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When ideology substitutes for social science: A look at “How populism is destroying Taiwan”

When I switched on the TV and saw legislators, whom we call self-serving politicos, tell reporters that a certain professor of the Democratic Action Alliance is a scumbag, I became a bit depressed. Since when do we professors have to “fall” as for as being rebuked by these politicos? I never quite understood what this alliance advocates or opposes, so I went to the book shop and bought Professor Hwang Kung-kuo’s book “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan.” From Chinese proverb “reading is always beneficial.” After finishing this book, I no longer agree.


Is it ideology or social science?


As I see it “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan” is full of subjective conjectures and views and is by no means a strictly academic work. A bestseller like this, which plays to the market, reminds me of “August 1995” or “Bible Codes.” It is not without reason that I put things this way. The book is, for instance, full of prophetic warnings: If Taiwan allows President Chen Shui-bian to carry on, there will be only two possible outcomes: “One is a war of independence with China, and Taiwan will be destroyed in the battle fire. The other is an unbearable burden from the arms race, which will lead to the collapse of the government’s finances.”

Actually if “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan” defined itself as a bestseller, I would not spend so much time in front of my computer to ponder the meaning of this book. I do this precisely because Hwang Himself assigns a very special position to his book, which allows me to see the thin line separating ideology and social science that is so easily overstepped. In the final part of his book, Hwang displays a lot of confidence in and expectations for his book, citing the Frankfurt School (of social sciences):


One of the major tasks of social scientists is to criticize the deceptive effects of ideology and to liberate mankind from ideological domination. I wrote “How Populism Will Destroy Taiwan” nine years ago and now this book for this purpose. We will have to wait and see whether the publishing of this book at this crucial time in our historic development will be able to rid Taiwan’s ruling and opposition parties from deception and to change Taiwan’s fate.


Frankly speaking you won’t have to wait and see. To use an expression often used by young people I would like to say: Professor Hwang, you worry too much. The only thing that the entire “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan” changes is that it again employs extremely inaccurate definitions to push “populism,” a term which originally still had a certain positive meaning in political science, into an intellectual cesspool, which horrifies people, although it is unintelligible.


We cannot depend on a sensationalist bestseller to change Taiwan’s fate. For such a serious mission we need a group of people who carry out objective comparative analyses of the predicament of present-day Taiwan and subsequently enter their own views into the democratic process, discuss them with other people, negotiate, compromise, allow others to criticize them and even accept different opinions. If it is determined from the start that one’s own words are the truth and the only way out for the whole nation and society, then anyone who does not agree with me is a populist, if not a nazi. But where is the difference between such an autocratic approach and statements and the counterparts that he criticizes so harshly? It is definitely the task of social scientists to criticize the deceptive effects of ideology. But if a social scientist can criticize and censure those with different opinions only while hiding behind the mask of an intellectual, if all other thinking is dismissed as ideology while one’s own subjective opinion is styled as the truth and innate knowledge, then this will not only fail to mitigate social antagonism, but surely deepen social conflict. The same goes if the author makes use of the opposing camps of a polarized society to write biased or false social science studies to cater to and satisfy the tastes of certain ethnic groups. Such an approach is definitely not the responsibility but instead the downfall of intellectuals.

Allow me to explain a few controversial points about this book. First, as I recall Hsu Hsin-liang, a former chairman of the Democratic Progressive Party, attended the launch of this book. In the past Hsu Hsin-liang, due to his Taiwan independence standpoints, was ill at ease with the then authoritarian Kuomintang government. However, after his party did not nominate him as presidential candidate, his political thinking changed dramatically. Don’t forget that he once wrote a book called “Rising People.” It doesn’t matter if the book was written by a ghost writer. From the book’s title, we clearly understand that Taiwan is a rising people that clearly draws a line between itself and the Chinese people. In other words, if Taiwanese populism really is a calamity as Hwang alleges, then former Chairman Hsu, who was in office when the book was published, has probably not contributed less to it than (former President) Lee Teng-hui or Chen Shui-bian.


The strange thing, however, is that Hwang on the one hand views Chen Shui-bian as a criminal, who is guilty of an unforgivable sin, while treating Hsu Hsin-liang as a VIP. Where does this contradiction come from after all? Then again, we must not forget the famous statement that Hsu Hsin-liang made during the post-election protests, saying that in the name of Taiwan’s people, he proclaimed Lien Chan and James Soong president-elect and vice president-elect. If such statements by such people fit the definition of democracy according to Hwang’s Democratic Action Alliance, then we must ask Hwang to clarify what his so-called democracy is after all. Can it be that a coronation ceremony granted and received by private individuals is the kind of way out forward which the Democratic Action Alliance guides the Taiwan people? Can it be that the Democratic Action Alliance seeks a constitutional system with selective acceptance of election results? Isn’t Hsu Hsin-liang, who directly proclaimed Lien and Soong as elected, a populist? If so, why did Hwang then ask him to attend his book launch? If not, what ultimately is Hwang’s so-called populism?

If we hear what Hsu Hsin-liang said at the book launch that day, we will better understand why Hwang does not criticize him. Hsu Hsin-liang said we should now adopt a stance of both unification and independence and later on form a “super” China together with mainland China. This paragraph exposes the premise of “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan”: “One China” is the Taiwanese people’s only viable security option. We can publicly discuss whether this precondition is right or wrong, but what is wrong is that there are some intellectuals in our society who call any thoughts that contravene this premise and ideology, and any political acts that run counter to this premise, populist.

Under the strange definitions of “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan” only the fanning of Taiwanese populism and identity is called populist, while anything else such as appeals to a Greater China, one-China, and “Long Live the Republic of China” are not populist because they don’t cater to Taiwanese nationalism, even if they all similarly appeal to people, appeal to emotions and appeal to irrationality. This means that if 99 percent of Taiwan’s people feel that they must build a state that is separate from China, this collective will can still be called populism. To put it the other way round this means that the promoters of a Greater China ideology exhausts all violent means to make the people give up. But since they are not Taiwanese populists, they are also not populist, regardless of what they do. 


Here “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan” commits an error in terms of social science methodology, which for the time being we will call “selective criticism.” If the social Phenomena A and B both fit a researcher’s definition, then this social scientist should not criticize just one of them, and even less should that scholar denounce one of them while embellishing the other phenomenon of a similar nature.

This has become the major argument of his book: The re-election of Chen Shui-bian has already turned his contention of nine tears ago “How  Populism Will Destroy Taiwan” into today’s assertion “How Populism Destroyed Taiwan.” I think Taiwan is probably the only place in the world, where populism is equated with Nazism. To a certain degree we “owe” this to Hwang, who kept smearing this term in recent years.


I am quite curious, if Lien Chan and James Soong were elected on March 20, could it be that Hwang then would have said “Lien Chan’s victory symbolizes a triumph in Taiwan’s fight against populist politics, and at the same time saying it symbolized a big step forward for Taiwan’s democratic politics?” In his thinking, all those who voted for Chen Shui-bian have been manipulated by populism and all Chen Shui-nian supporters are accomplices who allow the destruction of Taiwan’s democratic politics, Here I can only ask what tight dies he have criticizing the political decision” that more than six million people made? What right does he have telling these six million people that he is more “right” than all of them combined” I think that Hwang has no right at all to say such things, not even if he says that he is an intellectual. Wait a minute. What is Hwang Kuang-kuo’s organization called? “De-mo-cra-tic Act-ion al-li-ance.” Can it be that this is a coincidence just in name? Okay, let’s say that Taiwanese ethnic nationalism deserves to be criticized. As a social scientist he can very well directly denounce the dangers that it possibly creates, but it is not worthwhile to drag down “populism,” which originally was a progressive force in political science, and bury the two together.
