The �shing economy took a beating and went
into a steep decline. When Taiwan embarked on a path of industrializa-
tion in the 1970s and needed a vast new workforce, large numbers of
Matsu people moved there to �nd employment. Many of them ended up
in the industrial zone in Taoyuan, and in particular today’s Bade City.
There is still a “Matsu Street” there, with venders selling local products
from Matsu. Most of the people who remained in Matsu engaged in
some kind of commerce, selling products to the military in what is
commonly known as “G. I. Joe business” (a’bing’ge shengyi). After mar-
tial law was lifted in 1992, the soldiers gradually left, and demand for
these products and services waned. As relations improved between
Taiwan and China, the two sides established the “Three Great Links“
(da santong) in 2008, opening up bilateral post, trade, and transportation.
Stripped of its military usefulness, Matsu today is facing the dif�cult
question of where to go from here.

Ox Horn in Nangan Island

Matsu’s population peaked in 1970 at 17,000 people. The decline of the
�shing economy and subsequent emigration brought that number to
around 5,500 by 1990. At present, there are more than 10,000 people
registered in Matsu, but long-term residents number only between
5,000–6,000. I have conducted interviews with people across all of
the islands, but my in-depth �eldwork was carried out in Ox Horn
(F. ngu oyh) in Nangan.4 This village is located in northeastern Nangan
(Map 0.2) and was the island’s primary village before 1960. This was
mainly because the village faces the waters shared with Beigan, and the
tides in both directions are quite rapid, making it an excellent place for
�shermen to set up their nets (J. Liu 1996a). Indeed, many �shermen
settled there in order to be close to their �shing grounds. The Fujian
provincial government set up a salt warehouse there at the beginning of
the twentieth century so that the �shermen could easily salt their catch.
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After the Nationalist Government took control of the islands, the
village became politically important, as the warzone administration
established its of�ces (later to become the Lianjiang county government),
stationed security and law enforcement of�cers, and built a hospital and
other facilities there. Yet since land in Ox Horn was limited, there were
not suf�cient opportunities for development, and the government organ-
izations successively left the village to �nd larger sites on which they
could expand. As the �shing economy �oundered and waves of locals
left for Taiwan, the village fell into decline. The history of Ox Horn
demonstrates several important historical changes that Matsu as a whole
underwent, as well as the issues the archipelago is currently facing, which
is why I chose it as the main site for my �eld research. Another important
site is Ox Horn’s neighboring village, Shanlong (Jieshou), where the
county government seat and the only marketplace on Nangan Island
are located. Much of the information about the �shing economy in this
book was collected in Dongyin, the northernmost island close to many
rich �shing grounds. In the past, when the �shing season approached,
many Matsu locals would gather there for large-scale �shing, and so

Map 0.2 Nangan Island
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many residents there were highly experienced �shermen and often excel-
lent storytellers. I also conducted interviews in Taoyuan, Taiwan, and in
some cities in mainland China where I followed my informants
during �eldwork.

The place names of Nangan mentioned in this book are all displayed in
Map 0.2. The islands and villages of Matsu often have two different
names, one the locals use and one decreed by the military. If the army
felt that the name of a place sounded “uncouth,” they gave it a new
name. The new ones generally connote military or governmental ideol-
ogy; for example, Baiquan (White Dog) was renamed as Juguang (an
allusion to a historical allegory about recovering national territory), Ox
Horn as Fuxing (referring to the rejuvenation of China), Shanlong (a
small piece of land by the mountains) as Jieshou (a reference to celebrat-
ing Chiang Kai-shek’s birthday), Tieban (a plank of iron) as Ren’ai
(meaning ‘love for humanity,’ a Confucian virtue), and so on. Locals
became accustomed to the new names and often used both interchange-
ably. Because the names of the islands and their main Goddess are
homophonic, I have for clarity decided to use “Matsu” for the name of
the islands and “Mazu” for the name of the Goddess.

Jinmen, Matsu, and Beyond

Matsu was not the only archipelago on the military frontline. Jinmen, to
its south, was the site of several important battles. It is better known
generally, and also has been the subject of more scholarship. A range of
research has been conducted by a succession of scholars, including on its
kinship, architecture, and migration process (Chiang 2009, 2011), as
well as on its economy and religion (Chi 2009, 2015). In recent years
the historian Michael Szonyi has made very important contributions to
the study of Jinmen’s social history. His Cold War Island (2008) takes the
perspective of geopolitics to analyze how the war between the PRC and
the ROC and the US–Soviet Cold War had a sudden and profound effect
on the local society. He explains how militarization (Enloe 2000; Lutz
2004) penetrated the families, religion, and economy: military values and
interests, together with various modernization projects, turned frontline
Jinmen into a “militarized utopian modernity” (Szonyi 2008: 6).
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Szonyi’s book offers an important basis for understanding Matsu’s
history. His analytic point—placing Jinmen in the geopolitical framework
of the Cold War—gives us a much wider lens through which to examine
local society. My book bene�ts greatly from it. As an anthropologist,
however, I take a different approach: my research and �eldwork are
focused on the islanders’ experiences of this historical period from their
lived worlds. Those who lived through military rule do not easily reveal
their inner feelings and thoughts about that time. But through their living
experiences—spatial movements, economic practices, and leisure activ-
ities—we can come closer to their lives during the military period.

This book also takes the different histories and ecologies of Matsu and
Jinmen into consideration to explore how the same system of rules
applied in two different places can give rise to alternate worlds and views.
Put differently, I am concerned with the ways that local culture and
society articulate with the military. For example, unlike Jinmen with its
longstanding history of cultivation and well-developed society, Matsu in
its early stages was merely a temporary stopover for �shermen. The
rudimentary and very limited development on the islands meant that
locals had con�icted feelings about military rule and its effects, since
along with the strictures of authoritarian rule, the army also brought
large-scale construction projects and widespread elementary education.
These were advantages that the people living on these small islands had
never experienced before. As described above, Matsu was never self-
suf�cient, and it relied on the mainland for supplies and education.
Military rule brought oppression, but it also created new opportunities,
engendering, if not a purely positive attitude toward the army, at least a
more ambivalent love-hate relationship with it; this is very different
from Jinmen.

This rather different picture of the military world in Matsu has to
further take account of the culture of �shing. Consider, for example,
gender relations: The social situations of women in Matsu during the
�shing era, under the warzone period, and in the present day are mark-
edly different from those of women in Jinmen. During the height of the
�shing economy, men went out to sea to �sh and make money, while
women stayed behind and took care of the household. In a society in
which marine accidents were common and residence was temporary,
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women had to take on the role of maintaining the household and often
became the center of the house. Despite this, women had no actual
income, and their overall status remained low in a patrilineal society.
When the army arrived and a military economy was established, however,
women had new opportunities to make money. Their economic contri-
butions to the household often exceeded what their husbands could earn
from �shing or doing low-level government work. Unlike the women in
Jinmen, new economic practices during the military era transformed the
women of Matsu, especially those who engaged in petty business with
soldiers. They left the isolation of the house and formed their own sister
teams; they began to participate in public affairs and gradually gained a
space outside of the patrilineal society.

Another quality of the �shing society which characterized this period
was its gambling culture. Gambling was a common pastime for islanders
as they waited for the tide to turn, and it was an important way of
cultivating bravery and daring in �shermen who faced unpredictable
situations. It is in the practice of gambling that we most clearly see the
Matsu people’s characteristic willingness to take chances and wager
against fortune. When the army took over, gambling was strictly banned,
possibly to prevent unauthorized groups of people from gathering.
Nevertheless, it persisted even as the military implemented increasingly
harsh punishments. Various kinds of gaming became ever more wide-
spread, reaching people in every walk of life in coordination with their
new social and economic dynamics. This book will further explore how
these gambling practices became an emotional release and a kind of
imaginative evasion by which the islanders could endure, play with, and
de�ect the oppressive might of military power.

When martial law was �nally abolished, all kinds of information chan-
nels were opened, and new media technology made its way into Matsu.
Owing to its location at the farthest northern border of Taiwan, its
scattered islands, and inconvenient transport links, interactions between
the islands themselves had never been easy. The unique geography of the
archipelago gave the new media technology a chance to thrive, and Matsu
Online, with its instantaneous newsfeed, quickly swept across the islands.
Its focused reporting on Matsu further fostered a new kind of emotional
connection between the islands that the army had never encouraged,
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instead emphasizing the self-sustainability of each island so as to be able
to �ght independently in a war. Internet technology in Matsu gave rise to
a new sense of place (Miller and Horst 2012: 27). This process was
completely different from Jinmen where a single big island dominates,
and which is also much better connected by air to Taiwan. Although a
similar website, “Good Morning, Kinmen” (Zao’an Jinmen), followed
the style of Matsu Online, it was never as in�uential. The peculiar effer-
vescence of cultural practices and media technology in contemporary
Matsu shows that it is a highly imaginative space which can no longer be
understood only through a Cold War Framework. Imagination is the key
to this frontier society.

Book Outline

The book is divided into three parts—namely, the history of the Matsu
archipelago, new technologies of the imagination, and fantasias of the
future. These cover the span from the early settlement of the islands to
the period of military rule and lead up to the current era. Part I is the
historical portion, with Chapter 1 introducing pre-1949 Matsu as a state-
less and fragmented society. Lying at the frontier of the state, the islanders
had strong links to the mainland. Chapter 2 discusses the complete trans-
formation of the islands upon the establishment of the warzone adminis-
tration in Matsu. This chapter focuses on the reformation of landscape and
on space; that is, the ubiquity of military institutions, the imposed isolation
of the islands, and the suffering involved in dif�cult sea journeys to Taiwan.

Chapter 3 analyzes the appearance of new social categories and the
changes in gender relations in wartime Matsu. I show that the military’s
strictures on the �shing economy brought about its eventual collapse,
while its guaranteed admission program gave rise to a new category of
public servants and teachers who returned from Taiwan to work in return
for free education received there. Those who remained on the islands
engaged in petty business, catering to the needs of the army. The status
of women was notably elevated as they began to have greater opportun-
ities to earn money. The �nal chapter in Part I, Chapter 4, examines
gambling practices within the context of the islands’ �shing culture and
the socioeconomic transformation in the military period to demonstrate

Introduction: Imagining Subject 25

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



that what started as a leisure activity of �shermen eventually became a
pervasive daily pastime for Matsu residents from every walk of life.

Following the dismantling of the military government in 1992, new
media technology arrived in Matsu. Part II explores how this technology
enabled the creation of a new imaginary of Matsu. Chapter 5 discusses
how the website Matsu Online quickly became an essential aspect of
island life, with its �nger on the pulse of society. Simultaneously, it
surmounted the limitations of the archipelago’s geography, connecting
Matsu, Taiwan, and China together into a “new online community.”
Chapter 6 narrows the focus to individuals and explores how the advent
of Matsu Online opened up possibilities for the development of individual
imaginations. This chapter takes the wildly popular Matsu Online serial
The Wartime Childhood of Leimengdi as its main case study to explore how
online writing can become a process of subjecti�cation by which individ-
uals and social relationships are renewed. It lays important groundwork
for the �nal section of the book, which discusses the transition from
individual imaginations to social imaginary.

Part III, focusing on island fantasias of the future, addresses the
different imaginaries towards which the Matsu subjects are aspiring.
Chapter 7 takes three women born in the period 1950–80 as examples
with which to analyze the rise of a new self-consciousness among women
and the changing meanings of marriage and family. Women in present-
day Matsu are still struggling to balance traditional motherhood and their
careers. Their dif�culties importantly re�ect the challenges that contem-
porary Matsu society is grappling with.

Chapters 8 and 9 discuss how the educated middle-aged generation
who returned from Taiwan deployed rituals, myths, and religious mater-
ial practices to connect Matsu to a larger world. Chapter 8 looks at how
Cao Yixiong—a member of the county legislature who had worked in
Taiwan—introduced the Taiwanese idea of a “community building pro-
ject” to turn Matsu into an “Eastern Fujian Culture Village,” and later
constructed a temple with the support of local residents. I show that the
materializing process of temple building became a medium in which
individual imaginations could negotiate and spread out into a social
imaginary. Chapter 9 examines pilgrimages, the invented myth of
“Goddess Mazu in Matsu,” and the construction of a giant statue of
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the Goddess. I point out that these innovations in rituals, myths, and
material practices are a series of imaginaries which attempt to rescale
Matsu within a greater geopolitical framework in order to forge a bridge
between the two contentious sides of the Strait.

The �nal chapter discusses the attempts of the county commissioner,
Yang Shuiseng, to bring to Matsu an American gaming capitalist’s
global project, an “Asian Mediterranean.” The vehement debates this
project elicited—leading up to a public referendum—demonstrate that
contemporary Matsu subjects have diverse visions of the future. This
chapter pays particular attention to the young generation that grew up
after the military period, whose understanding of Matsu and expectation
of the future are entirely different from those of elderly �shermen or
middle-aged generations. Finding an amicable resolution for these con-
tending views of the future will present a challenge to the islands in the
days ahead.

In the conclusion, I argue that imagining subjects are a vital basis
for the social imaginary. Despite the fact that the projects “Eastern
Fujian Culture Village,” “Goddess Mazu in Matsu,” and “Asian
Mediterranean” seemingly all came to naught, the imagining subjects
still remain potent and continue to pursue further dreams. The case of
Matsu, an isolated archipelago in the Taiwan Strait, is thus not an
exception. Its liminal existence epitomizes the experiences of Taiwan
(Weller 2000) and of many other places which are caught between much
bigger powers.

The Matsu archipelago, in many ways, also reminds us of the
Trobriand islands. Though they have in common their minute size and
relative geographical isolation, it is the Trobrianders’ imaginative cap-
acity and adventurous explorations of their imaginings that truly capture
our attention. We are already familiar with the Trobrianders in the
Paci�c; we are still getting to know the Matsu people’s daring adventures
in the mercurial contemporary world.
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1 Forbidden Outpost

Coming and Going

The most comprehensive local gazetteer about the early history of Fujian,
Sanshan zhi (1174–89), records that there are many islands in the north-
east sea of Lianjiang County, among which are “the Upper and Lower
Gantang in the sea.”1 Upper Gantang and Lower Gantang are the old
names of Nangan and Beigan, the major islands of Matsu. A later record
explains the origin of the name: “Gantang … was named for its abun-
dance of cogon grass (maogan).”2 A stele standing in Dawang Temple,
Tieban Village, Nangan, further reveals the ancients’ footprints on the
island. The inscription reads: “Lin Youcai happily donated twenty guan
of Zhongtong paper notes.” Zhongtong paper notes were issued during
the reign of Kablai Khan (1260–87). By the early years of the thirteenth
century, therefore, �shermen were already docking their boats in Nangan
and building a temple there.

When Japanese pirates became rampant along the coast in the early
Ming period, the government adopted a scorched-earth policy as its
coastal defense strategy. In 1387 (Hongwu 20), all the islanders were
moved back to the mainland, leaving the Matsu Islands deserted.3 The
storytellers’ memories help us to track this large-scale movement of
population. According to Chen Jinmei, a storyteller in Shanlong,
Nangan, it was said that there once lived a family with the surname
Sun and the village was thus once called “Sunlong.” Later, when
Japanese pirates went on the rampage, the Ming emperor, Zhu
Yuanzhang, ordered all the people evacuated and had the whole village
burnt down, turning it into a barren wasteland (J. Liu 1996b).
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Despite an of�cial edict that “not a single ship should sail the seas,”
coastal residents began to revisit Matsu for �shing or resettlement by the
mid-Ming. At that time, there were already thirteen settlements in
Nangan and Beigan. An important gazetteer, Bamin tongzhi (1490),
records:

The Upper Gantang Mountain in the sea has winding and twisting peaks and
ridges, on which are six ports including Zhuhu and Huwei. The Lower
Gantang Mountain protruding from the sea stands opposite the Upper
Gantang Mountain; it has a steep, tall shape and has thereon seven ports
including Baisha and Jingcheng. … In Hongwu 20, to defend against
Japanese pirates, all the people were moved [inland] near the city.4

Yet in the early Qing years, the residents of Matsu were once again
ordered to move: To wipe out the anti-Qing forces led by Koxinga
(Zheng Chenggong), the Qing government issued the Great Clearance
Order. In 1661, the coastal residents in Fujian, Zhejiang and Guangdong
were forced to move 30 li inland:5

South Gantang and North Gantang are in the northeast seas of the county,
with a distance of eighty li from each other; both are on strategic locations and
have military posts. South Gantang belongs to Min County, and North
Gantang to Lianjiang. Beacon towers and watchtowers have been established
on North Gantang, where there are … seven ports. …In the early Ming the
people were moved inland. The ban on dwelling in coastal areas was later
lifted, and agricultural and �shing activities �ourished. But when our country
was newly established, the rebellious forces in the sea were yet to be paci�ed,
so the people were moved inland again.6

After that year, Matsu was abandoned once again (S. Li 2006: 75). In
1683 (Kangxi 22), following the paci�cation of Taiwan, the Qing gov-
ernment gradually lifted the sea ban, allowing the coastal residents to
return to their homeland. Nonetheless, it was still forbidden to move to
the coastal islands, or to �sh or build shelters there. Nangan and Beigan
remained “deserted islands in the sea.”7 It wasn’t until the reign of
Qianlong (1735–96) that coastal residents gradually started to colonize
the islands. Fishermen went there to “build shelters and to hang �shing
nets” (daliao guawang), and the number of settlers steadily multiplied
(131). This, however, disturbed the of�cials: “It is inevitable that some
tricky �shermen would build shelters or erect poles to hang �shing
nets. … But it is reported that there are even people who live there
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permanently, who gather crowds to cultivate the land and the mountains,
and who disobey expulsion orders.”8

Faced with this trend, some of�cials in Zhejiang and Fujian (such as the
Zhejiang Commissioner, Gu Xuechao, 1721–?) worried that the people
on the outlying islands would become outlaws and thus suggested burning
down the illegal thatch settlements that had been stealthily built over time.
Others (such as the Viceroy of Zhejiang-Fujian, Gioroi Ulana, 1739–
1795) feared that if all the people of the numerous islands along the coasts
of Zhejiang and Fujian were expelled, they would be out of work and
might even be forced to turn to banditry. Gioroi Ulana suggested that
those people who were already incorporated in the baojia (household
registration system) should not be expelled, while other scattered house-
holds and those living on forbidden lands should be returned to their
domicile of origin and their shelters burned. As for �shermen sailing to
the islands and building temporary shelters, the local of�cials should go
and inspect them and issue licenses as appropriate.9

As habitation of the southeastern outlying islands had been debated for
a long time, Emperor Qianlong �nally decided to legalize it. The imperial
decree in 1790 (Qianlong 55) proclaimed that the coastal residents had
lived and worked in peace and contentment on the islands for a long
time; if they were suddenly ordered to move, hundreds of thousands of
people along the coasts might be put out of work, and so they were
deserving of sympathy. Besides, if the local of�cials handled this matter
improperly, they would disrupt people’s lives and might even cause them
to become vagrants or pirates, a most unsatisfactory outcome. The
emperor thus ordered that people on the outlying islands should be
allowed to live there without fear of expulsion, with the exception of
areas classi�ed as forbidden lands. As for the scattered households, most
of them were impoverished, and it was wrong to dash the hopes of such
people. In the end, the emperor decreed the following:

The �shermen sail the seas to �sh; it is improper to comprehensively forbid them
from setting up temporary shelters on the islands. In addition, since there are only
a few households, it is not dif�cult to perform an inspection. …Thus people shall
be allowed to live on these islands, and their houses need not be burnt.10

From then on, it was no longer illegal to stay on the islands, and the
number of people there gradually increased.
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From the mid-Qing to the late Qing, a steady stream of coastal inhabit-
ants of Lianjiang, Changle and other counties moved to Matsu. Yet the
residents still traveled back and forth between mainland China and the
islands. Previous studies on Taiwan have shown a close relationship
between temple construction and settlement formation (See 1973;
C. Hsu 1973). The temples in Nangan were mostly built during the
Daoguang years (1820–50) in the late Qing (H. Wang 2000); the Matsu
residents probably settled there in this period. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, there were already more than 300 households in Tieban, Nangan.11

As isolated and peripheral islands, the historical literature about Matsu
is very limited, and descriptions are even rarer. However, the few extant
entries disclose again and again the fact that Matsu had historically been
a forbidden outpost. Located in the southeast seas of China, Matsu was
inevitably under the sway of the constantly changing frontier policies of
the government. The �shermen �uctuated between using the islands as
temporary shelters, settling there permanently and deserting the islands
when forced to do so.

Signposts in the Sea

As indicated above, historical records of Matsu are scarce. Other docu-
ments, such as nautical maps, mark the islands as signposts in the sea and
describe how they may serve as places to ride out the tide or to take
shelter from the wind before entering Fuzhou, the provincial capital.

Sitting at the mouth of Min River, Nangan, Beigan and Baiquan appear
in many ancient nautical charts; Dongyin, Nangan and Beigan are marked
in “Zheng He’s Nautical Chart.”12 S. Li (2006: 46–7) further indicates
how Matsu was one of the stations along the sailing routes frequented by
both investiture ships (fengzhou) and tribute ships (gongchuan) during the
Ming and Qing periods. Investiture ships were sent from Fuzhou to
Ryukyu to confer kingship on its kings, while tribute ships carried tributes
back to the court. An early Qing record (1684) states:

The two mountains of Gantang are very close to each other. …Whenever a
scout is sent to Tamsui, Keelung, Ryukyu or Japan, he always departs from
there and returns to the port. Each time the Japanese pirates arrive at Gantang,
they also put down anchor there to gather water.13
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Historically, the Matsu Islands harbored ships destined for Fuzhou
while they waited for the tide or took shelter from the wind. The role of
Matsu as a safe harbor became more prominent when Western forces
reached China in the late Qing. After its defeat in the Opium War of
1842, China rati�ed the Treaty of Nanking with Britain, stipulating the
opening of �ve ports along the southeastern coast of China. To safely
navigate the reef-ridden waters, the British Navy sent vessels in 1843 to
map the islands and reefs along the coast of eastern China, and to
determine their latitude and longitude. The results were published in
The China Sea Directory (Reed and King 1867), offering an overview of
the ports on different islands.

The British Navy provided more information about navigation in the
sea of Fujian, including entries about Baiquan (now called Juguang),
Nangan, and Beigan (S. Li 2006: 98). An Englishman named Collinson
(1846: 231) indicated that if ships encountered the northeast monsoon
before entering Min River, they could dock in the south of
Baiquan Island to take shelter from the wind. The British warship
HMS Cornwallis was recorded to have anchored there for �ve days due
to a strong monsoon wind. Ships could obtain small amounts of fresh-
water in Baiquan and hire pilots capable of navigating ships to the Min
River during ebb tide. Two ports in Nangan could harbor ships during
the northeast and southwest monsoon seasons, respectively, and fresh-
water was also available in both ports. The south of Beigan also allowed
for anchorage, and junks and small �shing boats traveled back and forth
between Beigan and the Min River.

Later, in order to help ships identify routes through the reefs, Robert
Hart, who served as the Inspector-General of the Chinese Imperial
Maritime Customs Service, built two lighthouses on the south and north
ends of the Matsu Islands in 1872 and 1904. The Dongju Lighthouse in
the south directed boats to safely enter and exit Fuzhou and Mawei,
while the Dongyin Lighthouse in the north directed them to sail in and
out of Sandu’ao (see Map 1.1).

The two lighthouses stood as signposts to guide boats in the sea of Min.
In this period, the Matsu Islands were in�uenced by the treaty port of
Fuzhou: the islanders started to have access to Western ideas and goods.
Today, houses including elements of Western styles (F. huang ngiang nah)
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are still very popular in Matsu. These houses in a mixed style were
probably developed by artisans inspired by the foreign houses in Fujian.

Pirates and Bandits

As the Matsu Islands were located at the very border of the state, and
there was no formal governance over it, numerous pirates and bandits
rose to power one after another. For a long period, the islands along the
coast of southeastern China were infested with pirates. On Dongju Island
a stele commemorating the defeat of Japanese pirates by a general in the
late Ming period (1617) still stands. The notorious pirate Cai Qian
(1761–1809), who plundered Zhejiang, Fujian, and Taiwan during the
mid-Qing, was active on the Matsu Islands. Historical descriptions show
that Cai Qian often hid himself in the seas of North and South Gantang
(Beigan and Nangan today). According to a memorandum from Li
Diantu ([1738]–1812), the viceroy of Fujian, while the coastal navy was
gathering in Gantang to blockade the pirates, all of a sudden, “thirty-
something pirate ships sailed out from South Gantang; the navy bom-
barded and �red at them, chasing them in full force …all the way to the
outer sea of Baiquan.”14

Map 1.1 The lighthouses in Matsu and the sea routes around them
(Map based on Wang, Wang, and He 2016: 61)
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Cai Qian exacted taxes from the island �shermen and forced the
people to supply freshwater. In addition, Cai built shacks in Beigan,
and procured rice, food, and material for ropes to use on ships.15 Even
in the present day, many elders can still point out the traces Cai Qian left
on Matsu. For example, the Matsu people call Cai Qian “the Sea
Emperor” (F. hai huongna) (J. Liu 1996c); “Datielu” (lit. the blacksmi-
thing furnace) in Tieban Village was said to be the site where Cai forged
his weapons; and the crude cannon originally placed in the Goddess
Mazu Temple in Tieban was said to be forged by him as well (Wang,
Wang, and He 2016: 104). It is said that the four Goddess Mazu temples
in Matsu were all built by him (J. Liu 1996c); indeed, the name of the
islands originated from one of those temples (Y. Yang 2014: 143–4).

The relationship between the islanders and the pirates was in fact even
more complicated. Previous studies on the pirates in southeastern China
have shown that the pirates relied on the coastal residents in China or the
islanders to supply the necessities of life (Antony 2003: 17; Murray 1987:
89). The story of the Wheat-Field-Plowing King (F. Lemah Toyuong)
told by Chen Ruichen, an elder in Dongyin, reveals more about the
ambivalent relationship between the islanders and the pirates:

When the pirate ships were docked in Bei’ao Bay, Cai Qian was suddenly
agitated and could not sit or lie down. He stood up and strode to the ship’s
wheel. The sky above was completely cloudless, and the strong, powerful south
winds blew directly at him; suddenly he spied on Bei’ao Hill a farmer and a
large yellow ox plowing a �eld of immature green wheat shoots. Cai was greatly
surprised by this scene and muttered to himself, “a farmer shouldn’t be doing
that to unripe wheat—how strange!” So he instantly sent out some men to
investigate the matter, ordering them to report back to him as soon as possible.

The men sailed ashore on sampans, but when they climbed the hill, they saw
neither the farmer nor any green wheat but spotted instead dozens of giant sails
on the remote horizon in the direction of Matsu. It was not the �shing season,
so there should not have been so many ships in the sea. The men glanced at
one another, knowing from experience that something was wrong. They
hurried back to the ship and reported what they saw to Cai Qian. Cai
thought it very likely that the navy was coming …so he ordered all his ships
to embark at once and �ee downwind, escaping a possible disaster.

Because Cai Qian called himself “the Sea Emperor,” Cai ordained the
mysterious farmer as “the Wheat-Field-Plowing King” in gratitude for saving
his life, and had his statue placed on the left side of Goddess Mazu in
Dongyin Temple. (J. Liu 2003)
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In fact, the fate of Matsu was intertwined with pirates and bandits not
only in the Qing Dynasty but also well into the early twentieth century,
when the newly formed Nationalist government set up in Beigan the �rst
Gan-Xi Joint Security Of�ce (administering Gantang and Xiyang
Islands) in 1934. However, in this time of political instability, the
Nationalist government was unable to control the numerous islands in
the southeast seas. When the Sino-Japanese War broke out in 1937, the
Japanese forces quickly came to these islands (although they did not
occupy them). The Japanese warships patrolled the ocean, mainly with
an eye to preparing an attack on southeastern mainland China.
Meanwhile, the Nationalist government deployed troops on both banks
of the mouth of Min River to defend the provincial capital of Fuzhou.
During the turmoil of war, islands in the southeast seas, such as Matsu,
became an ungoverned no-man’s- land where many local despots rose to
power one after another, transforming themselves into pirates. Japan
bought off the local forces to �ght the Chinese, calling them the
“Fujian National Salvation Army” (Fujian jiuguojun). Though the pirates
and bandits abided by the orders of the East Asia Development Board in
Xiamen under the Japanese, they also cooperated covertly with the
National Bureau of Investigation and Statistics, pro�ting from both sides
of the con�ict.16 As for the pirates themselves, they constantly clashed
with each other, seeking every opportunity to drive their opponents away.
Up to the present day, legends continue to circulate about the pirates and
about the many buildings they left on the islands, such as the pirate house
in Beigan (see Fig. 1.1).

This house was built by a particularly menacing bandit in Beigan
named Chen Zhongping during his heyday in the 1940s. Hiring masons
from mainland China to construct it, Chen also had a secret tunnel dug
under the �oor to allow him escape when needed. Right before comple-
tion, however, with only the �oor of the second level un�nished, Chen’s
“boss” Lin Yihe was killed by the Japanese and he was forced to become
a fugitive. Chen did not have a chance to use the house even for a single
day. He was later killed in Nangan (J. Liu 2004a).

When I �rst visited Beigan, I was amused to �nd my guest
house hostess reciting in �uent Fuzhou dialect the following limerick
composed by Chen:
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My ancestors moved from Heshang to Beigan, (tsuluong ouhluong, tshiengky poyh kang)
And lodged above Qinbi called himself

Banshan.
(khyngmiah suong’o, toho puangnang)

In youth I worked in Yuansheng, buying �sh, (tsoey’ iu tshouhsing, nguongsing
kautshiang)

I lost all my money because of gambling. (ingui tujieng, suokho kangkang)
Having no way out, to Nangan did I �ee, (mouhhuah khotaih, tahlouh nangngang)
Where the Yihe army granted a position to me, (ngiehuo uilui, hungngo tsokuang)
raised to a director, to Beigan I transferred (kuangtso tsuoeing, teusuong poyhkang)
Whoever hears my title Quanquan gets scared, (miangho kheingngeing. hungnoeyng

tukiang)
for if I beat you up, a single punch will strike

your heart.
(kungnau khatheih, suohthui kau ny

singngang)

I still clearly remember the rather realistic punch she threw in my
direction to illustrate the last line!

This limerick was obviously intended to intimidate the local people,
but it also brie�y accounts for the origin of Chen Zhongping and his rise
to power. His ancestors came from Changle, Fujian and settled in a place

Fig. 1.1 Pirate house
(Photo by the author)
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above the Qinbi Village in Beigan. As a young man, he worked in a store
in Qiaozi, trading shrimp and other common low-cost �sh. Having lost
everything by gambling, he �ed to Nangan to seek protection from Lin
Yihe, a pirate chief. Later, Chen was assigned to Beigan as a boss,
collecting protection money from passing �shing boats and merchant
ships. All the people in Beigan were afraid of him, for if they dared to
disobey him, they would suffer his wrath and even violence.

Other pirates also often compelled the locals to collect fees for them.
For example, Chen Ruichen, the Dongyin elder, recalled his own
experience:

In the early 1940s, I was forced by the Peace Salvation Army to become the
security head (baozhang) of the Dongyong Security Group. …There were
tithing heads (jiazhang) under security heads, and at that time the usual
practice went as follows: lots written with words like beds, tables, chairs and
quilts were put into a bamboo jar or an iron can; each tithing head drew a lot
and “collected” the item speci�ed on the lot from each household. (Liu and
Qiu 2002 [2001]: 475–6)

During the Second World War, many pirates and bandits of this kind
dominated the sea along the coast of Fujian. For example, Lin Yihe, who
granted Chen Zhongping a position, was an important �gure on the
Matsu Islands.

The rise of Lin Yihe vividly illustrates how these islands remained “a
place outside civilization” (huawai zhi di) during the early twentieth
century, where local despots, the Japanese, and various Chinese forces
collaborated, competed, and clashed with one another. As noted above,
it wasn’t until 1934 that a state institute called the Gan-Xi Joint Security
Of�ce was established in Matsu for the very �rst time, with Wang
Xuanyou appointed as its director. Yet in less than two years, Wang
was shot dead by Wu Yike, a bandit from Changle, China, who seized the
of�ce’s guns. After that, Wu often extorted money and goods in Nangan
and Beigan; he even robbed the house of Lin Yihe, by then an important
local �gure. One day the following year, when Wu sailed out to go
plundering, Lin captured him and delivered him to the government of
Lianjiang County in China. For his actions, Lin was awarded the pos-
ition of “police captain” (tanjing) by the county government and made
responsible for anti-smuggling operations at sea. Before long, however,
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Lin himself was listed as wanted by the county government and forced to
�ee because gangsters in his employ had stolen legally con�scated
opium. One day, when a village in Nangan was staging performances
for deities, Lin Yihe broke into the Township Of�ce and stole its guns,
thereby formally becoming a pirate living on pillage and booty. Lin
collected protection fees from �shermen and exacted taxes from passing
ships (P. Zhang 2001 and J. Liu 2004b). He also opened an opium shop
in Matsu, where opium was sold publicly (J. Lin 2006).

As previously mentioned, the Japanese bought off the local forces and
named them the “Fujian Peace National Salvation Army” (Fujian jiuguo-
jun); Lin Yihe was among their ranks. He was incorporated in 1939 and
appointed “the commander of the �rst road army under the second army
group” (Di’er jituan diyi lujun siling), while simultaneously cooperating
with the National Bureau of Investigation and Statistics, thus playing
both sides. At his peak, he built a munitions factory in Siwei Village,
Nangan, and mustered his own private armed force. Later, an unfair
division of spoils triggered a con�ict between Lin Yihe and Lin Zhen,
who was in charge of the army group in Dongju. In 1942, Lin Zhen
introduced the forces of Zhang Yizhou from Nanri Island and, conspir-
ing with the Japanese, lured Lin Yihe into the sea to drown him (P.
Zhang 2001: 983). After defeating Lin Yihe, Zhang Yizhou renovated the
Mazu Temple in Nangan in 1943 and erected a stele in front of the
temple as a mark of his victory.

Taking over Lin Yihe’s forces, Zhang Yizhou built his short-lived
“Kingdom of the Min Sea (minhai wangchao)” which was headquartered
in Nangan and stretched from Xiamen in the south to Zhejiang in the
north (C. Zhang 1984: 94). Skillful in dealing with the Japanese, Zhang
took good advantage of them:

Whenever the Japanese special agents were sent …to South Gantang, Zhang
treated them to feasts and even provided opium and morphine to them. …As
for the Japanese on the warships in the sea around Dongju Island, when they
reached Baiquan or South Gantang, Zhang also paid due respect to them, so
the Japanese didn’t have any worry in the Fujian seas. If the Japanese warships
mooring offshore at the mouth of Min River requested freshwater, vegetables
or other provisions, Zhang was always responsive, and he also often offered
intelligence collected from the mainland to the Japanese. Meanwhile, he
used …steamships to smuggle goods banned for export during wartime, such
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as food, tung oil and timber, to Xiamen and Shanghai …in exchange for cotton
yarn, cloth and other materials. After transporting the materials back to the
islands, he resold them to the mainland, earning a good return. (J. Lin 2007)

Zhang also realized that Matsu was on the route from Hong Kong to
Shanghai and was frequented by many merchant ships. With roads often
blocked during wartime, the sea routes became highly lucrative.
Accordingly,

[Zhang] established a taxation bureau in South Gantang and set up branches
on other important islands to collect cargo tax, �shing tax, license tax etc. …
Every ship that passed through the sea near Gantang had to apply for a sailing
license from the appropriate taxation bureau, and the �shing boats in the sea
had to pay �shing taxes. (J. Lin 2007)

As the Japanese gradually retreated in 1945, Zhang quickly pivoted and
opportunistically pledged support to the Nationalist government, trans-
forming himself into part of its “Fujian Vanguard Army” (Fujian xianqian
jun), though he was dismissed soon after his incorporation.

To conclude, we could say that in the early twentieth century Matsu
was a stateless society located within a no-man’s-land: ruthless bandits
and pirates scrambled for power and pro�t using physical force and
tactical ingenuity and surviving in the crevices between warring Japan
and China. On these outlying islands they rose, fell, and vanished in the
blink of an eye, �eeting as shadows. As the local saying goes: “He whose
�st is strongest takes everything” (F. Tie nëüng kungnaumo tuai, tie noeyng
to sieh). Indeed, the Matsu islanders seemed to take this for granted.

Islands Indivisible from the Mainland

The people who migrated from the coasts of China to Matsu mainly
made their living by �shing. They usually chose an area near the sea as a
base, and later extended the village inland toward the mountains (see
Fig. 1.2).

Fishing was a man’s job and the only source of family income. When
men sailed out, they spent all day or sometimes many days at sea, and so
the management of the household fell solely on women who were respon-
sible for chores such as cultivating sweet potatoes, cutting �rewood for
fuel, feeding livestock, and taking care of children. Life on the sea was
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unpredictable and dangerous and the threat of disaster loomed large;
shipwrecks were relatively common. When a �sherman did not return,
the entire responsibility for the family fell on the shoulders of his widow.
There is a saying in Matsu to the effect that “a wife (or a mother) is a
bucket hoop (F. Lauma/ nuongne sei thoeyngkhu).” The analogy drawn
between a bucket hoop that encircles the bucket to prevent the staves
from falling apart and the role of a mother who holds the family together,
protecting the children from destitution, is an apt one.17 If only one
family member is to survive most “would rather that the mother lives”
(F. gangnguong si nuongma, me a si nuongne). Nonetheless, the hardships
endured by widowed mothers and fatherless children were almost
unbearable in these barren islands, and thus the Matsu people also
practiced a special kind of marriage arrangement in which a man came
into the family of a widow (F. suongmuong). His responsibility was to
support the family and to take care of the children left by the deceased
husband. This allowed the children to receive good care, instead of
becoming “a burden as children-in-law” (tuoyou ping). The rewards
�owed both ways: the man entering a widow’s family earned respect

Fig. 1.2 Ox Horn surrounds the inlet and spreads uphill
(Photo by Yang Suisheng, approximately 1986)
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for looking after her children, and the family’s continuation was
guaranteed.

As for the inter-household relationships, people who had lineage rela-
tions or came from the same place usually formed their own commu-
nities inside the village. Those who came to Matsu alone would ally with
people with similar circumstances into multi-surname dwelling units. In
Ox Horn, for example, there are �ve major neighborhood units, includ-
ing Da’ao (F. toey o, Big Inlet), Niujiaopi (F. ngu oyh biah, Ox Horn
Slope), Xibianshan (F. se bieng nang, Western Hill), Nanguan (F. nang
nguang, Southerner’s Place), and Liujianpai (F. loeyh kang be, Line of Six
Houses). Not only do the residents of each of these units have diverse
hometown origins, but they also worship their own separate deities.
Before the communal temple was built in 2008 (discussed in
Chapter 8), they organized separate ceremonies on festival days. Take,
for example, the Lantern Festival (F. pe mang), which is the most import-
ant local celebration. Each unit observed it on a different day; thus the
same festival was celebrated as many as eleven times in a village! Even
though both banks of the inlet in Ox Horn had jointly built a temple for a
deity named “Big Brother Chen” (F. ting noey o), each area still chose a
different time (during the Dragon Boat Festival and the Mid-Autumn
Festival, respectively) to hold the ceremony. In other words, although the
villagers of Ox Horn lived together around the inlet, they were not
integrated into a community in this period.

Inter-village interactions were limited too. The islanders usually sold
�sh directly to the mainland in exchange for daily necessities, but there
were few inter-village exchanges inside the islands. The islanders seldom
visited other villages except to see relatives, and the roads between
villages were merely narrow trails overgrown with grass. The Matsu
people called the act of going to another village “traversing a mountain”
(F. kuo lang), a phrase which clearly illustrates the inconvenience of
movement. A good number of Matsu people mentioned that “it was
faster to row a boat” to a neighboring village.

During this period, the residents of the Matsu Islands formed an
indivisible whole with their hometowns on the mainland. Indeed, the
islanders usually replicated their hometown lineage relations on the
islands. For example, of the Cao lineage members in Ox Horn, only
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the fourth and seventh branches lived in the village; the descendants
of the eighth branch were isolated on the other side of the mountain,
near the islet of Huangguanyu, lying to the east of Nangan. Not until
their shabby thatched huts were burned in an accidental �re were they
allowed by the other lineage members to move into Ox Horn. This
spatial allocation in Ox Horn re�ected the relationships of the Cao
lineage in their homeland, Caozhu Village in Fujian. It is said that the
founding ancestor of the Cao only had seven sons. The eighth branch
comprised the descendants of a long-term farm laborer who was con-
sidered to be “of impure ancestry” by the other lineage members. When
members of the fourth, seventh, and eighth branches moved to Ox Horn,
the Cao people still isolated the descendants of the last branch away from
the village as before. This spatial distribution reveals how the early
society in Matsu duplicated social relations in the mainland.

Between the islands themselves, there were also linkages based on the
relations radiating from the hometown. After moving to Matsu, lineage
members still kept in close contact with one another even when they were
on different islands. For example, the Caos in Ox Horn were the des-
cendants of the seventh branch Cao lineage in Caozhu, Changle. Some
of the members of the seventh branch had also moved to Fuzheng Village
in Dongju. In earlier days, these Cao lineage members scattered across
different islands even bought boats together. Some Ox Horn people said
their parents would, on their deathbeds, urge them in particular to keep
up close contact with their relatives on other islands.

Similarly, if lineage members moved to different villages on the same
island, their relationships would be even closer. For example, there are
two lineages with the surname Chen in Shanlong, the largest village in
Nangan. Though both Chens came from Changle, China, one belonged
to the Chen lineage of Wenshi (hereafter Wenshi Chen), and the other to
the Chen lineage of Lingnan (hereafter Lingnan Chen). The ancestors of
the Wenshi Chen originally came from Jiangtian, Changle; some of them
later moved to Nangan, and they developed into an important group in
Shanlong. There are fewer Lingnan Chen than Wenshi Chen in
Shanlong itself, but this is not the case when we take the whole of
Nangan Island into consideration: in addition to Shanlong, the
Lingnan Chen moved to the villages of Tieban and Meishi. Indeed, if
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the Lingnan Chen united their members in all three villages, they would
outnumber the Wenshi Chen and become the biggest group. Liu Jiaguo,
a local historian of Matsu, has recorded a dispute in 1930 between the
Wenshi Chen and Lingnan Chen which expanded to the other villages in
Nangan, and eventually their hometown—Changle, Fujian:

In Shanlong Village, Chen Guanbao of the Wenshi Chen had an argument with
Chen Zhengzheng of Lingnan Chen. The family of Chen Guanbao ran a cargo
business that made a lot of money. Chen Guanbao, well-fed and corpulent,
gave Chen Zhengzheng a good beating. Later, one time when Chen Guanbao
was passing by Meishi, he had the misfortune of falling into the hands of the
Lingnan Chen. He was kidnapped to the mainland and was being transported
to Lingnan to suffer some extralegal penalty. The group who escorted Chen
Guanbao, however, was discovered by the Chens of Jiangtian (Jiangtian being
the ancestral residence of the Wenshi Chen) at an inlet in Changle, and Chen
Guanbao was released through mediation. After this incident, in order to
empower the lineage members on the outlying islands, the Chens of Jiangtian
even “opened the ancestral hall (F. khui sydoung)” and carried a palanquin to
Lingnan. They demanded that the Lingnan Chen stop bullying the Wenshi
Chen on the outlying islands; otherwise, they would “�ght the whole village”
(F. piang tshoung) of Lingnan regardless of cost. (J. Liu 1996b)18

This story shows how the Matsu Islands and the relevant mainland
hometowns were an indivisible whole during this period. Though geo-
graphically separated by the ocean, they shared a strong social and cultural
af�nity. Indeed, the Matsu people say that in the past, traveling to Matsu
was described as “going to the outer mountain (F. kho ngie lang),” while
departing for the mainland was called “returning home (F. tuong tshuo li).”
At that time, people on Matsu would try to return home to celebrate
important festivals. Since the location of Ox Horn is very close to the
mainland, the villagers always held festivals one day early so that the
residents could return to their hometowns in time for the celebrations
there. This special custom continues to the present day, but the residents
of Ox Horn are now teased by their neighbors as “real foodies (F. tshui ia
ie),” who just cannot resist feasting twice for the festival. Last but not least,
when islanders reached the end of their lives, some hoped to be brought
back to their hometown for a proper burial. As a result, there was a practice
of the “waiting cof�n (F. ting nuo).” The bereaved set up a shelter outside
the village and temporarily placed the cof�n on a wooden rack or on a
stone to wait for the ship to take the cof�n back to the mainland for burial.
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Conclusion: Stateless, Transient, and Fragmented Islands

When I �rst visited Matsu in 2007, I was surprised to �nd that unlike in
Taiwan or southern China, there are no lineage halls on the islands. It
wasn’t until I visited an old house and heard an eighty-year-old woman’s
explanation that I understood the reason for this. The ancestral altar in
this lady’s old house looks very rough and rudimentary (Fig 1.3): when
her family built the house, they simply dug a hole in the corner of a wall
to place ancestral tablets or pictures. The tablets are often surrounded by
a messy collection of objects and appear to lack the aura of sanctity that
we commonly see in Taiwan.19 I asked her why this was so. She replied
that the Matsu people did not intend to stay on the island permanently;
they lived simply and remained �exible in life, ready to return to the
mainland at any time.

Indeed, people who relocated to Matsu in earlier times often moved
back and forth between their hometowns and the islands according to the
�shing season. As they did not necessarily plan for a long-term settle-
ment, the relationships between the lineage members in Matsu were not
as stable as those in their hometown. The lack of a lineage hall or relevant
ceremonies further reduced the cohesion among the members on the

Fig. 1.3 Ancestral tablets and photos in a house
(Photo by the author)
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islands. Cao Changbi, the editor of the genealogy of the Cao family in Ox
Horn, spent more than two decades going back and forth across the
Strait for his laborious investigations.20 Cao told me that the greatest
dif�culty he encountered while compiling his book was a frequent lack of
links between the lineage members: many people only vaguely know that
they are descended from a common ancestor but are unable to trace
genealogical relationships in detail. His dif�culty gives further clues as to
why there are no lineage halls on the islands. Since the islands for them
were but “outer mountains,” the Matsu people thought it unnecessary to
build a lineage hall in a temporary residence. Neither did they hold any
big celebrations on the islands or pilgrimages to China in the early days,
since they could return to the mainland at any time.

In sum, Matsu in early times was not even an immigrant society but
merely a stopover or temporary place to live, with people coming and
going in a constant state of �ux. Lying beyond the reaches of state power,
the islands were almost deserted, a lawless place where “the strongest �st
took everything.” The island society during this period was characterized
by transience and brokenness. All of that changed with the arrival of the
army in 1949.
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2 Becoming a Military Frontline

Memories of a Murder

One evening around dusk, the company commander of military base 99,
located just above Ox Horn, caught sight of Guoxing—a soldier from
Jinmen who had been transferred to the Matsu Distillery in the village—
heading toward the house of his lover Xuemei. The company com-
mander immediately grabbed his bayonet and strode toward the village.

Xuemei was an attractive woman. She had been dating the company
commander for a while when she also began to get close to Guoxing, who
frequently went to her house to chat and �irt. The commander had seen
him heading there many times and suspected that the two were having an
illicit affair. It was around �ve o’clock that evening, and the commander
had already planned what he would do. Watching Guoxing go into her
house, he armed himself and hurried straight there.

He barged into the house and attacked Guoxing with his bayonet in a
rage. Although badly wounded, Guoxing managed to escape in the
confusion. The commander did not bother to follow him. Instead, he
turned his attention to Xuemei, forcing her into a corner and stabbing
her dozens of times until she collapsed dead in a pool of blood.

Having murdered Xuemei, the commander left the house to �nd
Guoxing. He did not give chase, but rather stood near the doorway of
Xuemei’s house and kept watch. He knew the layout of the village so well
that there was nowhere Guoxing could escape him.

Bleeding and desperate, Guoxing �ed down to the bay to try to �nd
shelter with the soldiers at the Port Military Base, screaming, “Help me!
Help me!” But the soldiers had no orders from above and did not know
who he was, so they warned him away as he approached. When Guoxing
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saw that they had no intention of protecting him, he headed back across
the village. He passed the central state school to the county hospital,
looking for someone to help him. But since it was after �ve o’clock, the
hospital was closed, and the military doctors and nurses had gone home.

Guoxing had no choice but to turn in another direction, likely heading
toward the village administrative of�ce. His shrill screams for help
carried throughout the village, but no one dared to come out and aid
him. The company commander heard him and headed toward his voice.
A little past the rice storehouse, he caught up with Guoxing and repeat-
edly stabbed him in the back. Guoxing collapsed and died beside the
�shing nets outside a villager’s house. Then the company commander
calmly left the village and returned to the military barracks without so
much as a backward glance.

The day after these events occurred, the commander was arrested at
military base 99. Because the circumstances involved not only the taking
of two lives, but also the highest-ranking of�cial on the island ever to be
implicated in a crime, the news had risen through the lines of command
to the very top. The judgment came quickly, and announcements of the
time and place of the execution were posted all over the island.

Early on the day of the execution, the commander’s hands were bound
and a wooden tablet stating his crimes was fastened to his back. He was
made to stand in the back of a military truck and was driven from village
to village as a warning to the public. Finally, he was taken to the execu-
tion site near the entrance to Ox Horn. Many villagers, even those who
were just primary school students at the time, witnessed the execution.
“Although terri�ed, we were curious to see what would happen,” they
said. Their descriptions of the execution are particularly striking:

Across from the execution site was a hill covered with military police. They all
carried guns—it was scary!

The military commander was pulled off the truck and made to kneel at the foot
of the hill.

They offered him some food. He didn’t eat anything, but he drank the
sorghum liquor they gave him.

After that, the placard on his back was taken off and thrown to the ground. It
was time for the execution.

Six executioners lined up in a row with their guns pointed at his head. In fact,
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only one of them was going to shoot, but they wanted a show of force.

Before he was killed, the company commander let out a shout, something like
“Long live the Republic of China!” or some such patriotic motto.

Everyone fell so silent that it was as though we could hear each other’s
hearts beating.

Bang! Bang! Bang! There were three shots in a row, but the commander didn’t
fall. He wasn’t dead! According to the custom, if three shots didn’t kill the
criminal, it meant he wasn’t destined to die. But because the circumstances
involved someone so high up, the higher-ups at the WZA had already made
their wishes known: “He must die!” So they shot him once again.

I heard his last sigh…oh!…and he was gone.

Cao Daming, an Ox Horn villager who at the time was barely �fteen
years old, later helped the deputy head of the village investigate the case
and so could describe the events vividly even forty years later. Others
remembered the case clearly because they had witnessed the execution.
This event gives us an important perspective on the reign of the military
in Matsu. How was military rule imposed on the islands? How were the
people governed? In a place which had never been directly governed by a
state power before, how did the locals conceptualize the military state?

The Advent of the Military State

When Chiang Kai-shek’s army suffered successive losses against the CCP
(Chinese Communist Party), his government withdrew to Taiwan in 1949,
while the KMT (Kuomintang, Nationalist Party) armed forces retreated to
the islands along the coast of southeastern China. In 1949, Chiang’s army
reached Matsu, and in 1950 they set up the Matsu Administrative Of�ce
(Matsu xingzheng gongshu) with jurisdiction over the archipelago of Matsu
and the islands to the north. After the northern islands fell into enemy
hands in 1953, the KMT government set up three county administrative
of�ces in Fujian—Lianjiang, Changle, and Luoyuan—on the islands of
Nangan, Xiju, and Dongyin, to symbolize that Chiang Kai-shek still
governed Fujian province, and therefore more generally the rest of China.

Simultaneously, the KMT established the East China Sea Fleet
(Donghai budui), which included �shermen from coastal Fujian, pirates
(such as the aforementioned Zhang Yizhou and the former “National
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Salvation Army”) (Donghai shilu bianzhuan weiyuanhui 1998: 97), and
soldiers stationed at Xiju by the mouth of the Min River, who were posed
to launch guerrilla warfare at any moment. Since the KMT government
offered almost no provisions at that time, the soldiers behaved much like
the bandits of the past, plundering shipping vessels to survive (226–8).
With the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, the United States estab-
lished Western Enterprises Inc. (Xifang gongsi) in Taiwan in 1951, a
Western out�t that was designed to spy on the enemy and to carry out
guerrilla warfare in order to contain the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA)
military strength and to prevent it from dispatching forces along the south-
eastern coasts to �ght on the Korean peninsula. The company operated
under the auspices of the CIA and established a liaison station in Xiju,
collaborating with the East China Sea Fleet in attacks on coastal China
(Holober 1999). The company closed down when the hostilities ended,
and the East China Sea Fleet was absorbed into the KMT armed forces
in 1955. Although the USA Military Assistance and Advisory Group still
maintained a base in Nangang, they withdrew completely in the 1970s.1

After repeated losses in the series of battles between the KMT and the
CCP on the southeastern islands, the KMT government was left holding
control over only two island areas, Jinmen and Matsu. With no end in
sight to the standoff between the KMT and the CCP, Chiang Kai-shek
implemented military rule over the frontlines of Jinmen and Matsu in
1956. The Warzone Administration (hereafter WZA) was a centralized
military administration, subordinating civilian affairs to the military com-
mand. It took centralized orders from the highest military commanding
of�cer on the islands, unifying the whole society and the lives of citizens
under military rule (Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju 1996: 96, 109). It was
originally employed during the war to govern occupied territories and
newly recaptured territories, and it was designed to control manpower
and resources within military zones for the bene�t of the military (8,
101). Since Jinmen and Matsu were on the frontlines of the con�ict
between China and Taiwan throughout the 1950s, Chiang Kai-shek
chose these two areas as a “testing ground” for military administration.

From the point of view of the government, over the short run the imple-
mentation of the WZA in Jinmen and Matsu could provide a protective
screen across the Taiwan Strait. In the long run, it was hoped that political,
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economic and cultural development of these warzone areas would be
carried out under military control. With the ideal “to administer, instruct,
enrich, and secure” (guan, jiao, wei, yang) (190), the military army aimed to
transform Jinmen and Matsu into “a model county for the Three People’s
Principles” (sanmin zhuyi mofan xian) in the Republic of China.

The WZA was led by the committee chair, held by the islands’ highest
commanding of�cer, with a secretary-general under him, held by the
director of the Of�ce of Political Warfare. The Warzone Administration
Committee (WZAC) consisted of �ve to seven members and had juris-
diction over the Liangjiang county government. On the premise that the
military would govern civil affairs, the WZAC was responsible for gov-
ernmental policies and supervision, while the county government was
responsible for the planning and implementation of those policies
(Fig. 2.1).

Fig. 2.1 Matsu Warzone Administration Organization
(Fujiansheng Lianjiangxianzhi bianzuan weiyuanhui 1986: 192)
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In addition to WZA organs, the military had other ways of managing
the villages. Each village head was selected by the WZA, and a deputy
village head (also known as a political instructor) was sent by the military
to supervise and oversee village affairs. The military also had a hand in
the lives of individuals: locals were armed and organized into civil
defense units. Every man between the ages of 18 and 45 and every
woman between the ages of 16 and 35 had to participate in four weeks
of training twice a year.2

From the above description, we can see that the WZA produced a
system in which the military had full command of the local people and
their resources. It was, �rst and foremost, a systematic administrative
system commanded by the military. Second, it reorganized the people
into civil defense units to assist in the war effort. Third, it controlled
the resources of the islands with the establishment of the “Supply
Cooperative” (1953) and the Matsu Distillery (1956), which brought
the consumption and circulation of goods under government manage-
ment. Finally, the military state also published a local newspaper, Matsu
Daily (starting in 1957), to promulgate government orders and enforce
ideological control. Overall, the WZA or military governance represented
a kind of militarized modernism (Moon 2005; Szonyi 2008): power
plants, water reservoirs, hospitals, and schools were set up on each
island. Many modernizing projects of farming, forestry, �shery, and
animal husbandry were implemented to make the best use of the people
and resources within the warzone.

The establishment of this particular administration had its own histor-
ical basis and objectives. Szonyi’s (2008) research on Jinmen builds on the
geopolitics of the Cold War and greatly clari�es the signi�cance of Jinmen
and Matsu with respect to America, Taiwan, and China. When the
Korean War broke out, the American president Harry Truman declared
a “neutralization of the Straits of Formosa” in order to cool hostilities
between China and Taiwan. In 1958, America and Taiwan signed the
“ROC-US Mutual Defense Treaty” to work together to prevent the
spread of communism, but the treaty did not extend to Jinmen and
Matsu. In 1979, when the US and China established diplomatic relations,
America abrogated its mutual defense treaty with Taiwan. Although
America agreed to sign the “Taiwan Relations Act” to help Taiwan to
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protect itself and to consolidate its East Asian line of defense in the Cold
War, the position of Jinmen and Matsu was left unclear.

For Chiang Kai-shek, Jinmen and Matsu had great signi�cance.
Located in the southwest and northwest parts of the Taiwan Strait, they
could block Taiwan’s access to Xiamen, Fuzhou, and Sandu’ao
(Guofangbu shizheng bianyiju 1996: 193). The islands were also of mili-
tary importance in other ways. They allowed outposts of soldiers to carry
out intelligence gathering and guerrilla warfare, as well as preparation for
PRC counterattacks. Because they were so close to mainland China and
had once belonged to Fujian province, their very existence as such could
be claimed as evidence that Chiang Kai-shek was still in control of
“China” (and not just of Taiwan). Chiang Kai-shek also believed that
the strategic importance of Jinmen and Matsu could actually ensure
America’s continuing support for Taiwan (Szonyi 2008: 43). It was for
these reasons that Chiang tried to construct an image of Jinmen and
Matsu as symbols of a global �ght against communism.

In China, Mao Zedong considered seizing Jinmen and Matsu.
However,

…by September [1958] Mao was con�rmed in his decision that it would be
counterproductive for Jinmen to fall to the PLA. The ROC presence on
Jinmen was a reminder that both regimes agreed there was only “One
China” that would one day be reuni�ed. If Jinmen were to fall, it might be a
�rst step toward the permanent separation of the two regimes, toward “Two
Chinas.” (Szonyi 2008: 71)

Therefore, from 1958 to 1979, when diplomatic relations were estab-
lished between China and the US, the People’s Liberation Army engaged
in a special “one day on, one day off” (danda shuang buda) battle tactic,
which allowed the defending forces in Jinmen and Matsu a chance to
resupply. This also served to remind the US and Taiwan that both
Taiwan and the islands of Jinmen and Matsu belonged to China (76).

“One Island, One Life”

How did the implementation of military rule, and in particular, the
WZA, in�uence Matsu? As previously described, Szonyi’s research on
Jinmen, another frontline island of Taiwan, demonstrated how
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militarization (Lutz 2001, 2004) in�ltrated every aspect of Jinmen, and
how the local society—whether in terms of the labor force, material
goods, minds and bodies—was gradually molded to serve military goals.
To understand the effects of military rule on Matsu, it is therefore
important to note that it had a very different history from Jinmen before
the army arrived. A brief reminder of Matsu’s transient and fragmented
past, discussed in detail in Chapter 1, will aid in our discussion.

Matsu before 1949 was a forbidden outpost and a stateless society.
The �rst of�cial administration over the area was established only in
1934; even so, the responsible of�cer sent to the island was killed by
bandits in less than two years. Matsu was quite lawless in the early part of
the twentieth century and hostage to violent clashes between pirates,
bandits, and warring international forces. Before the arrival of Chiang
Kai-shek’s army, there were few links between the villages of the Matsu
archipelago; rather, each was connected to Fujian separately. The people
at that time were often temporary residents during the �shing season:
they described the islands as merely their “outer mountains,” while their
real “homes” were on the mainland. Not only were they ready to return
“home” at any time, many important rites were performed on the main-
land. For this reason, inter-village interactions were limited, and even
within each village, different neighborhoods often remained independent
from one another.

The establishment of the military administration in Matsu was thus
unprecedented and totally transformed the islands. On the one hand,
modernizing projects including power plants, reservoirs, �shery and agri-
cultural improvement centers were initiated to augment local production
capacities; and a new Matsu currency and the Regulation of Goods
Department directed the �ow of money and goods. On the other hand,
intensive surveillance, including household registration and regulation of
people’s movements, as well as normalization, such as schooling and other
ideological controls, were implemented at the level of the individual. The
islands were thus brought totally and abruptly under military control.

The Matsu archipelago, however, is spread along a stretch of 54 km of
ocean. During a war, contact between the islands could be easily cut off.
Even more important than developing the labor and resources of Matsu
was the need to foster a spirit of independence so that each island could
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carry on the war effort on its own. When the army arrived, they quickly
constructed ring roads on all the islands; military trucks served as means
of public transport, running between villages to encourage interactions
between locals. Important intersections were festooned with spirited
slogans, such as “One island, one life—the army and the people are
one family,” to indoctrinate the population and to promote a sense of
solidarity (Fig. 2.2). The army also published an island newspaper,
Matsu Daily. A shared daily rhythm thus appeared; an idea of simultan-
eity, provinciality, and even a common fate among the islands had
emerged. A new consciousness on each island, and also on the archipel-
ago writ large, had arisen: Matsu had become an imagined community
(Anderson 1991[1983]).

The army’s large-scale modernization projects, from the paving of
roads and island-wide forestation, to compulsory education, were jar-
ringly new for the people who had long lived on the peripheral margins of
the state. Since the Matsu Islands had always served as a temporary
residence, the �rst facilities were rudimentary and shabby. The massive
improvements of infrastructure, and the ubiquitous schools in particular,
met with the people’s approval, to the extent that to this day they are

Fig. 2.2 A carved slogan erected beside a Matsu transportation hub:
“One island, One Life”
(Photo by the author)
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grateful even today for the army’s contributions to these once-barren lands.
Locals and soldiers gradually formed a sense of being “one community.”
Although this concept was initially imposed by the army, it penetrated deep
into the island’s social texture and the people’s minds.3 During this time, the
islanders identi�ed “Matsu” as a place of great military importance, “a
springboard against communism” (fangong tiaoban), and “a protective shield
across the Taiwan Strait” (taihai baolei), a notion which legitimized military
control and justi�ed the many sacri�ces made by its people.

A Trail of Blood

Even so, it cannot be denied that the military state was an imposed
power, one that was armed with physical and disciplinary force. How
did the people of Matsu experience this abrupt intrusion? How exactly
did this power weigh on individuals? The memories of the murder love
triangle recounted above provides further clues.

The people of Matsu called the soldiers “lang a liang,” meaning “two
different voices” in the local dialect, emphasizing the difference of their
origins and languages from those of the islanders. The two men involved
in the love triangle—the company commander, and Guoxing, who had
been transferred there from Jinmen to work in the Matsu Distillery—
were both outsiders. The new administration, the WZA, brought in such
outsiders and set up institutions that had never before existed in these
outlying islands. When locals recounted the event, they usually empha-
sized how Guoxing turned to different state institutions for help after he
was injured: the port authorities, the county hospital, and the village
administrative of�ce (Fig. 2.3). This reveals how a once isolated world
had by this time become a military state. The institutions Guoxing or the
commander passed, such as the military intelligence post and the rice
storehouse, had been set up as part of the war effort. These buildings
obtruded everywhere in the village as physical manifestations of the
intrusion of the military state in every aspect of life.

The crime of passion also demonstrates how these state institutions
were frequently inhumane and unconcerned with the plight of the local
people. When Guoxing ran, dripping with blood, to the port authority to
seek help, the soldiers made no attempt to assist him. He could only �ee
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in a panic to the next place of possible aid, namely the army hospital. But
since the military personnel there were regular nine-to-�ve workers, they
had already gone home.

This story was narrated to me in detail by Cao Daming, who was
fourteen or �fteen years old at the time of the murder. A child of a poor
family, he began to work as a messenger boy for the local village of�ce not

Fig. 2.3 The buildings and sites related to the crime4
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long after he �nished primary school. Encountering this tragic event at an
impressionable age, he remembered it vividly, particularly the long trail
of blood. The deputy village head was charged with investigating the
causes of the murder and reporting back to the army. Cao accompanied
him to examine the sites and timeline of the violent acts. That message
boy is now over sixty, but he spoke of the events as though they had
happened yesterday, becoming agitated and even beginning to stutter.
When asked about his speech impediment, he answered that when he
was a young boy, his family lived next to a room used for interrogation by
the army, which often held “communist spies.” Curious, he would
sometimes creep up to the room’s windows with his two brothers to
watch the prisoners being tortured for information. He was still young
and innocent at that time, and he and his brothers would imitate how the
spies talked as they underwent water torture or were beaten:

I – I – I don’t know!
I – I – I really didn’t do it!
It – it – it really wasn’t me!

Even today, he and his brothers still have a slight stutter. The scars left
by military rule have not healed.

I heard this story not long after arriving in the village. Startled,
I decided to scrutinize how military rule had changed the lived world of
the islanders.

Circumscribed Spaces

What followed the imposition of military rule was a general sealing off of
the islands. The people of Matsu used to be able to move about freely,
but soon each island was encircled by military bases. The coastline of
Nangan, for example, had ninety-�ve coastal military bases and check-
points keeping watch over the open sea (Fig. 2.4).

Each inlet and all of the coastlines had layer upon layer of military
defenses. Inlets were forti�ed with anti-landing spikes and shards of
glass, and both sides of promontories were dotted with hillside military
blockhouses. This forti�cation of village inlets (Cheng 2010: 74) not only
cut the islands off from one another, but also cut the local people off from
the ocean. The sea-going Matsu people, who liked to collect shell�sh
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during low tide, now had to pass through layers of wire fencing and
landmine zones in order to get to the shore where they then risked being
driven away by soldiers. For years, the people of Matsu born during
military rule grew up as strangers to the sea. Here’s how Xie Zhaohua,
a local doctor, describes his experience as a child:

To me, the sea was always foreign. Though I could see it each morning when
I left the house, I always kept my distance from it. It was foreign not because
I couldn’t see it, but because there was no way to get close to it. Our teachers
told us again and again not to approach the shores, especially areas surrounded
by wire fencing, which meant that they were “dangerous landmine zones.”
Those were forbidden areas, secret places, just like the many military
encampments hidden in the mountains. (Z. Xie 2016: 29)

In this passage, Xie Zhaohua’s allusion to the “many military encamp-
ments hidden in the mountains” is worth examining. The memories of
old residents as well as photographs from the period show that in earlier
days, trees were very sparse on the islands and hillsides were covered with
thick cogon grass. According to records from 1956, “the whole island

Fig. 2.4 Military bases and checkpoints around Nangan, Matsu
(Revised from Zhongguo keji daxue 2007; Y. Chen 2010)
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had only about twenty banyan and other trees, and the bare hills were
covered in pale sand” (Fujiansheng lianjiangxianzhi bianzuan weiyuan-
hui 1986: 471). Thick vegetation, however, could also provide camou-
�age for military encampments and helped to prevent enemy �re from
reaching its target; moreover, military activity could be carried out in
secret behind the tree cover. Given this necessity for concealment, the
WZA began to carry out continuous “Matsu forestation” projects, imple-
menting measures of “rewards and punishment to promote forestation”
(Weihu shumiao 1961). The military at one point even decided that
sheep were an impediment to forestation, and promulgated an edict
ordering the “elimination of sheep” (Tan lühua 1962). Not content with
forbidding the grazing of sheep, the army announced that any sheep
found grazing outside the allowed areas could be killed by any person
(Y. Li 1998: 49; B. Yang 2014: 271–2). Liu Hongwen’s article “Sheep,”
describes an incident that occurred at the time between a group of Matsu
school children and a sheep:

In those years, you would always see a few sheep around the islands, perching
high up on towering ocean cliffs. …Some said that these were sheep that had
been driven into the wild after the forestation projects and the prohibition on
grazing. Others said that they belonged to noncommissioned of�cers who were
raising them on the sly…. At that time, I was in elementary school, and each day
I had to walk with some of my classmates down a mountain path to get to the
school. …One day not long after we had left our village…we suddenly saw a frail-
looking sheep on the mountainside to our left. It was nibbling at the grass and
staring at us forlornly. One of us started shouting “baaaa baaaa”…and it lifted its
head to look at us. We…gave the sheep a nickname, “White Whiskers.” Every
day we hoped to see White Whiskers again. The bolder ones among us would
even pull on White Whiskers’ beard and rub his belly. …Forming a relationship
with White Whiskers became the most exciting event of our schooling.

One day we came home from school, and the atmosphere in the village seemed
strange. The adults were all silent and mysterious…as though they were hiding
something. Then…I went around to the back door of my uncle Jinquan’s house,
and my eyes fell on the already-skinned body of a sheep…hanging bare and
naked from the doorframe. …It was White Whiskers. In that dif�cult time of
deprivation, especially in a poor remote village on an outer island, a meal of
stewed mutton was a very rare pleasure. That night, the whole village was happy,
and everyone got a share of the meat and organs. My family got a small portion of
a leg. …I had no appetite. All I could think about was why White Whiskers had
come down from the mountain. He had trusted us so much that he’d lost
his wariness around the villagers. And when the villagers caught sight of him…
(H. Liu 2016: 144–7)
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After the sheep disappeared, the forestation of Matsu proceeded
apace. Today Matsu is completely green, and each island has more than
eighty percent forest cover (B. Yang 2014: 272). However, this also
divided the island’s high-altitude areas from its low-altitude areas; the
difference between the military encampments concealed in the mountain
forests and the exposed villages along the inlets was thrown into stark
relief. The history of the development of the villages of Matsu cannot be
separated from the �shing economy. The villagers were �shermen and
built their houses �rst around the inlets and then expanded out toward
the mountain cliffs. Outside of the villages, the mountains were covered
in trees, concealing military bases, blockhouses and encampments. From
above, the soldiers stationed in the woods could maintain a clear sense of
what was happening in the villages.

Foucault’s (1977) concept of panopticon can help us understand the
power dynamics of this spatial arrangement: the Matsu villagers below
could not see the soldiers hidden in the mountain forests, but the soldiers
above could tell at a glance what was happening in the villagers’ lives,
even knowing the comings and goings of any given individual. If we
return to the crime of passion and examine it in terms of its location—
Ox Horn—we �nd that there were three nearby encampments placed
above the village, from which each household could be seen clearly. In
other words, the company commander need only look down from his
encampment to apprehend what was going on with his lover and his rival
and prepare to ambush them. After Guoxing was stabbed and �ed, the
company commander knew Ox Horn so well that he could infer the route
Guoxing would take to try to escape and felt no need to pursue him. He
need only wait at a major intersection for his rival to return exhausted
and weakened. The company commander’s gaze in this incident thereby
represents the state’s panoptical power. The state could observe every
villager, while also remaining invisible to the villagers. As an agent of the
state’s panoptical nature, the company commander both created and
enacted the state’s potential to see and to know.

If Foucault’s concept of the “panoptical” can help us understand the
spatial structure of the military rule over these islands, then the execution
following the love triangle murders shows us an example of state cere-
mony. Geertz (1980: 123) says that the state draws its force from

Becoming a Military Frontline 63

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



imaginative energies. From this perspective, it is clear why the state
decided to publicly execute the company commander. Indeed, the set
up was a carefully staged state ceremony: the company commander
forced to wear a placard inscribed with his crimes and paraded around
the village, the execution grounds �lled with somber military police, the
six pointed ri�es, and the WZA’s order to shoot to the death. Its goal was
to display, defend, and reaf�rm the state’s power. Ironically, only the
patriotic slogan shouted by the company commander before his death
revealed the real executioner behind the scenes.

Sailing through Liminality

As one can imagine, with the islands closed off from the outside world,
border-crossing became very dif�cult. During the military reign, strict
controls were imposed on movements between Matsu and Taiwan. The
application process to leave was very tedious:

To board a ship, you had to have papers, formally called a “Republic of China
Taiwan-Jinmen-Matsu Area Travel Permit.” First you went to a studio to get
a headshot taken, then you had to �ll out the forms, �nd a guarantor, and
take everything to the village of�ce. Your paperwork was checked at the
local police headquarters before �nally being sent on to the local command
post. Every detail was inspected at each stage, and each step carefully
controlled. …Then you had to wait…and when the papers were issued…you
had to somehow get a berth on the ship. Sometimes there was space and
sometimes there wasn’t. It all depended on what kind of connections you had.
(H. Liu 2016: 47)

Even after all of the aggravating paperwork, traveling by supply ship
was a painful experience shared by nearly all the islanders. At that time,
no civil vessels made the trip between Taiwan and Matsu, so Matsu
residents heading to Taiwan had to take supply ships. A resident of
Dongyin recalls that in the early days, a supply ship could take as long
as a week to reach Taiwan: after leaving Dongyin, the ship �rst went to
the administrative center in Nangan, and then headed back north to
Beigan before proceeding to Dongju and Xiju. Only after it had circled
all of the islands did it �nally make its way to Taiwan. Although this
detour was later shortened, one still considered oneself fortunate if one
could make it to Taiwan within two days.
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A long tedious journey was one thing, but what they encountered on
the ship was really torturous:

On the day of the trip, we rose at dawn…it was drizzling, and people squatted
in rows all along the beach, patiently waiting to be called onboard. The military
police shuttled back and forth, checking our papers, ransacking our luggage…
they went through everything and left behind a mess.

Finally, we were given the signal to board, and the crowd swarmed toward the
mouth of the huge beast [ship], and found berths in the gloomy cabins that
were �lthy with cement, dust, rice bran, engine oil, and putre�ed fruit. Many
were left without a berth, and had to �nd a spot in a corner where they could
spread out a mat or put down a piece of cardboard. This was where they would
rock back and forth for eighteen hours.

The summer was easier, since people could be aboveboard on the deck…
occasionally a wave would come up and slap their faces, and soon their eyes,
faces, and arms would be covered in a thin layer of sea salt. Even the breezes
were salty. …In the winter, the ocean wind was piercingly cold, and enormous
waves would beat the deck while everyone hid in the hull and retched as the
children wailed and the �lth got worse and worse. (H. Liu 2016: 47–9)

It was just as agonizing to come back to Matsu from Taiwan. Migrants
returning to Matsu �rst had to register at the Jinmen-Matsu Guesthouse
(Jinma binguan) in Keelung and then wait. Sometime in the afternoon, if
the guesthouse posted a sign saying “Departures Today,” everyone
would prepare to board with relief. If no sign was put up, they would
have to return the next day. The Jinmen-Matsu Guesthouse was pro-
vided for soldiers to have a place to stay on those days when the weather
was too poor for the ships to sail. In general, ordinary citizens had to
return to their residences each day until they could leave. For young
people in particular, who had very little money to begin with, going back
and forth a few times would easily exhaust their funds. Cao Daming
recounts how he waited once for seven or eight days until he ran out of
money and decided to sleep in an empty freight truck parked near the
Jinmen-Matsu Guesthouse with his teenage friends. He woke up to
realize that the truck was driving south. It turned out to be a vegetable
truck from a nearby market, and the driver had stopped to rest before
leaving early the next morning to pick up more produce. When the driver
realized he had stowaways, he scolded them and shooed them off. The
penniless young men could only put their heads together and try to �gure
out a way to get back to Keelung.

Becoming a Military Frontline 65

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



The passage between Matsu and Taiwan was like a liminal period, in
which both the body and spirit were tested and transformed. As Turner
has stated: “[D]uring the liminal period, neophytes are alternately forced
and encouraged to think about their society, their cosmos, and the
powers that generate and sustain them. Liminality may be…described
as a stage of re�ection” (Turner 1967: 105, original italics). This kind of
re�ection happened not only during the journey on the ship, but also
became deeply ingrained in people’s memories. The local leaders exam-
ined in Part III frequently begin with their painful experiences of such
trips when explaining the impetus behind their desire to change Matsu.

Conclusion: Imagined Community vs.
Individual Suffering

In 1949, the army abruptly arrived in Matsu and indelibly changed the
fate of the islands. This chapter analyzes how military rule transformed
the lives of the local people from the perspective of space. I have demon-
strated that once the Matsu archipelago became a frontline in the war,
the close connections that had previously existed between the islands and
the mainland were severed. The WZA carried out large-scale construc-
tion projects, propagated public education to modernize the islands, and
also employed print media and local currency to create pan-island con-
nections. As a result, “Matsu” became a newly imagined community,
with a new social imaginary as a “fortress in the Taiwan Strait” and a
“springboard for anticommunism.” This imaginary gradually became the
identity of the Matsu people.

If we examine the lives of individuals more closely, however, we see a
different picture. The state came from afar and penetrated every aspect of
the islands immediately and deeply: all kinds of military institutions
(such as port bases, intelligence posts, and rice storehouses) mush-
roomed, and became integrated into the living spaces of locals. In the
hills above the villages were secret military barracks, with their constantly
surveilling eyes: the oversight and control of the state was ubiquitous.
Anyone wanting to enter or leave the islands had to brave the torture of
travel by sea. The crime of passion, Cao Daming’s stutter, the school-
children who lost their beloved sheep, and the sense of being close to the
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sea but estranged from it—all these examples demonstrate how the
power of the state permeated people’s bodies, minds, emotions, and
knowledge, clashing with them and creating con�icts and trauma.

The impact on individuals and society when a place becomes a front-
line is complex and intricate. In Chapter 3, I will explore this issue
further from the perspectives of the �shing economy and gender
relations.
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3 To Stay or to Leave?

In descriptions of the love triangle murders, Xuemei’s husband never
puts in an appearance. When I asked about him, the answers I got from
residents of Ox Horn were always vague and ran along the lines of: “He
was a �sherman”; “The �shing in Matsu wasn’t good, so he moved to
Keelung (Taiwan).” Is the absence and silence of this �sherman husband
connected in any way to the dif�culties of the military period in Matsu?

Restricted Fishing and Imagination

Beginning with the establishment of the WZA, the proportion of the
population involved in the �shing economy steadily declined (J. Wang
2000: 165–6), with many �shing villages emptied out by emigration to
Taiwan. Most of the Matsu people who moved to Taiwan came from
�shing villages such as Beigan’s Qinbi and Qiaozi, Nangan’s Ox Horn
and Jinsha, and Juguang’s Fuzheng and Tian’ao (S. Cao 1978). Indeed,
the implementation of military rule had a tremendous effect on the
�shing economy, such that �shermen could no longer make a living.
After Matsu was militarized, the unrestricted movement of �shermen on
the seas was deemed a threat to national security; �shermen were seen as
“internal enemies” and potential leakers of military secrets. The state
started to implement a series of stringent rules and inspections to reduce
any potential threat.1 The procedure was as follows: anyone wanting to
work in the �shing economy was required to apply to the village adminis-
trative of�ce. Each applicant needed to supply three guarantors and was
required to pass a clearance check before he could receive a �shing
license.2 A licensed �sherman had to register with the village

68

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



administrative of�ce the day before he wanted to go �shing and receive a
day permit. Before he set out, the �sherman had to show his �shing
license and permit to the port authorities and pass an inspection before
the guards would return his oars (for sampans) or motor starter (for
motorboats). Every �shing trip had to have at least three people, and
the boat was required to return with the same personnel onboard (Z.
Chen 2013: 80). These layers of onerous restrictions served to control
�shing on and off the water.

Military of�cials worried that once at sea, Matsu �shermen could
come into contact with �shermen from enemy territory and leak military
secrets, so they established �shing boundaries that could not be crossed.
In addition to being assigned a serial number, �shing vessels were
required to �y an of�cial �ag so as to be more easily monitored. If
�shermen crossed over a boundary or were suspected of �shing outside
the allowed zone, upon return they would be restricted from going out
again for at least a week, face interrogation and sometimes torture, be
subject to jail time, and could even be banned from the water for
extended periods. When any boat returned to harbor, the port authorities
would inspect it for contraband and again impound the oars or motor.

Given the enormous maritime area, however, there were necessarily
sporadic gaps in military control and surveillance. Matsu �shermen had a
keen sense of where they could go at sea to avoid the eyes of soldiers, and
where they could have contact with �shermen from the other side of the
Strait: “Sometimes, when the weather was good, we’d run into them and
hide someplace we couldn’t be seen to chat. But when we came back, we
wouldn’t dare talk about it…otherwise we’d be locked up!”3

Matsu and mainland �shermen behaved like old friends when
together, conversing congenially, joking and laughing with each other.
They shared a mutual understanding, and did not participate in the
enmity between the KMT and the CCP:

The policy of shelling only on odd-numbered days [Chapter 2] was more
about propaganda than it was about harming people…And we’d shelled
them before too. We �shermen didn’t have any issues with each other. We’d
bump into them and chat like friends, but we wouldn’t say anything about it
when we went home. We’d talk about ordinary stuff, never about the shelling
or anything like that. They’d also tell us how their families were, how their lives
were going, how well they were eating…They told us, “Your army is really
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strict with you out on the sea.” The Chinese �shermen could go out to sea for
several days without fear and return whenever they liked, but we had to come
back at the end of each day. They’d also say, “If you can get away, we’ll take
you out for a few days of fun.” The war was being waged by the governments,
while we’d just treat each other like friends.4

Sometimes, however, the friendliness of the mainland �shermen
would cause problems for the Matsu �shermen.

The soldiers were afraid we’d have contact with �shermen from China, but
they couldn’t watch us all the time! Once when I went out, they brought a bag
of peanuts and we ate them together on the boat. There was so little time to
eat! When we came back, we dumped them all overboard! It’d be illegal to
bring them back with us. They brought a big bag to give to us, but we said we’d
just take a handful. They didn’t know we couldn’t bring it back with us, and
they told us to just leave it on the boat and have some whenever we wanted it.
But if it were found, we’d be in serious trouble. Fishing is nothing but
suffering!5

In this unique space on the water, the �shermen could temporarily
escape military control and imagine they were still connected with the
other side. On the ocean they found freedom and friendship, and shared
small pleasures, but this space and imagination was always hidden,
momentary, and evanescent. “Fishing is nothing but suffering!”
(F. thoai ia siuai) was a cry heard from �shermen throughout the war-
time period.

Indeed, if a vessel was even suspected of coming into contact with an
enemy boat, military of�cials could easily impound the boat for days, but
not going out to sea had a huge effect on the �shermen’s livelihood. In an
interview with me, a �sherman from Tieban sorrowfully recounted:

My brother was suspected of having contact with the other side and was
punished by not being allowed to go out for a week. In order to make a
living, after a few days he secretly set off from the other end of the harbor.
He never came back.

Matsu Daily even recorded an order from the WZA chair demanding
that �shermen gather at the Temple of Goddess Mazu to take an oath:

Yesterday at the Tianhou Temple, the �shermen of Nangan took an oath not
to circumvent regulations. The vows were overseen by the WZA chair and
were taken by 310 people. …At the meeting, Wu Muken, the executive
manager of the Fishing Association, took a public oath on behalf of his
members, and led everyone in pronouncing this oath: I swear to Goddess
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Mazu that I will respect the rules and regulations of the �shing zone, not leak
secrets, and have no contact with enemy boats or anyone else at sea. If I violate
this vow, I will submit to the punishments of both military law and Goddess
Mazu: may I never bring home another catch, may my boat overturn, and may
I die at sea.6

For 300 people whose entire livelihoods depended on �shing to con-
demn themselves before Goddess Mazu to never bringing home any �sh
or to dying in a disaster shows that there was considerable coercion
behind the taking of this oath. There can be no doubt that it was made
under duress.

Clock-in Clock-out Fishermen

Among the multiple layers of rules controlling the time that �shermen
could spend at sea, it was the restriction of permitted hours of �shing
which dealt the greatest blow to their livelihoods. Military authorities did
not allow �shing at night: in the summer, boats could set out at 6 am and
had to return by 7 pm; in the winter, the hours were from 4:30 am to 6:30
pm. However, many factors, including the variety of �sh, the tides,
weather, and routes were dif�cult to control and affected the timing of
the boats. Delay in returning was the most frequent problem for �sher-
men. One of them said:

The rules dictated what time you had to be back in port. The truth is that they
were worried about us going to the mainland. If you came back one hour late,
they’d keep you from going out for a week. They didn’t even care about tides.
Sometimes I’d come back at six, but could only enter [the harbor] at eight,
because of the tide. They didn’t know anything about tides, they’d just
interrogate you, “Where’d you get off to…”7

Fishermen from Ox Horn alluded to similar problems. The former
village head told me: “It was often impossible to come back on time. If
we got delayed, we’d give our biggest catch of the day to the harbor guard
and beg him to let us back in.”

Controlling the hours of access to the harbors had the serious effect
of limiting the number of times �shermen—in particular, the local
shrimpers—could put their nets in the water. Cao Yaping’s (2017)
research meticulously describes the close relationship between the �uctu-
ations of the tides and the shrimp industry. The tidal range between the
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high water of high tide and the ebbing of low tide was particularly extreme
in the ocean surrounding Matsu, and �shermen frequently used �xed nets
to capture their most important catch, namely shrimp. Each day brought
two cycles of high and low tides, and �shermen would calculate the timing
before going out to gather shrimp. As one �sherman explained:

[We’d] go out at the peak of high tide and the lowest point of low tide. …We’d
stop for an hour at each. Stopping for an hour when the tidal waters weren’t
moving made things much easier. The �xed nets needed to take advantage of
that quiet moment on the sea, and we’d have to put the nets out and bring
them back in within an hour.8

The �shermen said that when the tides weren’t moving, the nets would
naturally �oat to the ocean surface, and that was when it was easiest to
collect shrimp. If they didn’t pull the nets in promptly, the shrimp would
suffocate and rot in the sun. But with the military restrictions in place,
�shermen could only go out during the daytime. Where they used to
bring in the nets four times a day, they now could only bring them in
twice, seriously limiting their working time at sea. When I interviewed
the highly experienced Tieban �sherman Chen Qizao, he told me that
the rules restricted their time considerably. Fishermen often didn’t have
time to bring their nets in properly, and when the water was high, the nets
would easily tear, causing signi�cant losses.

The army disallowing �shing at night not only reduced the daytime
catch, it also presented an even bigger obstacle for �shermen who spe-
cialized in the kinds of �sh, such as ribbon�sh, that were caught at night.
Some of these �shermen had no choice but to switch their speciality and
invest in new �shing equipment. Fisherman Cao Qijie said: “Ribbon�sh
can only be caught at night…but later because of communist bandits…
we couldn’t go out at night, and the �shermen all started to switch to
shrimp �shing, which meant they had to buy new equipment. Most of us
had to go into further debt when we hadn’t even paid off our old debts.”9

The purchase of �shing equipment and tackle presented another
important dilemma for �shermen. In the past, the materials that �sher-
men needed to make their equipment, such as bamboo �ber and rice
straw for rope, bamboo stalks, and wood, were all purchased on the
mainland. A few months before the �shing season, they would begin to
make their equipment: �shing rope, stakes, buoys, �shing nets, and so
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on. Approximately two months before the start of the season, �shermen
would drive stakes into the seabed, which they used to anchor their nets
when the �sh arrived. (Z. Chen 2013: 50–3, 85–6) (Fig. 3.1).

In the past, maintenance of the boats and equipment relied on the
mainland, but after relations between China and Taiwan were severed,
�shermen could only turn to Taiwan. Taiwan is much farther from
Matsu than the mainland, and conditions in the Taiwan Strait are
dangerous and highly unpredictable; thus �shing supplies rarely arrived
on time. After the WZA came into effect in 1956, �shermen faced serious
dif�culties for two successive years while there was no regularly sched-
uled movement of cargo ships between Taiwan and Matsu (J. Lin
2013a). By that time, �shermen had already taken out large loans that
they had no way of repaying. Matsu Daily recorded similar struggles that
recurred year after year:

This year the needed shrimping equipment has not reached the islands,
preventing �shermen from putting out their nets.10

Fig. 3.1 Picture of a shrimping net (with stakes, buoy, and net)
(Drawn by Chen Zhilong and Wu Shuhui)
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Due to a delay in delivery of �shing supplies, �shermen have suffered more
than 3 million [Taiwan dollars] in losses.11

[Fishing] materials are scarce, transport is dif�cult, and because of related
delays, �shermen frequently suffer signi�cant losses.12

The shrimp season has begun two months early…but �shermen do not yet
have their equipment.13

This year, bamboo has been slow to arrive, affecting the timing of the net
staking.14

In addition to the lack of supplies, the export and sale of �sh also
became an issue. In the past, Matsu �shermen could ef�ciently ship their
goods to Fuzhou. With the imposition of military rule, transportation
and labor expenses rose precipitously; there was also insuf�cient cold
storage. As a result, �shermen could only sell their catch to soldiers on
the island or to dried �sh vendors. Even in times of a bumper harvest, the
market was extremely limited. Fishermen were forced to borrow from the
government or depend on unreliable government aid year after year.
Flipping through Matsu Daily, it becomes clear that poverty among
�shermen in the 1960s and 1970s was widespread.

The WZA Chair has indicated that loans will be granted to the �shing industry
and distributed among needy �shermen in the area.15

The WZA Chair has indicated that loans will be granted to needy �shermen
before the lunar new year, in amounts between 500 and 1000 yuan per net.16

Before the lunar new year, the WZA Chair distributed a total of 130,000 jin of
rice to �shermen, in loans of 100 jin per shrimping net, which can be returned
interest-free after the �shing season.17

In the lean times before the shrimp season, loans of 36,000 jin of rice were
given out.18

The shrimp season has ended with a total haul of 700,000 jin…with an average
of nearly 500 jin per net. After expenses for equipment are deducted,
�shermen face dif�cult times.19

With losses in the �shing industry over the two past years, �shing villages are
on the brink of collapse.20

Uncertain supply lines, the harsh new rules imposed on the �shing
economy, and the limited opportunities to sell their catch sent Matsu
�shing villages spiraling into poverty, forcing them to rely on government
aid. And what about the �shermen themselves and their families?
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A construction contractor in Ox Horn provided the most poignant image
of their suffering:

My dad died when I was ten. But I still remember seeing him smoking in bed
late at night, looking dejected. At that time there were a lot of restrictions on
�shing: what time you had to leave, what time you had to come back—and
none of it corresponded with the tides. And every time he saw the guards with
their loaded guns, he’d feel even worse.

When I returned from Matsu to Taipei in 2008, I went to see Guan
Quanfu, who was born in 1920 (and passed away in 2016). People in
Matsu told me that he had a lot of experience in the �shing economy. As
chairman of the Fishing Association around 1960, he would be a useful
source of information. Guan Quanfu had long since moved to Taipei,
and when he heard that I wanted to ask him questions about the �shing
economy, he immediately exclaimed: “The government…didn’t under-
stand anything!” I asked him why, and he answered:

Without the government, we could �sh freely. When the army arrived, it nearly
killed us. Before they came, people in Matsu did �shing and many ships came
from Lianjiang on the mainland to buy the better �sh. The leftover �sh would
be bought by other villagers to be sold to the northern part of Fujian. At that
time, small �sh were preserved with salt and alum, and tasted really salty and
bitter, but it kept them from turning soft and going bad. We weren’t used to
eating it, but the “northern natives” liked to eat that kind of �sh. They lived in
a place with so much fog, their faces “looked blue.” If they didn’t have that
salty bitter �sh to eat, they wouldn’t be able to take it. They would come to
Fu’an and trade bundles of wood [for the �sh]. People on Matsu made cooking
�res with cogon grass and leaves, which burned quickly. Wood would
burn longer.

Curious, I asked him where the salt and alum came from. He replied:

It came from the north. We used our own boats to go purchase it or trade for it.
If we didn’t have any rice, we could trade sweet potatoes for it. When the army
arrived, they made us leave and come back at certain times, so how could we
�sh? The �sh are most plentiful at night!

Mr. Guan described a more lucrative system of exchange between
�shermen on the southern islands and those living in the mountains of
Fujian (indigenous peoples). This system was completely disrupted
when the army arrived, and in order to survive, many islanders had no
choice but to leave the islands.

To Stay or to Leave? 75

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



“Carrying all their Possessions on a Pole to Taiwan”

Toward the end of the 1960s, Matsu people began to emigrate to Taiwan
in large numbers. According to statistics, the population of Matsu was
highest in 1970, at around 17,000 people. From that point on, people
began to leave, and the population reached a low of 5,500 people around
1990 when military rule was abolished (Qiu and He 2014:16–18). Over
twenty years, emigration reduced the population of Matsu by two-thirds.
Why did so many people leave? Liu Hongwen’s (2017) The History of the
Emigration of Matsu Villagers to Taoyuan informs us that whether it was an
individual or a family that moved, the reason was the same: “There’s no
way to live on Matsu; there’s no hope there” (F. mo leinguah, mo hiuong).
This was why so many “carried all their possessions on a pole to Taiwan”
(F. suoh ba piengtang tang suoh kaui kho teiuang).

There were many reasons why people from Matsu left for Taiwan.
Although Matsu did not experience any actual battles, it was under
constant threat. In the twenty-one years between 1958 and 1979, the
“one day on, one day off” shelling from China led to many injuries and
deaths and kept people in a state of constant terror. For Hu Shuiguan,
who now lives in Bade, Taoyuan, the scars run deep. He lost his left leg in
a bombing of the Matsu movie theater (located at the army recreation
center) in 1969, and watched his youngest son die in front of him. His
eldest son Hu Zongwei was sitting in another part of the theater and
escaped this catastrophe. Hu Zongwei recounts:

After my father got injured, he fell into despair because of the death of my little
brother. Since the shelling happened [at an entertainment facility], it wasn’t
covered under the ordinances of the Ministry of Defense regulating pensions
given for work injuries. Not only did he not receive any compensation, he also
lost his job as the village of�ce assistant because of his disability. He tried to eke
out a living by opening a little grocery store and learned photography so he
could open a studio. But he always lived under the shadow of the bombing,
getting nervous on odd-numbered days, and becoming terri�ed at the sound of
artillery shells overhead. In 1969, my father couldn’t take the unending
torment any more and decided to move the family across the sea to Taiwan.21

Born in the same village as Hu Shuiguan, Zhang Yiyu was a construction
worker who also worried about his family’s safety. After watching family
after family leave, he moved his own to Taiwan as well.
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The other reason people left was the shrinking �shing economy. As
described, under the WZA �shing had become an increasingly arduous
way of earning a living. In order to survive, many �shermen moved to
Taiwan. As Chen Hanguang puts it:

In 1968, I saw how dif�cult it was to make a living by �shing. I agreed to sell off
my equipment and nets for NT$3,000, but the buyer ran away after paying me
only NT$1,000. I took that money and set off on the long, uncertain road to
Taiwan.22

Chen Deyu, who tried to modernize his �shing technique by buying a
modern pair-trawler with a government loan, also ended up moving to
Taiwan. He recounts:

Around 1983, the government offered loans to �shermen to buy motorized pair-
trawlers. Together with twelve other �shermen, we bought two boats…and began
to use them to �sh. We worked together for more than a year, but our partnership
still dissolved. It wasn’t because our catch was insuf�cient, but because of an
imbalance between supply and demand. When we had a good catch, we couldn’t
manage to sell it all, even at a low price. We didn’t have cold storage at that time,
and the local market was limited. The fresh �sh couldn’t make it to Taiwan.23

In the early 1960s as the �shing economy contracted, people began to
move to Keelung, the major port in northern Taiwan, to work as �sher-
men. Others moved to Taipei County (today’s New Taipei City) and
largely ended up working as street vendors and laborers. The area that
received the most immigrants was Bade in Taoyuan (74). Why was it able
to accept such a large number of immigrants?

The Emigrants’ New Home

Looking at the area as a whole, Taoyuan County is a key industrial and
manufacturing center in northern Taiwan. Several industrial zones are
clustered there, and people from across the island came to �nd work
during the early stages of Taiwan’s industrialization (see also W. Lin
2015: 107–10). Later, foreign laborers were also drawn to the area, such
that today the neighborhood around the railway station in Taoyuan is
replete with Southeast Asian stores, creating a multinational mix of
businesses and people (Z. Wang 2006: 105).

Today’s Bade City in Taoyuan County was once known as Bakuaicuo
(lit. “Eight Houses”) and became Bade only in 1949. It was once a
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farming area, but with the industrialization of Taiwan in the 1970s, the
government began establishing industrial zones in Taoyuan (L. Lin
2007: 112), and many factories were set up in Bade since there was a
considerable amount of land there. By 1976, industry had already sur-
passed agriculture as the primary economic activity in Bade. As of 1988,
nearly 60 percent of the people there were employed in this sector, of
which the three main industries were the manufacturing of machinery,
electronic components, and textiles (Z. Liao 2008: 110–1). These �our-
ishing industries meant ample employment opportunities, allowing more
people to move to the area. The result of this rapid increase in population
was that Bade was upgraded directly from a township (xiang) to a city
(shi) in 1995, skipping the intermediate stage of town (zhen) entirely
(W. Lin 2015: 109) (Map 3.1).

The opportunities provided by Bade’s busy industrial area encouraged
many Matsu people to settle there. Some came because of family
members, some based on the recommendation of neighbors or friends.
They found work making textiles or clothing, or took all sorts of positions

Map 3.1 Bade in Taoyuan County
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in steel mills, plastics plants, and tableware factories. The boss of the
Lianfu Clothing Factory was a man from Fuzhou, and many of the
immigrants from Matsu ended up taking jobs there after they heard his
familiar Fuzhou dialect.

However, owing to the differences between the languages and cultures
of Matsu and Taiwan, the people who settled in Taoyuan had a hard time
adjusting at �rst. The Fuzhou dialect being their mother tongue, those
from Matsu usually spoke heavily accented Mandarin. They did not
speak or were largely unable to understand the Hokkien dialect popular
in Taiwan, and so were alienated from the mainstream culture. When
they spoke in their dialect to each other, however, they would speak
volubly (from their habit of speaking loudly in their native island valleys),
and their loud incomprehensible voices could give Taoyuan locals the
impression of arrogance and aggression. Zhang Xiangfu, who worked in
the Lianfu factory from the early 1970s until his retirement, told me:

At that time, the Bade hoodlums looked down on us and would throw their
beer bottles into our factory. Sometimes they’d take sticks and watermelon
knives and charge into the factory to �nd a Matsu person to beat up. The
factory had to hire a local guard to sit in front of the entrance every day. When
we went to the factory or got off our shifts, we’d always go in a group. We’d try
our best to stick together.

Gradually, Matsu immigrants gathered in an area near the factories
called Danan. A street there is named “Matsu Street,” with many stores
selling traditional Matsu products. More such stores, selling all sorts of
goods from Matsu, are located near the main market in Danan.

In general, however, those who emigrated to Taiwan are happy with
their decision, despite the hardships they faced. For example, Liu
Meizhu, an early immigrant says:

At that time, there were lots of people from Matsu working for the Lianfu
Company. We worked long days, from 8 am to 9 pm, almost every single day.
When we �rst arrived in Taiwan, we were grateful to Lianfu for giving us a
chance to work. My mother said that with a job cutting threads in the Lianfu
factory, you had air conditioning and could sit as you worked, and sometimes
you could even chat a bit. Back in Matsu you had to work out in the wind and
rain or under the scorching sun, and in the winter the cold would get into your
bones, and you had to �ght the others for water. …It was much easier working
for Lianfu. Above all, if you worked your regular job, and did some overtime,
you could earn at least NT$10,000 yuan a month. If you had three people in
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the family earning that much, that was NT$30,000–40,000 a month in income.
You could save more than NT$20,000 each month, and in two years you’d
have the money to buy yourself a little single-story house.24

Beside the regular salaries, the people of Matsu often mentioned that
the rice in Taiwan wasn’t the rationed rice they were used to, and that it
tasted much better. Fowl was also cheaper and tastier than at home. The
bright lights, new electronics, sturdy pavement, shiny tiles, and so on, all
made them feel as though their lives had improved both spiritually and
materially (H. Liu 2017: 83).

Yet they still missed Matsu. They invited their deities to Danan, set up
branch statues, and �nally built the Longshan Temple (1970) and the
Mintai Temple (1974). Every year, they held traditional Matsu festivities
for the Lantern Festival, and established the Matsu Association to main-
tain their connections with their hometowns. In 2018, they even went so
far as to build in Bade an exact duplicate of a Longshan temple from Ox
Horn in Matsu.

Guaranteed Admission Program

As the �shing economy declined and �shermen emigrated, a new social
category began to appear in Matsu: teachers and civil servants. Before
1949, education in Matsu relied primarily upon private teaching.
Teachers were employed from the mainland to teach the traditional
classics. At that time, most of the population was impoverished, and only
those from relatively well-off families could afford to go to school, with a
fraction of those wealthier students going on to middle or high schools
(Y. Chen 1999). Take Ox Horn as an example: the well-to-do Chen
Lianzhu studied on the mainland and thus spoke Mandarin well. Under
the WZA, he was a cultural and linguistic bridge between the military
and the locals, and later he became the chairman of the Matsu
Association of Commerce (S. Li et al. 2014).

When the army came to Matsu and discovered widespread illiteracy on
the islands, they aimed for an ideal situation of “one village, one school”
(yi cun yi xuexiao) and established elementary schools across the islands
(J. Lin 2013b). At that time, Matsu had no middle schools; once children
�nished elementary school, the best students were sent to Jinmen to
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continue their studies. With the implementation of the WZA in 1956, the
�rst middle school on Matsu was built in 1957 and was intended to help
improve the general educational level. The school was immediately faced
with a shortage of teachers and its graduates with a lack of opportunities
for further study. Of the very few teachers on the islands, most were
soldiers from the mainland. When older Matsu people speak of their
teachers, they frequently say: “The teachers at that time were all soldiers,
they taught both Chinese and English.” To address the shortage of
teachers, the WZA established the guaranteed admission program.

The guaranteed admission program was designed to help Matsu stu-
dents go to Taiwan to study, guaranteeing them a tuition-free place
without having to participate in the national test. The �rst year of
Matsu middle-school graduates in 1960 numbered forty-eight, of whom
twenty were sent to junior normal universities, as well as farming, �shery,
business, and nursing schools.25 When they �nished their studies, they
were required to return to Matsu to serve as elementary school teachers
or to work in county government organizations for at least two years.
With the opening of Matsu’s �rst high school in 1968, a series of students
were sent to Taiwan via the guaranteed admission program. There was
also another program designed to improve the quality of teaching. The
returning teachers could apply and go to Taiwan again to study in normal
universities (Guan 2008), after which they could qualify to teach in
middle or high schools.

Overall, these programs gradually produced a new category of edu-
cated people in Matsu, which superseded traditional family and lineage
in�uences, and the dominance of those who had studied on the main-
land. These people had a tremendous impact on Matsu, particularly
after the dismantlement of the WZA, as will be discussed in detail in
Part III of this book. Still, even during the WZA rule, we can see the
effect of their return to villages and their assumption of teaching posts
or positions in local government. Students of farming or maritime
vocational schools could work in farming or �shing associations, or for
agricultural development centers. Graduates of business schools could
return to work in local government accounting bureaus. In this way, a
new social category of teachers and government employees gradually
arose in Matsu.
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Even those who had only graduated from local elementary schools also
began to have opportunities to work in local government organizations.
They frequently worked at the lowest levels, responsible for the general
administration of various of�ces with meager but secure wages.
However, they could take the ad hoc civil service examination (quanding
kaoshi) designed by the WZA to obtain further quali�cations and slowly
climb up the career ladder.

The Rise of the “Boss Lady”

By 1970, many from Matsu had moved to Taiwan, but some decided to
remain behind. I asked those who remained why they stayed, and they
replied along the following lines:

I didn’t have any relatives in Taiwan, and I didn’t have the money to move. On
Matsu I could grow vegetables and run a small business.

Indeed, at that time many Matsu people knew no one in Taiwan and
had no practical way of moving there. At home, at least they could grow
and sell vegetables, or sell �sh and shell�sh to soldiers. They describe this
way of earning a living—doing “G. I. Joe business” (a’bing’ge shengyi)
(Szonyi 2008: 134)—as “supporting a family with one scale” (F. suoh ba
tsheing yong lo suoh tshuo noeyng). Many businesses, such as snack and
drinkstands, small grocery stores, billiard rooms, barbers, laundry ser-
vices, public bathhouses, tailoring for uniforms, etc., arose to serve the
needs of soldiers.

These businesses were frequently run by wives (Fig. 3.2). A woman
from Shanlong who once ran a snack stand told me:

At that time, we had to take care of our elderly parents and children, but my
husband only made NT$700 or 800 a month. It wasn’t enough to live on.

Not only did the wives of low earners and �shermen begin working, it
was also common to see wives of high-level government workers opening
stores that catered to soldiers. For example, while the former county
commissioner Cao Changshun was the principal of Jieshou middle
school, his wife ran a shop selling stationery and Western medicine in
Shanlong. Further, the wife of the chair of the County Council sold
breakfast in the market for decades before retiring only a few years ago.
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Almost every woman participated in these businesses. A woman from Ox
Horn who grew vegetables and went each day to Shanlong to sell them
recounts:

My husband was a �sherman and he often lost money on it. So I grew whatever
I could sell. That was the only way our family could survive.

Matsu was traditionally a �shing society, in which the men went out to
�sh and the women stayed at home to look after the family. They grew
sweet potatoes, took care of animals, gathered �rewood in the moun-
tains, and did all kinds of household labor. Their husbands would
frequently not return for days at a time (especially when they had gone
to the mainland), and accidents at sea were common, so the wives or
mothers of �shermen were often solely responsible for their households.
As I mentioned earlier, Matsu has a saying: “A wife/mother is the hoop
around the bucket” (F. lauma/nuongne sei thoeyn�khu)—in other words,
the wife or mother is the force binding the whole family together.

Nevertheless, it is indisputable that the status of women is low in
most �shing societies. In the past, Matsu women primarily provided

Fig. 3.2 Women at a market selling shell�sh they have gathered
(Photo by Su Shengxiong, 1986)
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household labor, and since they could not go out to sea to �sh like men,
they were not able to make money for the family. Earning money being
“a man’s work,” many elders said that men would apply this very rude
phrase to curse their “disobedient” wives for their inability to earn even a
cent: “Even if women pissed oil, men would still have to carry it to
market!” (F. tsynoeyng niu na pienglau iu, toungmuonoeyn� tang kho ma)

These traditional gender relations changed demonstrably under the
WZA with the in�ux of soldiers and their consumer demands. Fisherman
Liu Mujin says:

Men rarely went to sell things at market. The soldiers wanted to buy from
women. They’d only do business with them.

Women could carry things in to sell at the barracks. If a man approached the
barracks carrying something, the soldiers would block his way. But they
wouldn’t stop women. Once they sang out a peddler’s cry, the soldiers
would all come out to buy.

As we can see, in the military economy, women could go to the market
early in the morning and sell vegetables or �sh. Later in the day, they
could go to the barracks to sell things or take the soldiers’ dirty clothes
home to wash. They could also work in shops, or even open their own.
Under the WZA, women not only took care of their households but also
conducted business. They interacted with the soldiers and became an
important source of income for their families.

Younger women even became a conduit to military goods for their
families. People often said that coveted tickets for ships headed to
Taiwan could be easily procured if a family had a daughter. H. Liu’s
article (2016) of “Carrying Swill” describes how the older sister of his
childhood companion drew the attention of military of�cers because of
her good looks. At that time, most families on Matsu raised pigs, and
everyone wanted to fatten them up by getting swill from the military
camps. Not only did his pretty sister obtain swill for them, her whole
family had steamed buns and meat to eat because of her connection to
the soldiers. Eventually, she reluctantly married an of�cer around the
same age as her father.

Young or pretty women could easily attract the attention of the soldiers
or become objects of unwanted attention or even assault. Previous stud-
ies have shown how women become targets of sexual violence during
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times of war (Das 2008; Kelly 2000; Sanford, Stefatos, and Salvi eds.
2016, to name only a few). For this reason, Xuemei, of the love triangle
murders I described in Chapter 2, is rarely criticized by villagers. In fact,
they usually sympathize with her for the dif�culties she faced as an
indigent �sherman’s wife. As Cao Daming commented while showing
me the murder trail, “she may have been a bit open to other men, but
what other options did she have?”

Despite the dif�culties they faced, women under the WZA came to have
new opportunities: they participated in the market economy, and gradually
identi�ed themselves with their businesses. The “boss lady” (laoban niang)
was undoubtedly a signi�cant female identity that came to prominence
during the war era. For example, in the army there was a popular song
called “My Home is on the mainland” (wode jia zai dalu shang) which
described the homesickness felt by those soldiers who had followed the
KMT government to Taiwan in 1949. The original lyrics began:

My home is on the mainland, (wode jia zai dalu shang)
where the mountains are high, and the water �ows afar, (gaoshan gao,

liushui zhang)
and the seasons change from one to the next. (yinian siji buyiyang)

In Matsu, these lyrics were changed by the soldiers to:

Boss lady, let me tell you, (laobanniang wo genni jiang)
my heart is in the billiard room, (wode xin zai zhuangqiuchang)
if I don’t see you every day, it starts to itch. (yitian bu jiandao ni, wo

jiu xin yangyang)

“Boss Lady and Her Business” became a way for soldiers to sing about
their feelings and attachments, above and beyond their longing for
the motherland.

Women who worked outside of the home at this time also began to form
their own business associations, such as the “Thirteen Golden Hairpins”
(shisan jinchai) of the Shanlong market. The Thirteen Golden Hairpins
was by no means the earliest market organization—the “Fourteen
Brothers and Sisters” (shisi xiongmei) already existed—but it was the
energy of these new women members that �rst attracted greater attention,
and soon such sister groups began to gain popularity across Matsu.

The members of the Thirteen Golden Hairpins were women who
sold vegetables, �sh, dried goods, and frozen foods inside the Shanlong
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market, and ran breakfast stands, bakeries, and small groceries outside
the market. In the beginning there were thirteen women, but the number
gradually increased to �fteen. They set out together as businesswomen
from a young age, grew up, and married all around the same time.
Maintaining frequent interactions, they gradually became a solid com-
munity. I asked them at what point they had sworn sisterhood with each
other, and they said: “We’ve been together from the beginning. It was
probably thirty or forty years ago, at some festival when we put on two
feasts together, that we formally declared ourselves sisters.”26

They saw each other every day at the market, and whenever one had an
important event such as a wedding or funeral, they would all join in to
help. After their economic situation stabilized, they learned dance
together, sang karaoke, played cards, and even now, in their old age, still
travel together. One local man said:

In the past, if women sang or danced, they’d be called loose or �irtatious (F. ia
hyo ia tshiang). But the Fifteen Golden Hairpin women learned how to sing
and dance.

As their old dance teacher pointed out:

The Fifteen Golden Hairpin women might have learned how to sing and
dance, but when a temple festival came around, they would all make food,
beat the clappers, and help carry the goddess’s palanquin. At other times, they
would help clean up the village. They “took the lead” (F. tsau thau leing) in
such things.

The local temple recognized their impact and named the head of their
organization to an honorary post at the temple, circumventing a vote by
the all-male temple council. The WZA chair also took notice of their
importance, and would formally invite them to dine with him, even
including them in his New Year’s celebrations.

These women always speak of their work spiritedly. For instance, the
“squad leader” (banzhang) of the Fifteen Golden Hairpins told me proudly:

Men can only do one thing at a time, but women can take care of a
lot simultaneously.

When I asked them why it was that women had to undergo the most
hardship, the second Hairpin, whom people called erjie (second eldest
sister), spoke passionately:
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A woman’s work is her “career (shiye)”; it’s her source of support and her
responsibility. Sometimes a husband doesn’t make much and has to rely on his
wife. Matsu people have a saying: “The big stones make the wall, and the small
ones �ll in the holes” (F. tu�i luoh lieh tshuo, sa suoh tai). …You have to see the
old houses on Matsu to understand. The stones here are all oddly shaped
instead of having smooth surfaces. So when you built a house, you couldn’t
just use big stones; you had to �ll in the holes with smaller stones in order to
keep the walls from just falling down. The small stones are key!

The second Hairpin clearly pointed out that a woman’s business
during the military period was her “career,” having importance both for
herself and for her family. She also used the metaphor of the small stones
to suggest that although women might be physically smaller than men,
they held an important part of the responsibility for keeping their families
going. Her self-con�dence is obvious. Matsu women like the compliment
of being called “capable” (F. ia puong nëü), indicating that they are
competent, skillful, and able. To call a wife or a mother “capable” is to
praise her ability to run a household: able to give orders, delegate work,
and turn a pro�t. Nearly every Matsu woman was a skillful budgeter and
could adjust her business to meet the needs of the soldiers. Any money
they made was invested in local money-loan associations. When it
reached a certain amount, it would be used to purchase property for
their children in Taiwan (or also Fuzhou after martial law was lifted). As
their economic contribution increased, so too did their status.

In�uenced by the Fifteen Golden Hairpins, women across Matsu
began to organize. Not only did the women on the snack street in
Matsu Village (located on the western side of Nangan Island) organize
into the “Twelve Sisters” (shier jiemei), but the women of Ox Horn also
formed the “Sorority of Twelve.” The mothers of Ox Horn danced
together, played the clappers in rituals, and got involved in local matters.
In fact, I once went with them to clean up the seashore, and saw how they
helped collect ocean detritus. The Sorority of Twelve, however, was in
some ways distinct from the Golden Hairpins of Shanlong or the Twelve
Sisters of Matsu (village). Most of the Sorority worked not at their own
businesses but in government kitchens or at the Matsu distillery, either as
laborers or as service workers. The reason for this was likely connected to
the love triangle crime described in Chapter 2. After the murders took
place, Ox Horn was declared a “restricted zone” (jinqu), and the roads
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into the village were stationed with guards who prevented soldiers from
entering. The decline of the �shing economy was already a blow to this
�shing village, and things worsened once it was declared a restricted
zone. The stores of the earlier business area, Da’ao (Big Inlet), had to
shut, and many of those who wanted to do business opened shops in the
market at Shanlong, the neighboring village. The former village head told
me that when the government decided to establish a market on the
island, the people of Ox Horn pushed hard to be chosen as the site.
But because the village did not have enough space, the market went to
Shanlong instead. The laborious and menial jobs, taken of necessity by
the Sorority of Twelve, demonstrate the deterioration of this
village’s economy.

In Shanlong in 2009, I met Cao Xiaofen, the “boss lady” of a �orist’s
shop (I shall discuss her further in Chapter 7). Like many women on
Matsu, after graduating from elementary school, she worked as a clerk at
a bookstore in Shanlong and ended up marrying a man from the area.
Her husband’s family raised chickens and ran a restaurant, and she was
kept very busy each day helping with the work. As the G. I. Joe business
became increasingly competitive, she left Matsu in 1976 to work in a
clothing factory in Bade, Taiwan. When her husband took ill, he went to
Taiwan for treatment; she took care of him and engaged in some minor
business to support her family. After her husband died, she had the
chance to study �oriculture, which she enjoyed, but unfortunately her
son fell ill. After many years of toil, she herself was diagnosed with
cancer. With the help of her family back in Matsu, she returned home
to recover. Having gone from Matsu to Taiwan and back again, she
shared her observations with me:

When I returned to Shanlong a decade ago, I realized that the women here had
changed! They sing and dance and play cards—they’re more active than the
women in Taiwan!

Returning to Matsu helped her recover from her illness, and inspired
by her friends, she opened a �ower shop with a café and taught �oricul-
ture. The media reported that she had “returned to her hometown to
�nally live for herself” (J. Liu 2004c). Even today, we can see vigorous
boss ladies arriving at the markets early to buy ingredients for their
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restaurants catering to Matsu’s burgeoning tourism. There are also some
female graduates from high school or college who have formed cultural
organizations and participate actively in Matsu society nowadays.

Conclusion: Men and Women during the War Period

During the WZA period, the �shing economy in Matsu confronted
severe challenges. As Taiwan began the process of industrialization in
the 1970s and required a greater labor force, many Matsu locals moved
there—mostly to Taoyuan—to work in factories. Those who stayed
behind on the islands shifted their forms of livelihood to offering services
and goods to the military. The guaranteed admission program and
obligation to return home to work also introduced a new social category
of government employees and teachers to Matsu. They would come to
exert a tremendous in�uence on the future of Matsu, as I will discuss in
Chapters 8–10.

Under the WZA, women also faced circumstances utterly different
from those seen in the past. In the �shing society, men had made the
primary contribution to the family �nances by going out to sea, while
women, who maintained the household, held a lower social status and
were offered few educational opportunities. The military economy, how-
ever, opened up new possibilities for women. The G. I. Joe businesses, as
Szonyi (2008:140) pointed out, were part of the militarization of the war
period; female labor in Matsu was mobilized, as it was in Jinmen, to
provide goods and services to soldiers. However, the changes the women
of Matsu experienced differed from those in Jinmen. On the one hand,
the new role of women, as in Jinmen, did not subvert traditional patrilin-
eal ideology: the members of the Fifteen Hairpins were mothers �rst and
foremost. They did not try to usurp the position of their husbands as
head of the household, nor did they show great enthusiasm for temple
politics. On the other hand, their role as boss ladies and their brisk
business with the army gave them different possibilities outside of the
patrilineal authority. The Fifteen Hairpins not only challenged the trad-
itional Matsu view that singing and dancing were for “loose women,”
their collective power even induced the elders and military leaders within
the patrilineal society to acknowledge their contributions. Finally, they
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were given their own honorary posts in the temple without being subject
to a vote by the all-male temple council. These differences from the
women in Jinmen are related to the islands’ differing histories: the lineage
organizations on Matsu were never as strong as on Jinmen, given Matsu’s
long history as a temporary stopover for �shermen.

In many ways, the development of the women of Matsu was more
along the lines of the Taiwanese or mainland model of the “female
entrepreneur.” Gates (1996, 1999) describes how petty capitalism
offered women, both in Taiwan and in the mainland, more autonomy
and social power. Simon (2004) also points out that in Taiwan, boss
ladies often stressed that their businesses endowed them with free space
in which to live. Not only could they contribute to the family income,
they could also go beyond their household and develop new connections
with the larger society. Under the WZA, the lives of the women of Matsu
were in important ways different from the earlier days.
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4 Gambling with the Military State

In many places, gambling is taken as a sign of moral decline. Persistent
gambling can lead to addiction or a loss of self-control and has the
potential to engender serious social problems. This chapter examines
gambling from the perspective of Matsu’s ethnography. I locate the
Matsu people’s gambling habits in the context of the island’s ecology
and society, showing that early on gambling was embedded in the �sh-
ermen’s lives. It was elaborated during the WZA era to coordinate with
the oppressive and tedious rhythm of a society tightly controlled by the
army. I argue that gambling in warzone Matsu was not only a cultural
metaphor (Geertz 1973) or a form of social resistance (Scott 1985), but
also an emotional outlet and imaginative practice by which the islanders
escaped, ridiculed, and even and contended with the military state.

Gambling and Fishing

Gambling has been a part of Chinese life for a very long time, both in
China itself and in Chinese emigrant societies (Watson 1975; Basu
1991). Matsu is no exception. Before 1949, the men in Matsu had a
tradition of drinking and gambling. Whether after an exhausting day out
at sea, or while waiting for the tide, drinking and gambling were diverting
ways to pass the time and constituted the main form of male entertain-
ment on the islands. Gambling, unlike the labor of women in the domes-
tic space, was a communal activity. As they drank and gambled, men
exchanged �shing information and current social news, and created,
demonstrated, and reaf�rmed their social connections. A man who did
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not drink or gamble showed that he had neither money nor power. As a
Matsu saying reveals:

No whoring, no gambling: ancestors are dishonored (F. Me phiu, me tu, ta louh
kung tsu).

Yet �shing and gambling are in fact mutually implicated at an even
deeper level. The senior boat captains I interviewed, who have closely
observed the �sherman lifestyle, all pointed to the fact that �shing is
inherently a form of gambling. Fishermen are different from farmers who
work the land; out at sea, they must confront a host of unpredictable
factors, such as ocean currents, wind direction, weather, and so on, all of
which can change on a dime. Fishermen not only have to be highly
adaptable; they must also be resolute and fearless in the face of danger.
Gambling involves a high degree of luck and a “winner take all” mentality
that is closely complementary to the �shing experience. For this reason,
gambling was more than just entertainment; it was also a training ground
(Chu 2010: 267), and a way of cultivating bravery and daring in
�shermen.

When a comparison is made with agriculture, the connections between
gambling and �shing become even clearer. Engaging in farming requires
land, and it relies upon a farmer’s patience during lengthy periods of
cultivation before crops can be harvested. Preservation of property and
harvest from year to year is the main method of building wealth in an
agricultural society, which lacks the possibility of sudden windfalls.
Fishing societies operate very differently. Fish multiply in the sea without
having to be cultivated, and catching them depends not only on skill, but
also on luck. When the opportunity arises, one must quickly “grab as
much as one can” in order to have any chance of an “unexpected
windfall.” Gambling, therefore, is inherent in the �shing livelihood.

Indeed, on such far-�ung islands where one had to struggle with the
sea for an unpredictable livelihood, life was more dangerous than in an
agricultural society. Anyone who was not brave enough to take substan-
tial risks was unlikely to achieve a breakthrough. This notion is re�ected
in the Matsu saying:

Better to give birth to a prodigal son than a fool.
(F. tsai iong pei ngiang, me tsai iong ngoung ngiang)

92 History of the Matsu Archipelago

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009023481 Published online by Cambridge University Press



Although a prodigal son may admittedly squander away the family
fortune, his risk-taking behavior also demonstrates that he can tolerate
danger, think quickly, and seize an opportunity when it arises. In con-
trast, a “foolish son” only consumes a family’s assets and is often caught
off guard by unexpected events.

However, since uncontrolled gambling can clearly be ruinous to the
family, the Matsu people also emphasize:

In either whoring or gambling, you have to take your own measure. (F. phiu
phiu tu tu, tsy a tho tsu)

This expression indicates that in both gambling and in illicit sexual
relations, one must �rst be certain of one’s own limits. Again, the point
is not to forbid gambling, but rather to achieve a balance so as not to
destroy oneself. In sum, gambling represented the adventurous or even
audacious character of the islanders. It was not only the main entertain-
ment or social activity for �shermen; the luck, skill, and inherent spirit of
risk that it entails also capture what men needed to equip themselves
when facing the perils of the capricious ocean.

“Gambling is the Origin of All Vices”

Perhaps owing to worries about people gathering together and causing
trouble, or concern about fostering addiction, the army detested gambl-
ing from the start. Nearly every year, Matsu Daily reported on the ban on
gambling and the arrest of gamblers. A 1959 article already announced
strict punishments for gambling:

Any civil servant who gambles will be dismissed from his position, and is
banned from taking up a government post in the future. Military of�cials will
be dealt with severely under military law.1

In order to rid Matsu of gambling, the WZA held endless meetings to
discuss the problem of “how to eradicate gambling.”2 A 1969 decree
entitled “Implementation of a complete gambling ban,” stated that gov-
ernment employees and teachers caught gambling would not only be
dismissed, but also that their work unit supervisor would be given a �rst
level demerit. If common people were caught gambling, businessmen
would be forced to close their businesses, while �shermen would be kept
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off the sea for a period of a week to a month. Others would be punished
according to the speci�c circumstances with forced labor, jail time, or
�nes. Often, the newspaper would publish the names of offenders along
with statistics about their professions. For example, a 1972 Matsu Daily
article recounts that police had apprehended:

Fifty-six participants in a gambling ring, including two government of�cials,
twenty-six businessmen, �fteen �shermen, three visitors, and ten women.3

What is worth noting in this report is the appearance of government
of�cials and women as gamblers, a subject that I will revisit in the
next section.

Nearly every year the police would publicly burn gambling parapher-
nalia, and the WZA chair would be at the scene to personally supervise
and express how seriously the authorities viewed the issue.4 The author-
ities’ attitude reveals the state’s deep anxiety about losing control over
gatherings of locals. Despite their intense efforts, however, the of�cial
ban on gambling had only a limited effect.5 As Matsu Daily reported:

Yesterday at 2:30 PM, county police and other of�cials participated in a
burning of gambling equipment at the Shanlong harbor. …Although of�cials
have put a strict ban in place…evil still persists in the face of good, and
addicted offenders have continued their old ways, in disregard of the law.6

In this situation, authorities could only implement increasingly harsh
laws. For instance, the importation and sale of books about gambling and
articles that could be used for purposes of gambling (such as mahjong
tiles, Chinese dominos, dice, and four-colored cards) were tightly
controlled:

1. Importation regulations: Gambling paraphernalia imported through the
regular channels will be con�scated without exception, and the offender’s
work unit and name will be recorded and investigated.

2. Sales regulations: The county government forbids all stores within its
jurisdiction to sell any gambling paraphernalia.7

The WZA also regularly announced new rules and increasingly severe
punishments. By the end, anyone who worked for the government—
including all of�ce workers, maintenance workers, service workers,
and other employees—would be �red immediately if found to be
engaging in gambling activities.8 A year later (1983), there was even an
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announcement that people who were apprehended three times for pro-
viding venues for gambling to soldiers would be expelled from the islands
and not allowed to come back. The newspaper denounced the behavior
forcefully: “Gambling is the origin of all vices.”9

As of�cials engaged in this cat-and-mouse struggle against local
custom, however, gambling became a kind of shared knowledge between
of�cials and locals. While of�cials thought of every means possible to
enforce a ban against gambling, they also used it as a kind of larger
metaphor. For example, in an interview that the WZA chair granted a
Taiwanese reporter, he told the following story:

Confucius went on a journey but didn’t bring enough money. So he played a
game of mahjong with Shakyamuni, Jesus, and Mohammed, hoping to win
enough to cover his expenses. But Confucius’s luck was bad, and he kept
losing. Finally, his luck turned, and he got a good hand that included the four
directions [and a red tile], so all he needed was another red tile [to make a pair]
to win. But then he had a second spell of bad luck, and after several rounds he
still hadn’t obtained the needed red tile. The moment he decided to just play
the red tile he had in his hand, he received another red tile, but by that time it
was too late to win. Confucius was very disheartened. Zilu [Confucius’s
student] said: “Having received the four directions, he hoped for another red
tile, but as soon as he played his �rst red tile, of course he lost!” The WZA
chair recounted this story, and then added the conclusion: That red tile with a
“�” in it represents the “Republic of China.” It’s like a trump card. You can
see from this how important the place of China is in the world.10

In the story, Confucius is unlucky, and he does not manage to win any
money. When his luck �nally changes, he is able to collect tiles for the
“four directions,” along with a “red tile.” If he can collect a second red
tile, he will win. Unexpectedly, in a moment of carelessness, Confucius
gives up his red tile and ruins his potentially winning hand. To educate
people, the WZA chair used the “red tile” as a metaphor for the Republic
of China, demonstrating that mahjong had already become a form of
shared knowledge for the government and locals, as well as a medium for
communication.

Lightening the Drudgery of Military Rule

In contravention of the government ban, gambling during the military
period extended to all walks of life, and its signi�cances multiplied.
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Killing Tedium

“The harder they tried to catch us, the more we gambled” (zhuade yuejin,
dude yuexiong), many Matsu residents said. Moreover, while in the past it
was mainly �shermen who engaged in gambling, the practice now spread
beyond any speci�c group. Even government of�cials and teachers began
to participate during the WZA period. Matsu Daily’s reports of repeated
government orders regarding civil workers show how much of an issue it
was. Workers at the Matsu Distillery, the Regulation of Goods
Department, and the publishing of�ce of Matsu Daily were caught gam-
bling and named in the newspaper. Yet despite constant government
threats, as well as severe punishments including dismissal, people con-
tinued to gamble. A man who worked for the Matsu Electric Company
recounted the situation at the time:

Back then, we never put away our of�ce mahjong table.11 When the lunch
break began, everyone would rush to the table to get a spot. In order to keep a
seat, some even skipped lunch completely.

“Why were people so crazy about gambling?” I pressed.
I don’t know. It felt like that was the only way we could get through the day.

It seemed as if only by playing mahjong could one alleviate the boredom
of civil service under military rule and make life bearable.

By examining the Supply Cooperative, we can go a step further in
understanding the connection between the drudgery of life under mili-
tary rule and gambling. The Supply Cooperative was a special work unit
under the WZA that managed the circulation of supplies within the
islands. Its head, deputy head, and section chiefs were all appointed by
the military authority, while Matsu locals were employed in subordinate
positions as ordinary personnel. Thus, the Supply Cooperative was partly
a military entity: at the beginning of each day, workers raised the national
�ag and did morning exercises before beginning work. Even today, at the
old site of the Supply Cooperative, one can see the �agpole towering over
the middle of the complex (Fig. 4.1).

The Supply Cooperative was responsible for regulating all the import-
ant supplies on the islands. Aside from rice, which was controlled directly
by the military, all of the goods necessary for daily life such as wheat,
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sugar, different kinds of alcohol, and construction materials like steel
bars and concrete had to be purchased from the Cooperative. One might
say that the Supply Cooperative was an enormous warehouse (Fig. 4.2).

Work at the Supply Cooperative took place nearly around the clock. In
addition to keeping regular working hours, the warehouse also had to be

Fig. 4.1 The main building of the Supply Cooperative
(Photo by the author)

Fig. 4.2 The spatial layout of the Supply Cooperative
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