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The stones in our hearts and the problem of "ethnic reconciliation"
I had the opportunity to preview Hu Tai-li’s new documentary “Stone Dream,” which is about to be screened in movie theaters. This film ells the story of a mainland veteran’s life in old age. The documentary revolves around the life of Liu Pi-chia, the middle-aged man portrayed some thirty years ago in Chen Yao-chi’s film “Liu Pi-chia” (1965), who is now in his eighties. (At the time Chen Yao-chi was studying cinematography. Using Liu Pi-chia, who was digging up stones in Hualien with other veterans to reclaim land, he shot Taiwan’s first-ever individual documentary. Liu Pi-chia thus became the “classical good-natured Chinese peasant representative” in the film).
The story goes that Liu, who has endured hardships for most of his life after crossing the seas to come to Taiwan, left his Hunan home when he was forced into the military as a teenager. After going through the baptism of war, more than 40 years pass before he can even think about it. Liu once first withdrew to Vietnam, then again roamed all of Taiwan, before settling on the banks of the Mukua River in Hualien County, where he reclaims the riverbed with fellow veterans. Battling the small and big stones in the river valley during the latter half of his life, enduring poverty, and taking an aboriginal woman as his wife, he depends in the end on one hectare of land ceded to him by the government and an annual subsidy of NT$40,000-50,000. He finds his place in a village with a seemingly diverse mix of cultures, where intermarriage among ethnic groups is common and where everyone peacefully lives together. This is where the story should have ended. Think about how much the scene of a veteran gaining a carefree life in old age would have suited society’s hopes for an aged wanderer finally finding a home and how it would have fulfilled society’s aspirations for ethnic reconciliation.
Souls wandering between “here” and “home”
But the story’s suspenseful plot is forced to develop in another direction. Like in countless other vagabond stories, from the moment Liu is forced to leave home, he is in a frame of mind that makes all places that he has visited appear “temporary.” Even after building a new house, erecting a new ancestors’ tablet, and constructing a new temple, he still feels the soul that “wants to return home.” He has still not found his peace of mind and as soon as he is emotionally “shaken,” he becomes homesick. 
In the film the “big shock” happens when Liu Pi-chia’s aboriginal wife dies due to an illness. Instantly, the question of where “home” ultimately is for this old man who has become lonesome a second time, becomes again a topic that everyone discusses and cares about. Could the Mukua River side, where he has lived for forty years, this new village, which is familiar but also implies a “wild mix” of various cultures, be his “home?” Or is his home (the place of) his faraway and remote younger brother, this equally dear and strange “native place”? Even Hu Tai-li cannot help ask: “So what are you going to do now?” If Taiwan is his home as a matter of course, why do people still ask “What now”? As everyone tearfully talks at him at the same time, Liu is torn between their earnest advice not to return to the mainland and his own constant saying that he is “too exhausted” and wants to return to China to “take a rest.”
Burning incense (ancestors’ cult) and blood heritage 
This problem can probably be helped through one’s offspring. Through blood relations and ancestors’ cult ceremonies the floating, wandering mind will naturally settle down. And the Liu Pi-chia in the film could then also make a grand so-called “first-generation Taiwan immigrant ancestor.” But Liu’s son is not his biological child to begin with. They are legally related but do not have blood relations. Liu Pi-chia took in the orphaned child when he married the boy’s widowed mother.
In the eyes of his “son,” Liu is a difficult to understand “father” who is working like a dog. He only sees him foolishly tilling the earth, always working the land, being poor all his life, but still dead-set to defend this one hectare of land of little value, stubbornly saying “I won’t sell it!” Indeed, Liu only knows to move stones, to pick stones, because stones are the farmer’s natural enemy. And since only the land guarantees a steadfast existence, it must be handed down to later generations. But when looking at the same stones, the young people for sure see opportunities such as “rose stones’ which can be collected, chiseled and cut open, which can bring vanity and riches. When it comes to faming, they fell that it is behind the times and are not interested at all. Since this father and son are not very close, the problems come to the fore after the death of Liu Pi-chia’s wife. The beautiful scene of three generations living under the same roof seems set to fall apart like people go away after the music is over.
So What is Liu Pi-chia’s final choice? Hu Tai-li seems to have dealt with it and also seems not to have dealt with it. The technique of this film is quite implicit and touching. The film actually not only tells the story of Liu Pi-chia and his family, but is also the story of ordinary folks in a great era. It is multifaceted and deeply significant, since beneath the surface of bustling ethnic diversity in the village there are also other similar families and couples with each family having its own difficulties and common peoples’ struggles. But finally the film needs to come to an end. Hu Tai-li “attempts” to lead Liu Pi-chia to say: “True, I am, of course, also a Taiwanese.” Frankly speaking I do not agree. Because such a conclusion plays down the loneliness of this peasant Liu Pi-chia in his old age after the death of his spouse, his “temporary” frame of mind and the struggle with his original native place as well as the severity of his difficulties to know where he ultimately belongs and what to do from now on.
The mainlanders in “Taiwan Prison Island”
The images of the sincere, honest, and impoverished Liu Pi-chia made me recall how the late Ko Chi-hua described some mainlander veterans in his book “Taiwan Prison Island.” He says for instance: “A lot of mainland veterans serve as company guards or condominium janitors and clandestinely monitor the Taiwanese. Many are also dispatched to schools to serve as office errand men, but even if they are lazy, the principal cannot do anything about it.”….”The Kuomintang veterans living in Taiwan do not have to risk their lives on the battlefield. They spend their days leisurely, but nonetheless draw a high salary, while the law-abiding and stupidly honest Taiwanese up to today still work like crazy and pay taxes to support these parasitic veterans. They also make up the underworld gangs which protect the KMT government…. When these old soldiers are discharged from military service, they can draw a retirement allowance of more than NT$1 million. More than a few of them use this money to marry girls from poor Taiwanese families or from poor aboriginal mountain tribes…”
We can for sure find certain hard evidence backing up Ko Chi-hua’s statements, but his descriptions are definitely difficult to apply to Liu. Or does this perhaps mean that Liu and his fellow veterans in the film are probably particular cases? Should this be the case, then the veterans encountered by Ko Chi-hua should be so too.

An upright and outspoken youth ends up in prison for 17 years 
Ko Chi-hua hails from a working class family. His parents were both illiterate. In his youth he obtained a strict Japanese education and enlightenment, which cultivated in him a character with a well-defined uprightness and outspokenness, a strong dislike of evil, and a sense of justice. In the past he had witnessed the KMT troops’ corruption and the calamity that the February. 28 Incident (in 1947) brought onto the Taiwanese. He could have turned his head away in the first lace and avoided harm by keeping his mind on doing a good job as a senior high school English teacher. Btu during that cruel era, when authorities would “rather wrongly kill 100 than release a single Communist spy,” congenial discussions of current issues among some young people, in what originally was a quite small-scale entanglement of friends, nonetheless, successively turned into the great lifetime disaster for Ko Chi-hua himself and his family of five. Ko Chi-hua unrelenting character regarding re-education at Taiyuan Prison and Green Island landed him in prison for an entire 17 years overall. In prison Ko was beaten, tortured, and brainwashed so that even a tough guy like him had some moments in which he could not bear being deprived of love, could not stand the humiliation, and pondered suicide to end everything. 
The mainlanders – the Chinese – whom Ko Chi-hua met and appear in his book, are without exception all impolite and rude, two-faced and brutal, selfish and superstitious, take the back door, abuse their official duties for private ends, bully the Taiwanese, and rape women. We may as well say there is not a single good one among them. And it is quite improbable that a rustic and good-natured, insult-bearing farmer like Liu Pi-chia exists in such a violence=stricken distorted world, which does not know right from wrong. Even if such a person existed, I am afraid that Ko Chi-hua would not be able to get the feel of this person’s lifetime struggle with stones and his problem that he settles in Taiwan without being able to clearly say whether he does so passively or actively and in the end, nonetheless, still finds it difficult to know where he ultimately belongs.
After finishing watching “Stone Dream” we understand that Liu Pi-chia has a weight on his mind that he will eternally find difficult to put down. After we finish reading “Taiwan Prison Island” we also understand that Ko Chi-hua has another weight on his mind. And it is difficult to imagine what could have happened if the two had met. Would Liu Pi-chia have been able to acknowledge Ko Chi-hua’s suffering? Could he have expressed empathy and sympathy? Or would he have been able to understand why “Taiwan has to belong to the Taiwanese themselves,” that kind of slogan?
A while ago, a scholar particularly pointed out that the reason why lately the Taiwanese and the mainlanders are unable to reconcile or why “the big reconciliation” has failed several times is a “psychological structure” gap between the two sides. This “psychological structure” gap stems from differing historic memories, from differing life experiences, and also from differing social system arrangements. Due to the (Sino-Japanese) war, for instance, the two sides have differing historic expectances and often sharply differing feelings toward Japan and China’s modernization. Moreover, they hold opposite values regarding the historic experiences of their own parents and family. Since this structure at the same time has been affected by the colonial period and the Cold War, the two sides have a fundamental conflict that cannot be resolved.

Refusal to recognize the authenticity of the other side’s hardships
Although this is a long story, things are probably not that complicated. The main reason why we are unable to reconcile is our refusal to recognize the authenticity of the other side’s hardships. In psychology the simplest term to describe this would be self-centeredness and individual prejudice. Human acknowledgement very much builds on our own partial experience. We depend on such partial acknowledgement and knowledge to survive, to rationalize our existence and significance. It is habitual in acknowledging things that we infer from our immediate interests and limited points of views to the more distant overall picture. We err by assuming that the world of others must be identical with ours. We are not able to see the limitedness and errors of our own experience and find it difficult to see the world that others see. We could still let it pass, if we did not know the sufferings of others. But on top of that we, nonetheless, must also refute them, thus again humiliating and hurting them. We might not be the victimizers of other ethnic groups in the first place, but since we refuse to understand, since we refuse to acknowledge, our clinging to prejudices make us, nonetheless, accomplices of the victimizers.
If wrongs are not righted and acknowledged, they will fuel anger. And if anger is not soothed and its causes not eliminated, it will nurture hate. And if hate finds an opportunity to grow, it will destroy peace and justice. For reconciliation, we must first get the stones in our hearts out of the way. 
