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The economy, land, and people of Taiwan’s rural villages

Forum, prepared by the newspaper’s Editorial Department, is published Tuesdays and Wednesdays.


The further opening of Taiwan’s market to imports of foreign agricultural products in the wake of Taiwan’s admission to the World Trade Organization dealt a direct blow to domestic agriculture. Faced with the predicament of rice famers in his native place, Yang Ju-men from Erlin Township (in Changhua County) last year expressed his protest by planting rice bombs, causing an uproar. And 17 years ago in 1988, fierce farmers protests erupted on May 20 over the liberalization of agricultural imports. The Academic Alliance Caning About the Yang Ju-men Case on May 14 held a symposium at the Wisteria teahouse in Taipei to explore the background, current state, and future of the economy, land, and people of Taiwan’s rural villages. The discussions began with the two groundbreaking protest incidents in the history of Taiwan’s farmers’s movement, the May 20 farmers movement of 17 years ago and today’s rice bomber. Tsai Ying-wen, research fellow at the Research Center for Humanities and Social Sciences, Academia Sinica, moderated the symposium. The Taiwan News presents here the symposium highlights.

The important beginning of a social movement after the lifting of martial law


Daiwie Fu: The May 20 farmers movement in 1988 caused Taiwan’s greatest bloodshed in twenty years. At the time, some 5,000 farmers took to the streets to demonstrate. The Kuomintang government used suppressive measures to counter Taiwan’s farmers, and the situation became very tense. National Tsing Hua University professors Hsu Cheng-kuang and Hsu Mutsu and I at that time very quickly launched a signature campaign under the motto “Our Appeal Regarding the May 20 Incident.” Within one or two weeks of the demonstration, the 333 university professors signed the petition. These not only included professors from the humanities and social sciences, but also numerous scientists from Academia Sinica and Tsing Hua, and National Chiao Tung universities. Everybody knows that during the 1990s, when Taiwan’s social movements and political movements thrived, professors often launched signature drives. In fact, we might say that the signature campaign in connection with the May 20 Incident of 1988 was a very important starting point for the more active participation of Taiwan’s academics and intellectuals in Taiwan’s social movements.

At the time many people thought that Taiwan’s agriculture was in a certain sense already in a permanent state of decline. But when looking back at that era today, I think that the May 20 farmers’ movement 17 years ago actually sowed many new seeds and also brought the germination of new industries. The May 20 farmers’ movement was an important stimulus and learning process for Taiwan’s academia to begin getting involved in social movements. Back then the media also felt that it was very strange that so many of these egg-headed scholars, who never before cared about society, signed the appeal. I remember that the China Times then listed on its front page the names of every single person who signed. This newspaper clipping can still be found today. After the scholars’ appeal regarding this incident, some people within Taiwan’s judicial scene thought that the professors were interfering with the judiciary because at that time prosecutors were involved in investigating the farmers’ incident. As a result, they launched a signature campaign called “Give us Space for a Sincere Judgment,” which a lot of public prosecutors signed. More than a few of these public prosecutors who signed subsequently delved into politics.
Absurd testimony


There was a key controversy in connection with the May 20 farmers’ protests. At the time, a truck from Yunlin had transported a load of vegetables up north, which were originally meant to be thrown, for example, at the Legislative Yuan and other places during the protests. Later on it was said that under the vegetables the truck was fully loaded with a ton of stones, so that, on the slightest provocation, the protesting farmers would suddenly have a whole lot of stones in their hands to throw around all over the place. The next day several newspapers said the clashes were premeditated! Taiwan’s farmers appeared good-natured on the surface, but that they had early on prepared the stones for violent protest, they said. As a result, prosecuting and criminal investigation agencies went to find the truck driver and questioned him several times. He later agreed to say that the Yunlin farmers’ cooperative told him to go to the Erlin Township cemetery late at night to dig up stones under the cloak of darkness. He said he spent one hour to collect the ton of stones, which he later covered up with a layer of vegetables. After this oral testimony had gotten out, the entire situation took a sudden turn for the worse, as many people said the farmers should truly not have thrown the stones. Instead, they sympathized with some police officers who were wounded in the clashes. Many skeptics at the time fought back against this way of thinking, however, because in the past the KMT had often politically framed people or enticed them into admitting to doing certain things that they did not do at all.

Some scientists at Tsing Hua and Chiao Tung universities also felt that the driver’s testimony was strange. Consequently, in a spirit of experimentation, eight people including myself went to the Erlin cemetery at night to check the veracity of this incident. After the May 20 incident, Erlin cemetery had many more streetlights. In order to find the truth, we demanded that all streetlights be witched off. Finding stones at night when the streetlights were turned off was very difficult. Moreover, according to the oral testimony, the stones were gathered on the evening of the fourth day of the seventh month of the lunar calendar, when there was not even any moonlight. We gathered stones on the ninth day (of the seventh month), when the moonlight was a little brighter. Each of us eight professors collected stones for eight minutes, which is enough to make up one hour’s time. Actually when gathering stones, one has usually more stamina during the first half hour, but we neglected this (in our experiment). After finishing we piled up all stones together and found that they weighed 180 kilograms. But this driver who looked pretty small and thin, gathered a ton of stones (1,000 kg) within one hour under less moonlight than during our experiment. This was truly too absurd! Our experiment was able to immediately prove this statement wrong.

From the May 20 farmers movement to last year’s protest actions by rice bomber Yang Ju-men, the history of Taiwan’s farmers movement has continued for 17 years. Today, we are discussing the meaning of Yang Ju-men’s actions. I remember that before coming to power the Democratic Progressive Party once came up with the term “Bedges of the law,” which meant that some protest actions pushed the envelope to the brink of apparently intending to break the law. In fact, the significance of Yang Ju-men’s actions that pushed the limits of the law is rather familiar to me or from the now-ruling DPP and the era of the dangwai (outside the KMT) movement.
The agricultural sector shrinks, but its value does not decline

Wang Jiun-hao: After Taiwan joined WTO it was always caught up in an atmosphere of “Bde-agriculturization.” This not only occurred within the agricultural sphere, but also included academia. I believe that National Taiwan Univerwsity is the only remaining university with a college of agriculture in all of Taiwan. I remember submitting a project to the National Science Council a few years ago, which mainly proposed to explore the problem of rural villages. However, one of the members of the review panel gave me his opinion, arguing that Taiwan no longer has any rural villages, that agriculture does not have any value anymore and that therefore there is no need for research. Taiwan’s agriculture is certainly shrinking, but the fact that it is shrinking does not mean that it is not important. People will not feel regret if certain professions disappear. But this is not the case for agriculture, because it is closely linked to our lives. It is not very likely that we replace all things with imported agricultural products, because agriculture not only provides us with food, but also prolongs the life of the land and nature.


The first problem of Taiwan’s agriculture is that farmers do not know what kind of risks WTO has brought with it. They only know that now that the monster has come, the impact will be very big, but they don’t know how big. As a result they quickly tell the young people in the villages to leave and look for work elsewhere. The second problem is sprawling urbanization. Actually, during the second land reform, attempts have been made over the past 20 years to expand farmers’ average acreage of arable land. But the average plot size cultivated is still around one hectare with plots under one hectare accounting for about 97 percent. Let’s take as reference German definitions of agriculture. Germany treats land of less than one hectare as gardens, while land of more than four hectares is viewed as viable for maintaining the livelihood of a farm household. So in terms of arable land area, Taiwan’s farmers are truly at a considerable disadvantage.

In fact, regarding the future development of rural villages, my personal opinion tends somewhat more toward the European Union’s approach. The EU views agriculture and rural villages as a joint asset of society. Consumers, producers, the entire society and the citizens jointly aspire to developing rural villages. What do we hope for? We count on being able to eat healthy food, and therefore we hope that farmers manage the land and produce healthy agricultural products, while also shaping beautiful rural scenery. These are all part of a society’s assets. Therefore, given that EU agricultural products are not able to resist the pressure from low-priced agricultural products imported by some business groups, the EU uses various methods, which I would call different “Btechnical fouls, “ to protect its agriculture and farmers. Farmers are not only the producers of primary agricultural products, but also the guardians of our natural landscape.
Huang Su-jen: Taiwanese agriculture is a very extreme form within the world’s agricultural development. Since the average cultivable land area of most farmers is too small, it is not possible in modern society to sustain the livelihood of too many farmers. Except for a small minority of (farmers growing) special crops, the lion’s share of farm households is no longer able to survive.


Putting it simply, nowadays our agricultural problem is actually a social welfare problem and not a production policy problem. Amid an increasingly affluent industrialized society, we must grant appropriate social welfare to the economically weak who are not able to adjust to life in the new industrial society.

Huang Su-jen: Why would I say that the problem of Taiwan’s rural villages is mainly a social welfare problem and not an industrial policy problem? Let’s first talk about the problem of Taiwan’s agriculture itself. Imagine what would happen, if today’s Taiwan was not industrialized and globalized. First, without modern medical care resulting from globalization our average lifespan would be only 40-50 years. Second, the agricultural workforce in today’s Taiwan accounts for less than 10 percent of Taiwan’s total labor force. Without industries, which absorb most of the labor force, a large number of these people would have to return to the villages for work. In other words, the (cultivable) land would not increase, but 15 times more people would have to make a living working in the fields, so that each person would be allotted just one fifteenth of the current land area (per farmer). Without globalization, the per capita income for living would be one fifteenth of it is currently, on the basis of which it would be impossible to support a family. Also, since cultivable land would be subdivided into lots that are too small (to run a farm), half of our farmers actually won’t have anything to do.

Fortunately, around 40 years ago, Taiwan’s export industry created work opportunities. These work opportunities allowed a large number of farm family descendants in the 1960s and 1970s to leave the farms for factory work in the cities. It was the export industry, which generated today’s wealth. Agriculture cannot create such riches. Without these incomes from other sectors apart from agriculture, the farmers of today’s Taiwan would probably be as much on the brink of starvation as China’s peasants. This is not necessarily the result of oppression and exploitation, as even if there was no oppression and exploitation, you would probably never be able to maintain a basic living, because your cultivable land would be just too small. In fact, nowadays our agriculture contributes just a little over 1 percent to our economy. So, should we then complain about globalization? Without globalization our farm households would not have the 90-some-thing percent of non-agricultural income and wouldn’t have today’s living standards.


The labor-intensive industries, which twenty years ago once created plenty of employment opportunities for the labor force from Taiwan’s rural villages, have meanwhile one after the other relocated to China, where wages are lower than in Taiwan. As a result, the work opportunities, which originally provided some 90 percent of non-agricultural income for farm households, have shrunk rapidly. You want to resist globalization? I suspect that’s not feasible. Do we want to resist the tide of globalization for the sake of this 1 percent of agricultural income?

Consequently, our agricultural development strategy should be to seek out the small number of agricultural businesses that can still be retained, help them to operate more efficiently to enable them to make a living from agriculture. But given the high prices of Taiwan’s commodities and wages, not too many farm households will be able to continue to make a living. According to my own rough estimate it will be 20,000-30,000 at most. The problem that the other 700,000-800,000 farm households face is that their agricultural income is not able to support a family, no matter how hard they try. What they need is the wealthy income that the industrial sector in an affluent industrial society generates. Putting it simply, that’s social welfare.

But we should not confuse “social welfare” with “exploitation.” A lot of people like to say that Taiwan’s farmers are oppressed and exploited. Some 30 years ago this was definitely the case. But beginning in the 1970s, Taiwan’s farmers basically no longer had to pay taxes, they only had to accept market protection through agricultural import restrictions as well as various kinds of handout-type agricultural subsidies. Agriculture is protected. Therefore what we should discuss is not the problem of exploitation, but how many subsidies are needed to reassure farmers about their livelihood.

Yang Jur-bing: From Professor Huang’s explanations we can see that Taiwan sure enough is a quite complex and diverse society that finds it difficult to have a unitary standpoint or standard. Actually, (from my professional background) I am probably not qualified to discuss agricultural problems here today. But it seems as if I am not the only such example. The list of supporters of the “The Academic Alliance Caring About the today’s symposium, includes people who are quite left-wing, but also people who are ordinarily seen as more traditional and conservative. Moreover the friends from, for instance, the Taiwan Solidarity Union, also strongly support this endeavor. I guess in Taiwan’s political sphere only agricultural or farmers’ issues are able to trigger concern from people of different political standpoints.
The generation of scholars of the early 1900s when China became a republic essentially all have quite strong feelings about agriculture. For example, during the Nativist Literature Debate twenty years ago, Hsu Fu-kuan openly expressed his support (for agriculture). Several great Confucian thinkers representing Han culture such as Chien Mu, Liang Shu-ming, and Tang Junyi have all mentioned the positive value of farm culture and culture that is in tune with nature. Several scholars also praise rural life as a life with true meaning as opposed to a dissimilated life.
Statement by a member of the audience: We have just heard Professor Huang analyze the problems of Taiwan’s agricultural population is likely less than 10 percent (of the total population), and its output value stands at roughly 1 percent or 2 percent of GDP.As a result, it is basically seen as not worthwhile to keep Taiwan’s agriculture alive. Furthermore, the globalization of Taiwan’s industry over the past decades has nurtured the development of Taiwan’s agriculture. Therefore, we must, of course, globalize, if we currently look at agricultural development. But if we simply analyze based on figures, I would like to ask how many university teachers do we presently have after all? Second, what is the output value of their CDP? Third, given the mobility of talent against the backdrop of globalization, why should we still train university teachers ourselves? We could actually recruit teachers from Philippines, because they speak English. We cannot use figures to analyze figures.


Returning to industry, why do we still need agriculture today? Isn’t this the same as asking why should we still train university teachers ourselves? What are the functions of agriculture? What are the future functions of these teachers? And what is the organic composition of a society? These are all questions that we need to consider. Didn’t the globalization of our industry in the 1960s, apart from causing agricultural pollution also cause the current state of agriculture that Professor Huang just described-namely that work opportunities once gone, won’t come back? Why do we, when examining industrial globalization, still invariably say how good it is and how many beautiful dreams it has realized? In the 1980s we sang the praises of Silicon Valley’s high-tech industry. But hasn’t Silicon Valley’s boom also gone for good? As we face various problems with industrial globalization, what business do we have saying we should now embrace the globalization of agriculture? In fact, there are still many possibilities for the local development of agriculture. What we should discuss is which possibilities we should realize and through which mechanisms. Agriculture does not necessarily have to be squeezed into the social welfare sector.

Huang Su-jen: This female journalist has just mentioned that industrialization has destroyed Taiwan already once and I agree that we need to review that part. But what we should ask ourselves is how was Taiwanese economic life in pre-industrial times? If we hadn’t industrialized, we would not be sitting here today sipping tea and chatting. Everyone would be just like the peasants of Guizhou in China, without any work opportunities outside agriculture and only able to keep a small piece of land. Tourists think this is very romantic, but I don’t think that the farmers themselves feel that their lives are very romantic. In Taiwanese society, where only two generations have lived in an industrial society, there is not a single person who wouldn’t yearn for agricultural society and no one who wouldn’t harbor some fears toward industrial society. But agriculture around the globe is heading toward utilitarianism. Even in societies like New Zealand and Denmark, which have made agriculture their main economic pillar, the vast majority of farmers reside in the cities, living an urban life. As a result, when we discuss the problems of industry and agriculture we cannot just one-sidedly discuss these problems, even if each person likes different aspects.

Daiwie Fu: The part about the impact of western industrial development on modern medical care and national health that Professor Huang just discussed is extremely simplified and quite ideological. Generally speaking, at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution in the 18th century, science and technology caused considerable damage to the health of the European people. It took until the latter part of the 19th century before things gradually developed into an improved national health situation and increased average lifespan that we see today. Why was it possible for things to develop from the latter part of the 19th century into the situation that we have today? There is a lot of debate about this in the fields of history and sociology, but today’s situation could certainly not have been achieved solely though the development of Western medical science. Various public health research results show, for instance, that the mortality rates for many diseases began to decline in the latter part of the 19th century. This is actually the result of hygiene and public health developments, while the contribution of Western medicine to national health during this process was extremely small.

From a global perspective another very important factor is that Colonialism and Imperialism developed in Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries, which forced the southern countries and the colonized countries to pay most of the price for industrialization on behalf of the northern countries. This is also one of the reasons why the Europeans’ national health improved in the 19th century.


Finally I would like to ask the following question. Globalization has made Taiwan face a difficult problem, namely the gradual exodus of manpower, capital, and professional know-how to China. This is a global trend. Wouldn’t then everything be fine, if we just let China provide our social welfare policy?

