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Taiwan’s place and personal names continue to be romanized in dazzlingly in-
consistent ways, reflecting and reproducing the cultural tensions traced in this 
book. When I first resided in Taipei in 2001, a walk north from National Tai-
wan University took me past signs for Xinsheng S. Road, Hsin-sheng S. Road, 
and Shin-sheng S. Road, all on the same road. Even today, years after China’s 
standard Hanyu Pinyin was adopted by Taipei City under the leadership of then 
mayor Ma Ying-jeou, it is still common to see the same places, persons, or prod-
ucts written differently depending on where one stands.

In general, this book uses the most prevalent romanization for places within 
Taiwan (i.e., Taitung, not Taidong), while Hanyu Pinyin is used for mainland 
Chinese place-names. Personal names of well-known figures are written in what-
ever romanization appears most commonly in news reports or official docu-
ments. My named informants are written in their preferred romanization. For 
pseudonymous informants, Hanyu Pinyin is used if they are from China, and a 
quasi–Wade Giles spelling is used if they are from Taiwan. For Chinese-language 
words with polysemic or questionable English glosses, Hanyu Pinyin is included 
in parentheses for additional clarity.

Note on Transliteration
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In 2008, as the People’s Republic of China (PRC) pointed thousands of missiles 
toward Taiwan, it started sending millions of tourists the same way. The tour-
ists were welcomed by a travel industry eager for new sources of revenue as well 
as by President Ma Ying-jeou, who was elected earlier that year. President Ma 
claimed that the opening would strengthen the economy and improve Taiwan’s 
relations with what he called “mainland China.” The tourists, said Ma’s admin-
istration, might return home with a positive impression of Taiwan’s democracy, 
which would lead to mutual understanding and maybe even political reconcili-
ation. Still, despite the growing flow of leisure travelers and the social, economic, 
and political connections that they facilitated, citizens and officials on both sides 
of the Taiwan Strait did not quite agree on the cultural character or spatial defi-
nition of the territories they were traveling between. It turned out that tourism 
deepened the difference.

As far as most Chinese tourists were concerned, they were traveling in a part 
of China, culturally familiar if undeniably distinct politically. Indeed, Taiwan, 
an archipelago of twenty-three million people, with the western shore of its 
main island about 160 kilometers away across a heavily militarized strait, was 
listed as a province on all PRC maps and passports. As for Chinese authorities, 
the ultimate goal of all cross-strait policy, including tourism, was political con-
trol and ultimately annexation—euphemistically referred to as “unification” 
and defined as a “national core interest.” Some China-friendly leaders in Tai-
wan also hoped for territorial unification, even if they had a different vision of 
what that future “China” would look like and how it would be governed.

INTRODUCTION
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However, many people in Taiwan had a different idea—that these “mainland 
guests” (lu ke), as they called them, were entering a different country entirely, 
where they were welcome to spend their money, have a good time, mind their 
own business, and then go home. For those concerned about PRC irredentism, 
tourism looked like another one of several weapons aimed at Taiwan’s sover-
eignty. As it happened, at the same time that cross-strait tourism accelerated, so 
did Taiwanese national identification and pro-independence sentiment, leading 
to unprecedented protests and electoral shifts against PRC-friendly politicians.

A potential for tension should have been clear, for 2008 was not the first time 
that Taiwan had received a rapid influx of arrivals from China. Sixty-odd years 
earlier, at the close of World War II, Taiwan was overwhelmed by weary and des-
perate soldiers serving the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT), who were then 
retreating from the military advance of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). 
These soldiers and the KMT-dominated state apparatus they propped up, the Re-
public of China (ROC), occupied Taiwan in 1945 with the support of the United 
States after imperial Japan was forced to end its half century of colonization. 
Many Taiwanese saw the military men as uncouth and unhygienic (Kerr 1965), 
qualities not so dissimilar from those later attributed to twenty-first-century 
tourists. But unlike today’s visitors, these soldiers had nowhere to return to af-
ter the CCP consolidated its control and established the PRC in Beijing. They 
instead were pressed to enforce the repressive and often murderous rule of the 
émigré ROC in Taiwan and sometimes also suffered violence themselves under 
the authoritarian KMT regime (Yang 2020). Even after the lifting of martial law 
in 1987, Taiwanese have continued to live under the ever-present threat of a new 
Chinese military invasion, this time from the PRC, whose leaders have pledged 
to eventually “reunify” Taiwan by any means necessary.

Subtly written into the practice of tourism, then, amid the rhetoric of reconcili-
ation, was the recapitulation of a past military occupation and the foreshadowing 
of a future assault. Such semiotic excess evokes Jacques Derrida’s meditation on 
the etymological entwinement and transmutable tension between hospitality and 
hostility, in which he suggests that “for the invited guest as much as for the visitor, 
the crossing of the threshold always remains a transgressive step” (2000, 75).

Taiwan’s thresholds are tense, tangled, and constructed through a series of 
transgressions. Here, tourism animates guests, hosts, and guides in a turbulent 
dance of difference and identity, making plain that travel is no mere leisure activ-
ity. Rather, it is a stage for struggle over ethnic identity and national borders, 
a geopolitical instrument and event that performs and transforms state territory.

Tourism, I will demonstrate, has been one of several strategies aimed at achiev-
ing the political control of Taiwan for the PRC. But how has it worked in practice? 
And what does this case have to say to the claims of many tourism scholars and 
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industry and political leaders that tourism can promote peace and mutual under-
standing? This book argues that contrary to the PRC’s efforts to incorporate Tai-
wan as part of an undivided “One China,” tourism actually aggravated tensions 
between the two polities, polarized Taiwanese society, and pushed Taiwanese 
popular sentiment farther toward support for national self-determination.

In the process, Taiwan’s staging of state sovereignty bifurcated into what could 
be described as “two Taiwans”—the Taiwan performed as a part of China for 
group tourists versus the Taiwan experienced as a site of everyday life by local 
residents and some independent tourists. The split corresponded with a grow-
ing fissure of the domestic political economy, amplifying a conflict between those 
business, civil society, and state actors that had an interest in sustaining a PRC-
oriented tourist industry and those that did not. These tourism-inflected two Tai-
wans are among the most vivid manifestations of inconsistent nationalisms 
spanning a territory that was already realizing a distinct, and distinctively in-
clusive, subjectivity. Indeed, Taiwan’s identity is increasingly predicated on a plu-
ralistic civic nationalism in which not just one or two but many Taiwans coexist 
more or less comfortably, even as it is existentially threatened.

Although the transformations of Taiwan and China are the focus of this study, 
attention to their unusual features can illustrate the role of everyday practices—
such as the use of national flags, maps, names, and travel permits—in the con-
duct of tourism and the production of political spaces elsewhere. Looking at 
everyday practices of state administration and interpersonal encounter in con-
tested states sheds light on the peculiarity of normative sovereignties more gen-
erally (Navaro-Yashin 2012; Friedman 2015; Mälksoo 2012).

Likewise, looking at exceptional and even world-shattering moments can shed 
light on peculiar practices long taken for granted. By traveling along such spatial 
and temporal edges of sovereignty, one can witness the instability of the center—
in this case, the notion of exclusive state territory, an elusive yet persistent phan-
tasm that haunts the gaps and fissures of the world system, its incomplete suture 
to international representative bodies like the United Nations rupturing violently 
into view through the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, which imploded global 
mobility and illuminated the geopolitical stakes of tourism.

Tourism and Territory
“This is all just for show!” shouted a Chinese tourist during the routine chang-
ing of the guards at Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall in Taipei, a scene pictured in 
figure I.1. I observed him complain loudly to whoever would listen before he 
stormed outside. He was not wrong. Of course, the military guards, wearing 
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starched uniforms and marching with bayonets in precisely timed drills, were 
giving a show. The monument, with its grandiose, if now slightly dilapidated, 
facade and gigantic statue of Sun Yat-sen, the founder of the ROC, was designed 
for show. Likewise, the tourist’s loud public dismissal was a kind of show. But 
blatant theatricality makes such phenomena no less powerful or productive—
these phenomena are powerful and productive precisely because they are per-
formances. The performance with both the soldiers and the tourist, like the 
tourist’s prior encounter with a border guard on his arrival to Taiwan and his 
application for a travel permit to enter Taiwan in the first place, produced the 
tourist and the toured as national subjects. In so doing, it produced, reproduced, 
and troubled the state and interstate system.1 The unsettling and uncanny as-
pects of such spaces and practices point not only to the fragility of contested 
states but also to the general instability of states and state subjects, which require 
constant work to maintain.

Although cross-strait tourism may seem in many ways to be an extraordi-
nary case, contoured as it is by clashing territorial claims, it is precisely its ex-
traordinariness that makes it valuable for building theory about the geopolitics 
of tourism in general. So much is taken for granted in the scholarship and prac-
tice of tourism that the study of an extraordinary situation may uncover what, 

FIGURE I.1.  Changing of the guards at Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall, Taipei.
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through repetition, has come to seem ordinary—a world split into nation-states 
with mutually exclusive territories, a global mobility regime of visas and pass-
ports, of embassies and border guards, and so on—but which is in fact an un-
likely and unstable configuration of spaces, bodies, and practices.

Pandemic punctuations notwithstanding, millions of tourists cross borders 
every year. Passports in hand, these tourists act as the citizen-subjects of the vari-
ous nation-states of the world. They travel for any number of reasons. When 
they cross borders from their own country into another and then return home, 
they not only carry memories and souvenirs—they, along with border agents and 
airlines, travel agents and tour operators, are performing, effectively enacting, 
and potentially transforming the borders that they are crossing and the territo-
ries that they are traversing.

The central conceptual proposition of this book is that tourism performs and 
can transform state territory. This argument is informed by Michel Foucault’s 
analytics of government, which attends to points of “contact between the tech-
nologies of domination of others and those of the self” (Foucault 1988, 17). These 
social and political technologies produce temporarily durable but never finished 
subjects and objects (Foucault 2009; Lemke 2007; Rose and Miller 2012). Seen 
this way, states and citizens are not a priori political agents, and territories are not 
passive spatial containers, but rather are effects of power-laden relationships—
always-already in a state of flux, of becoming, of change, contradiction, rupture, 
and reformation (Mitchell 1991; Abrams 1988). To put the point concisely, tour-
ism can and should be theorized as a technology of state territorialization.

What does it mean to perform state territory, and how might tourism trans-
form it? Let us begin with territory, which is “better conceived as an act or prac-
tice rather than an object or physical space” (Brighenti 2010, 53). I treat territory 
as a political practice and pattern of relations that names, claims, calculates and 
bounds space. More specifically, I use state territorialization to refer to the par-
ticular practices by which space is rendered or configured as belonging to and 
bounded by a collective actor imagined as a particular state, “in whose name 
individuals are interpellated (implicitly or explicitly) as citizens or subjects, aliens 
or foreigners, and which is imagined as the source of central political authority 
for a national territory” (Painter 2006, 758). However this collective actor is 
imagined, “the practices, mechanisms and institutions through which processes 
of interpellation take place are very real” and often violent (758).

Territories acquire spatial definition through the production and reproduc-
tion of borders, which establish constitutive divisions between what is inside and 
what is outside. These borders are not simply lines on a map, but social and dis-
cursive practices that take place in time (Paasi 1998). To name the processes by 
which people become attached to particular state or national territories, I take 
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the term “territorial socialization” from the political geographer David Newman 
(1999), who has observed that places just outside effective administrative bor-
ders but still within other imagined boundaries often become cast as crucial to 
the integrity of a territorial unit, amplifying potential for physical and symbolic 
conflict.

Boundaries are both legitimated and contested in cultural, civic, ethnic, bio-
logical, and other terms that extract and enforce singular identities from a mul-
tiplicity of possibilities. Among the most persistent of these formations has been 
the nation, succinctly defined by Benedict Anderson (2006) as an “imagined po-
litical community,” on whose behalf the modern territorial state claims a basis 
for legitimacy. With most of contemporary global space represented and sub-
divided such that every putative nation is implied to have a state territorial roof 
(Gellner 1983), state territory in this normative sense “is the coordinate space 
occupied by a nation-state . . . ​with each piece a part of one or another nation-
state’s territory” (Wainwright and Robertson 2003, 201). Of course, the real world 
is far messier, with Taiwan as a case in point.

State sovereignty and national citizenship are enacted whenever a traveler 
proffers a passport and submits to the authority of a border guard. In this way, 
the borders of the nation-state are socially produced and reproduced, and 
sometimes transgressed and transformed, when they are crossed by mobile ac-
tors, including tourists and migrants (Cresswell 2010; Richardson 2013; Salter 
2013; Sheller and Urry 2006).

Territorial socialization occurs inside borders as well, during moments of ev-
eryday life in which routine and even banal performances of nation, state, and 
region take place. Displayed in museums and monuments, inscribed into maps 
and other cartographic devices, representations of borders circulate in print, 
speech, and social media. They appear in books and newspapers, and in shows 
and at sites, often popular with tourists, where state and national heroes are cel-
ebrated and collective yet selective memory transmutes to myth (Balibar 2002; 
Paasi 1998, 2000; Billig 1995).

Performing Guests and Hosts
If territoriality pivots on the constitutive distinction between inside and outside, 
tourism theory pivots on the constitutive distinction between guest and host. 
The guest received the spotlight in the groundbreaking analysis of Dean Mac-
Cannell (1976), who posited that “the tourist” was emblematic of the modern 
subject’s search for meaning and authenticity. Subsequent contributions, includ-
ing the influential edited book Hosts and Guests (Smith 1977), examined both 
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sides of the equation by attending to tourism’s impacts on receiving areas and 
communities. Extending these insights to examine tourism’s effects on ways of 
sensing and knowing, John Urry’s later work on the “tourist gaze,” loosely fol-
lowing Foucault, suggested that tourism generated a distinctive way to make the 
world legible for tourists and everyone they implicate, with potentially limitless 
effects (Urry and Larsen 2011).

These early works tend to treat “the tourist” as a typical, or even the quintes-
sential, modern subject in search of a sense of authenticity and difference from 
“home.” Although they provide useful reference points for the present case, their 
empirical basis in Euro-American leisure tourism limits their geographical scope 
and theoretical purchase. Later waves of tourism research by Asian and Asia-
focused scholars, inspired in part by postcolonial and post-structural theory, 
both built on and pushed back against these conceptual foundations to argue 
that tourism elsewhere can operate, and therefore needs to be theorized, in rad-
ically different ways (Winter, Teo, and Chang 2009; Edensor 2008; Teo and Le-
ong 2006; T. Chang 2021; Adams 2021).

China received a significant amount of this scholarly attention due both to 
the superlative size of its market as well as the theoretical provocations it pro-
vides. After considering how the Chinese party-state has used tourism to sup-
port foreign policy aims (Richter 1983a), to articulate a sense of modernity 
(Oakes 1998), and to project authority over cultural interpretation, it becomes 
difficult to characterize tourism primarily as a search for meaning by adrift mod-
ern subjects. Speaking directly back to earlier such theories, Pál Nyíri (2006, 
2010) has argued that unlike the idealized Western tourist in search of the ex-
otic, many Chinese travelers are not necessarily interested in pursuing an expe-
rience of cultural authenticity or difference—in many cases, it is actually a space 
of identification and familiarity that is desired by visitors and produced by the 
tourism industry and state agencies that cater to them.

Studies of ethnic tourism in China’s diverse southwestern regions offer sug-
gestive hints for how to more carefully consider tourism’s capacity to produce 
spaces and practices of identification and difference. Such ethnographies emerged 
together with other studies of social difference, including work on the stereo-
typing of minority populations as gendered, fetishized, disliked, backward, 
harmless, or nearly indistinguishable from the dominant Han majority, who re-
lationally construct themselves in opposition as rational and modern subjects 
(Blum 2001). Scholars observed that many such quasi-colonial tropes and ste-
reotypes were in turn incorporated into the products and landscapes, both phys-
ical and imaginary, of ethnic tourism (Schein 2000; Oakes 1998; Chio 2014). 
These theoretically sophisticated studies are as important for what they can an-
ticipate about Chinese tourism to Taiwan as for what they cannot account for: 
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the peculiar cross-strait case in which Han Chinese guests identify with Taiwan-
ese hosts as fellow ethnonational subjects, albeit under a distinct political re-
gime they are themselves implicated in transforming, yet with limited recognition 
that their sense of ethnonational fellowship is seldom shared by their hosts.

In Taiwan, such tricky gaps between senses and spaces of identity and differ-
ence are mediated through the personage of the guide, a professional specialist 
who interprets for and translates between guests and hosts. As we will see in 
chapter 4’s ethnography of a Chinese group tour, the translational work of guides, 
whether fulfilled with faithful or fraudulent intent, is not mimetic, but creative 
and productive. Through their skillful sequencing and staging, tour guides, to-
gether with their manifold props and supporting actors, not only smoothen so-
cial difference but also actively reassemble the worlds they translate between 
(Satsuka 2015; Bunten 2015; Salazar 2006).

Tourism scholars long ago anticipated the sentiment shouted by the Chinese 
tourist recounted above, “This is all just for show!” Early analysis in this vein 
drew from Erving Goffman’s pioneering dramaturgical theory of social roles to 
profitably treat much of what goes on in destinations as a series of performances. 
This usually relied on distinguishing between the front stage performed by lo-
cals for tourists and the (presumably stable) backstage in which locals actually 
live and which tourists may hope to penetrate (MacCannell 1976). Guides, in Tai-
wan or anywhere, can blur these putative distinctions.

Tourists perform and blur these distinctions as well, as observed by Tim Eden-
sor (2000), who suggested that tourists engage in self-conscious displays of real-
ization and liberation, aspirational and ironic role-playing, and “unreflexive, 
habitual, unintentional” repetitions (Edensor 2001, 60). Attending to the way 
these performances unfold in different spaces, be they in the enclavic, “purified” 
spaces of theme parks and resort hotels or more heterogeneous public squares 
and markets, reveals how “tourism as performance can both renew existing con-
ventions and provide opportunities to challenge them” (78). For even as the 
routines of commercial tourism can flatten cultural difference, they can also 
“open up the world, invade the everyday, and expand the repertoire of perfor-
mative options and the range of stages upon which tourists may perform” (79).

Given the fact that touring selves are constituted in territorial terms—and 
that these terms can be contested—my analysis draws further from theories of 
“performativity” (Butler 1993; McKinlay 2010), which emphasize the capacity 
of performance to produce, reproduce, and disrupt subject positions and spaces 
of power (Gregson and Rose 2000).

Treating tourism through a performative lens affords an exploration of how 
territories are not only performed but also enacted by tourists. Like all good the-
ater, tourist performance depends on props and pageantry, continuity, and consis-
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tency. Performative props for international travel include passports, visas, and 
other devices that claim citizenship and confer the right to travel. At moments of 
border crossing, and during discussions about places of origin, state and nation 
are cited, iterated, and further articulated through choices of dress, patterns of 
speech, and other multisensory modalities, with enduring effects. These devices 
and practices constitute and communicate the division between inside and out-
side that delimit the territories of sending and receiving states, contested or other-
wise (Torpey 2000; Navaro-Yashin 2012). Circulating as components of tourism’s 
“hybrid assemblages,” along with a wide variety of other material and discursive 
practices, they represent, enact, and suffuse national and international divisions of 
space (Franklin 2004; Salter 2013; Franklin and Crang 2001).

Contingent on citation and iteration, performative practices harbor the pos-
sibility of a failure of repetition (McKinlay 2010). These failures can open up new 
and previously unimaginable possibilities. Furthermore, when tourism is sub-
ject to changing constraints, prohibitions, and taboos—when the contours of 
state territory and national identity are as vague, shifting, and contested as they 
are in the case of China and Taiwan—possibilities for breakdowns, ruptures, or 
novelty multiply in fascinating ways.

To briefly summarize the book’s conceptual framework, I have proposed that 
state territories are composed and challenged through shifting sets of social and 
spatial practices. Tourism, managed through a mobility regime that includes bor-
der crossing and requires the citation of state and national symbols, can consti-
tute, reproduce, and subvert state territory and citizens. For these reasons, 
tourism should be treated as a mode of territorial socialization and a political 
technology of state territorialization.

Tourism and Territory in Taiwan
Scholarship on cross-strait tourism has usually assumed an affect and effect of 
reconciliation and rapprochement. This is symptomatic of much of tourism stud-
ies’ assumptions about peace and borders, which usually elide the unpleasantries 
of politics. The typical treatment is one in which Taiwan and mainland China are 
partitioned states expected to “reconcile” and even unify in part through the pro-
motion of cross-strait tourism (L. Yu 1997; Guo et al. 2006; Zhang 2013, 2017). As 
for Chinese-language scholarship, most accounts from both sides of the strait also 
assume a telos of reconciliation and focus largely on economic impacts or destina-
tion marketing (Ho, Chuang, and Huang 2012; Liu W.-T. 2009; L. Wang 2011).

One China, Many Taiwans speaks back to this body of scholarship and aims to 
open up new trajectories for tourism studies and the social sciences more broadly. 
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What has been missing in these past studies, apart from a more critical discus-
sion of Taiwan’s territoriality, is an appreciation that tourism does not necessarily 
promote reconciliation or rapprochement, but can serve opposing interests and 
produce unpredictable effects. Apart from the ideological or institutional com-
mitments and constraints of individual researchers, previous cross-strait tourism 
scholarship perhaps lacked opportunity to find theoretical resources with which 
to pose sharper geopolitical questions. Although there have been some schol-
arly examinations of the role of borders in encouraging or restricting tourism 
(Timothy 1995, 2001; Sofield 2006), the potential instrumentality of tourism for 
peace and reconciliation or even unification between nation-states (Guo et al. 
2006; Kim, Timothy, and Han 2007; D’Amore 1988; Jafari 1989), and the use of 
tourism as an instrument of foreign policy (Richter 1983b; Arlt 2006) or nation 
building (Oakes 1998; Johnson 1999; Light 2001; Gillen 2014), less read but no less 
important are studies that examine tourism as a modality of state violence, domi-
nation, and difference-making (Stein 2008; Lisle 2016).

While it might feel gratifying to imagine that tourism can produce peace, the 
evidence for such hopes remains thin at best (Farmaki 2017). Sometimes, the re-
lationship often works the opposite way claimed by industry cheerleaders (Litvin 
1998). Tourism in many cases has been targeted precisely to undermine peace-
making efforts, as seen in threats to or even kidnappings of tourists. And even 
within relatively settled borders, state deployment of tourism as a tool for produc-
ing national solidarity can exacerbate ethnic and economic tensions (Adams 
1998).

Korea provides a useful case for comparison. Although early 2000s tourism 
between South and North Korea produced feelings of internationalization and de-
territorialization for a few participants, it often produced the opposite effect of 
“retrenchment of identity in a territory” (Park 2005, 116). This makes tourism “an 
arena of contestation and cooperation where different states compete, negotiate, 
manipulate, and maneuver cultural meanings and representations to find their 
places in the complex and changing international political order” (116). However, 
unlike the situation in Korea, which both states characterized as intranational 
tourism (with each side pointing to the other as a false state), or which Christian J. 
Park suggests is “inter-state tourism where two states, however hostile, belong to 
one nation” (125), in Taiwan authorities stopped seriously claiming sovereignty 
over China long before they permitted inbound tourism. Moreover, according to 
public opinion polls, a clear and increasingly large majority of the people in Tai-
wan did not identify as “Chinese”—even ethnically, well before the rise of cross-
strait tourism (National Chengchi University Election Study Center 2019). Given 
such complexity, rather than assume the inevitability of “reconciliation,” analysts 
might have considered the possibility that tourism could aggravate contention.
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Taiwan’s management of inbound Chinese tourism has been shaped as much 
by cross-Strait contention as it has by shifts in its own political administration. 
Although Taiwan’s then authoritarian leadership first permitted ROC citizens 
to visit China in 1987, and PRC citizens were permitted to enter Taiwan for fam-
ily visitation the following year, the PRC did not allow for mass leisure tourism 
until 2008, following the election of Ma Ying-jeou, who promised economic 
growth by pursuing closer ties with China. After millions of tourists flooded in, 
the president often touted the opening of the gates as a spectacular achievement.

This tourism was conducted under the rhetorical cover of the so-called 1992 
Consensus, the supposed outcome of a meeting between KMT and CCP officials 
in 1992, during which both sides were said to agree that there was but “one 
China,” with the KMT insisting that its formulation allowed for each side to up-
hold “different interpretations” about what “China” meant. Given the intrinsic 
ambiguity of such a diplomatic device, even as the purported social benefits of 
tourism were propounded by both the PRC and the Ma administration, the con-
tradiction between both sides’ territorial claims later created an uncanny sense 
of multiple, distinctive, yet overlapping sensations of stateness for Chinese tour-
ists and Taiwanese residents alike, affecting Taiwan’s domestic politics and self-
definition, as discussed in chapters 3 and 6. It has also offered opportunity for 
some tourists to reflect deeply, and sometimes uncomfortably, on Chinese poli-
tics, culture, and society, as related in chapter 5.

Contention characterizes many of these encounters, belying undemonstrated 
claims that tourism would ameliorate conflict. Although it is difficult to draw a 
direct causal arrow between the growth in inbound tourism from China and the 
sharpening of protest against Ma’s China policy, their tandem acceleration is 
striking. Tourism was championed by Ma’s administration as an economic boon 
that only the KMT could deliver, but its implementation fueled opposition from 
a variety of actors: independence advocates eager to reduce Taiwan’s reliance on 
China, populists who complained that the benefits of cross-strait trade were felt 
only by people with elite KMT or PRC connections, and social activists who 
claimed that the costs were therefore displaced onto the Taiwanese public. The 
following is a characteristic example: “They [Chinese] create their own market—
they fly their own airlines, they hire their own buses, eat and live at their own 
hotels—but they are using our land and our scenery, to make money. Our sce-
nic hotspots such as Sun Moon Lake and Kenting are now filled with Chinese. 
We are left with their trash. Allowing Chinese tourists into the country costs 
more than we gain” (“Bohmann von Formosa,” quoted in Tsai and Chung 2014).

There is precious little reliable data about Taiwan’s aggregate economic gain 
from tourism during the Ma years. Tourism Bureau figures, both published pub-
licly and reconfirmed to me in my interviews with officials, were rough estimates 
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based on self-reported tourist guesses of per-day spending multiplied by total ar-
rivals, instead of a careful audit of actual revenues. With economic benefits un-
clear, unseen, and immaterial for the vast majority of Taiwanese, my interview 
data suggests that it was precisely the perception of tourist behavior, rather than 
faith in the claim of economic benefits that ostensibly derive from them, that 
proved most salient to Taiwanese people.

Chinese tourists in Taiwan, like those in nearby Hong Kong, were frequently 
depicted as rude, loutish, noisy, smelly, and unhygienic. Reports both on social 
media and in the popular press include tourists defacing greenery on the east 
coast (Zhuang 2013), tourists bathing in their underwear in the popular south-
ern beach town of Kenting (Tsai and Chung 2014), and public urination (Ramzy 
2014). Similar sentiment was expressed even by an academic colleague: “I don’t 
go to the beach at Kenting anymore. There are too many mainlanders there now. 
It’s like going to China.”2 While there is an element of “othering” at play here, 
arguably with racist or discriminatory overtones, this reaction is situated in the 
uncomfortable historical context of repeated waves of invasion and colonization 
and the unrealized promise of tangible or widely shared gains from the tourism 
trade. Like the tourists, Ma’s KMT came from China, and his China-centric 
policies—of which tourism was particularly prominent—failed to deliver many 
of their promised economic and political benefits.

By 2013, discontent about the material failures of these policies, and the rhe-
torical and political compromises necessary to pursue them, had earned Ma an 
approval rating as low as 9 percent. In 2014, Ma’s China agenda sparked the 
Sunflower Movement, “the greatest episode of collective contention in Taiwan’s 
history” (Ho 2015, 91), during which thousands of student and civic activists oc-
cupied the area inside and around the Legislative Yuan (parliament) to protest a 
trade deal that would liberalize cross-strait economic exchanges, including the 
tourism industry, and further open up Taiwan to PRC-controlled capital. The 
movement was in part populated by people who entered as concerned passersby, 
tourists in a way, who were transformed into a new kind of subject, Sunflower 
activists, who went on to realize new ways of being Taiwanese. In my own case, 
after climbing a ladder into the Legislative Yuan on the second day of the occupa-
tion, I found myself transformed into a Sunflower action researcher, which both 
risked and revitalized my relationship with my field of study. Suddenly, Taiwan’s 
seemingly inexorable drift toward political capitulation to the PRC, propelled by 
the economic inducements of tourism, no longer appeared a fait accompli.

The movement precipitated the KMT’s landslide defeat by the Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP), whose roots lay in earlier democratic, social justice, and 
independence movements, first in the November 2014 local elections and then 
in the 2016 presidential and legislative elections. The incoming DPP president, 
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Tsai Ing-wen, disavowed the “1992 Consensus” and instead emphasized the need 
for Taiwan’s future to be determined by its twenty-three million people. The PRC 
responded by cutting most tourism to Taiwan, but this tactic proved insufficient 
to sway subsequent elections or stifle the long-term rise in those claiming an ex-
clusively Taiwanese identity and, to a lesser degree, support for de jure indepen-
dence. This shift is significant not only for Taiwan and its allies but also for the 
rest of the world, because Taiwan’s position outside China’s de facto borders 
heightens its salience for PRC discourses of national humiliation, which prop 
up party-state patriotism and aggressive foreign policy postures (Callahan 2009).

Although the Sunflower Movement was certainly the most domestically ex-
plosive expression of Taiwan’s geopolitical drama recounted in this book, other 
extraordinary displays of tourist-oriented nascent nation-state theater took place 
during my field research period. As I recount in chapter 3, pro-Taiwan indepen-
dence and pro-China activists regularly demonstrated under the landmark Tai-
pei 101 skyscraper, hoisting ROC, PRC, and Taiwan independence flags and 
shouting at each other in front of audiences of Chinese tourists, attracting con-
cern from passersby and politicians alike. Only two years later, when the PRC 
slashed tourism as a retaliatory measure, many members of the tourism indus-
try staged an unprecedented protest, marching through the heart of Taipei to 
demand that President Tsai accept the 1992 Consensus to restore PRC tourism 
and save their jobs, as I recount in chapter 6.

Cross-strait tourism spurred many such strange scenes, but it also yielded 
hopeful and perhaps even instructive lessons for other polities. Sheltered between 
and spurred by the shadow dance of contending US and Chinese hegemonies, 
Taiwan’s liminal polity continues experimenting with new forms of representa-
tive democracy and international representation. If the Sunflower Movement in 
its time represented the “most important rethinking of 21st Century democratic 
politics” (Harrison 2015), then it is appropriate to think with it about new modes 
of mobility and territoriality. It is hard to imagine another place where student 
and civil society activists could occupy a parliament, earn the support of a ma-
jority of polled citizens, develop a functional decision-making process, and exit 
peacefully more or less on their own terms after twenty-four days. Likewise, rau-
cous gatherings of protesters and counterprotesters waving and claiming alle-
giance to contradicting flags at a national landmark or tourism industry leaders 
demanding their president abandon a popular position on the nation’s sover-
eignty are idiosyncratic forms of political expression, to say the least. Yet Tai-
wan’s very exceptionality makes it a perfect site for a study of emergent political 
practice. In an archipelago where the contours of the nation and the structure 
of the state appear up for grabs by both “external” and “domestic” forces (their 
distinction blurry anywhere, but all the more obviously so in Taiwan), and in 
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which an unresolved history of colonial state violence seethes under a usually 
placid and polite surface, different political mentalities contend in spaces charged 
with the affective potencies of life-and-death struggle.

The COVID-19 pandemic thrust Taiwan’s nascent nation-state theater to the 
center of world attention. The pandemic is also of course a story of Chinese tour-
ism, as travelers unwittingly spread the novel coronavirus domestically and 
abroad. Well before the PRC and the World Health Organization (WHO) ac-
knowledged human-to-human transmission, weeks before China was locked 
down, Taiwan was the first country to send investigators to the epicenter in Wu-
han, the first to conduct medical checks on incoming flights from China, and 
the first to provision masks to protect its people. Taiwan’s early and effective pub-
lic health management action made it one of the only places in the world to 
avoid an epidemic surge and maintain socioeconomic normalcy throughout 
2020, in large part precisely because it is a contested state, wary of the PRC, and 
excluded from global health bodies. Taiwan’s exclusion quite likely endangered 
other places—the WHO ignored Taiwan’s early inquiries and conflated its case-
loads with those of the PRC. Taiwan’s leadership used this opportunity to press 
for further recognition, even as the rest of the world fell into disarray, raising 
further questions about the durability of state territory and the fragility of the 
interstate order, to which I return in the epilogue.

Itinerary
Taiwan’s contemporary condition—administered domestically and represented 
internationally by the ROC, claimed and threatened by the PRC, and imagined 
and lived as a free and democratic Taiwan—is so unusual that this introduction 
is followed by a general overview of Taiwan’s political history in chapter 1. Chap-
ter 2 covers mobility within and between Taiwan and China, as well as the ba-
roque institutional arrangements and exotic rhetorical formulations that 
regulated it. Together, these historical chapters set the stage to understand the 
post-2008 rise of Chinese tourism to Taiwan.

The ethnographic section begins with chapter 3’s tour of Taiwan’s most vis-
ited sites, which pays particular attention to their geopolitical characteristics. 
The reader is then invited to hop on the bus for chapter 4’s eight-day Chinese 
group tour of Taiwan, to see just how meticulously Taiwan can be performed as 
a part of China. Chapter 5 then turns to the far more varied experiences and 
interpretations of independent tourists, unleashed as they are from the political 
and economic imperatives that determine group tour management. Fieldwork 
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for these chapters was conducted at the height of the cross-strait tourism trade, 
between 2011 and 2015.

The remainder of the book picks up chronologically where the ethnographies 
leave off, to examine the role of tourism in the end of the “1992 Consensus” un-
der which Taiwan’s Ma administration had engaged with the PRC. It traces a 
line between the 2014 Sunflower Movement, a massive protest against a trade 
agreement that included tourism provisions, and the subsequent electoral col-
lapse of the KMT. With an eye toward Hong Kong, it considers the PRC’s use of 
the tourism industry as a political weapon against the new DPP administration, 
which disavowed the KMT’s “one China” policy and looked to strengthen ties 
with the United States, Japan, and other regional neighbors. The book concludes 
by addressing the COVID-19 pandemic and contemplates the crisis’s implica-
tions for tourism and territory in Taiwan and beyond.
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“Taiwan is not a country. Please present an identity document from a country 
recognized by the UN,” said the officer at the entrance to the Geneva headquar-
ters of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights to a Taiwan-
ese student in 2017. Before arriving in Switzerland, the student’s professor had 
successfully applied for her and her team of students to enter the office’s public 
gallery. However, each of them was treated differently when they presented their 
passports to the various staff at the office’s registration counter. The professor’s 
passport was rejected, but she was allowed to enter after presenting her interna-
tional driver’s license. Another student was initially allowed to enter after pre-
senting his international student card, but he was ejected after another “very 
rude” staffer, in the words of the professor, rejected the same card from another 
student (Tong 2017).

This account is but one of many from frustrated Taiwanese travelers who are 
frequently misrecognized as nationals of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
at border crossings or subject to inconsistent reception or outright rejection from 
international venues, even from those that nominally champion human rights, 
such as the offices of the UN. Taiwanese travelers and tourists have long dealt 
with such arbitrary and capricious treatment, which results from the incongru-
ency of Taiwan’s limited international recognition with its reality as a de facto 
independent polity (H. Wang 2004). Yet, it is not only in their border crossings 
and overseas declarations of citizenship that senses of national identity and ter-
ritory have been contested and blurred but also in their everyday engagements 
in their home territory, which is administered and internationally represented 
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by the Republic of China (ROC), threatened and claimed by the PRC, and lived 
and imagined as an independent Taiwan.

Changes to the design of Taiwan’s passport, as well as its changing representa-
tion within international bodies like the UN, can be read as indexes of the various 
ways its territory has been staged as a colony, a province, a nation-state, or other-
wise. In 2002, when the Chen Shui-bian administration added the word “Taiwan” 
to a green-colored document that previously printed only “Republic of China” on 
its cover, ROC loyalists denounced what they perceived as a perilous step toward 
de jure independence. The Chen administration said that it was simply facilitating 
ease of movement for passport holders who had long complained of being misrec-
ognized as PRC nationals when crossing borders. However, as devices that allow 
national subjects to move between state-occupied territories, such paper plays can 
go only so far. As seen in the above anecdote, passports require reciprocal recogni-
tion, and not only from states, to realize their efficacy.

Taking these passport changes as a point of departure, this chapter provides 
a historical account of Taiwan’s changing political geography. I present contem-
porary Taiwan’s territoriality as emerging from and forming against clashing 
colonial and national projects within Taiwan. Taiwan’s ways of staging territory 
are further subject to changing relations with political entities and representa-
tive bodies beyond it, producing uneven modes of ethnic, national, and state 
identification.

My approach draws from several histories, including Evan N. Dawley’s study of 
ethnogenesis in the port town of Keelung, which argues that “Taiwanese forged 
their ethnic consciousness in contradistinction to two nationalisms, Japanese and 
Chinese, both of which were imposed on Taiwan in the guise of intentional proj-
ects to modernize, civilize, and deterritorialize or reterritorialize the place and its 
people” (2019, 21). Similarly, Arif Dirlik, following Leo T. S. Ching, suggests that 
contemporary Taiwanese identification has been shaped as “a product of the inter-
play between an emerging ‘Chinese’ identity on the Mainland, the affiliation with 
Japan under colonialism, and a resistant local identity” (Dirlik 2018, 9).

Taiwan’s “resistant local identity” requires unpacking. The islands of Taiwan 
witnessed Austronesian migration, Dutch colonial incursions, Han Chinese set-
tlement sanctioned by the Qing empire, Japanese imperial occupation, authori-
tarian Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) rule, and finally the contemporary 
condition of national autonomy and democratic governance. Providing this his-
torical context, along with an account of Taiwan’s changing international rela-
tions and contemporary political society, situates the following chapters, which 
examine how cross-strait tourism grew in the wake of these longer-term shifts 
in national identification and territorial representation.
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Tracing Taiwan’s Political History
Although Taiwan was studied as a proxy for China by a generation of Sinolo-
gists shut out of the PRC, feted as “Free China” by cold warriors, and often ac-
claimed as “the first Chinese democracy” following the end of martial law in 1987 
(Chao and Myers 1994), its richly layered history of multiple colonial, national, 
and territorial projects has resisted scholarly efforts toward neat ethnonational 
characterization. These layers also complicate efforts to narrate Taiwan for tour-
ists, Chinese or otherwise.

Taiwan’s effective administrative borders have been unchanged since 1949. 
That said, its performance of territory, in terms of everyday life, state definition, 
and international recognition, has shifted dramatically. These shifts took place 
even as the territory remained governed under the transplanted ROC, whose rule 
was enforced with a great deal of violence and whose constitution was progres-
sively amended to focus on the governance of Taiwan, without an explicit ter-
ritorial redefinition. These shifts have been both constrained and facilitated by 
domestic decolonization and democratization projects, as well as changing re-
lations with the PRC, Japan, the United States, and international representative 
bodies such as the United Nations.

An archipelago whose main island is about 160 kilometers off the coast of 
southeast China’s Fujian Province, Taiwan was inhabited for millennia by di-
verse Austronesian populations and refashioned violently by waves of European, 
Chinese, and Japanese settlers, making it a site of “hybrid colonialisms managed 
by statist organizations that relied on a frontier that shifted over time” (Eskild-
sen 2005, 285). When European explorers arrived in the seventeenth century to 
claim land and develop trading posts, Han Chinese settlers came in search of 
economic opportunity, collaborating in a co-colonial scenario of “Chinese set-
tlement under Dutch rule” centered in present-day Tainan (Andrade 2008, 2).

The Dutch were soon expelled by the military of the Ming loyalist warlord 
Koxinga. His descendants were defeated decades later by naval forces of the Qing 
empire, a conquest dynasty originating in Manchuria that expanded to rule all 
of present-day China as well as Mongolia and other territories, which provided 
the ROC and later the PRC the basis for most of their territorial claims. The Qing 
governed Taiwan in a piecemeal fashion with an inconsistent immigration pol-
icy and limited control or claim over the main island’s mountainous interior and 
east coast (Shepherd 1993). Qing cartographers drew a dividing line between Tai-
wan’s “civilized” west and “savage” and patchily charted east. This border fig-
ured its uncolonized parts as “quite literally ‘off the map’ ” (Jacobs 2005, 17). 
During this period, Taiwan was imagined by literati as an exotic and even bar-
baric travel destination that served as a site of exile for troublemaking scholar-
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officials (Teng 2004). Immigration and trade continued nonetheless, and soon a 
majority of the population was composed of Chinese settlers and the offspring 
of mixed Fujianese, Hakka, and indigenous parentage.

Starting in the late nineteenth century, a modern Taiwanese consciousness 
began to congeal and spread, spurred in response to the next phase of coloniza-
tion, this time from Japan (M. Chang 2003; Dawley 2019). The turning point 
came in 1895, when the Qing, beset by both domestic instability and external 
incursions, lost a war with Japan and ceded its claims to Taiwan in perpetuity 
as part of a settlement in the Treaty of Shimonoseki. A short-lived Republic of 
Taiwan was declared by local elites, who even raised a flag of their own design, 
but it was quickly put down by the Japanese occupying forces.

In contrast to the Qing’s inconsistent administration, Japan aggressively ad-
ministered Taiwan as an economically valuable colony without explicitly desig-
nating it as such. The colonial project proved useful for Japan’s performance of 
parity with, but munificent distinction from, European imperial powers. In the 
more urban and agricultural western plains, which were already dominated by 
the descendants of Han settlers, the regime implemented a centralized system 
of taxation and trade, partly built on top of district divisions and tithing prac-
tices held over from the Qing period (Barclay 2017). This funded a transporta-
tion, education, and sanitation infrastructure that rapidly eclipsed anything in 
China. During this time, tourism from Japan to Taiwan was promoted to valo-
rize the supposedly civilizing and modernizing contributions of the imperial 
venture (McDonald 2017).

The landscape was dramatically different in the east coast and central moun-
tains, home to valuable camphor forests. To stabilize its rule and secure access to 
resources, the Japanese administration conducted extensive mapping, ethnic 
classification, and “pacification” campaigns, effectively reconstituting the “civi-
lized” west and “savage” east into “regularly administered” and “specially ad-
ministered” zones with very different political economies. The east was largely 
left out of agricultural and manufacturing projects, and much of its land was 
nationalized for resource extraction. As the activities of timber merchants in-
tensified and impinged on the so-called savage border, the colonial administra-
tion brutally quelled indigenous resistance movements. Meanwhile, indigenous 
people were classified, driven into reserves, conscripted into the military, or “mu-
seumized” as tourist attractions. This set the “terms of engagement” for post-
Japanese administrations, which maintained ethnically differentiated governance 
models and state forestry management of lands, much of which is now contested 
as indigenous sovereign territory (Barclay 2017, 249).

Meanwhile, across the strait, the Qing empire ultimately collapsed after mul-
tiple uprisings. It was followed by the establishment of the ROC in 1911. The 



20	C HAPTER 1

ROC, like the PRC that succeeded it, staked most of its territorial claims on those 
of the Qing. Sun Yat-sen, a longtime anti-Qing activist who served as the first 
president of the ROC, proved unable to assert control over a vast landscape riven 
by warlords and factions, despite his drive to establish a central, unitary state.

The KMT (short for Zhongguo Guomindang, literally translated as Chinese 
National People’s Party), which grew out of earlier revolutionary organizations, 
was formally founded in 1912 by Sun. After he passed away in 1925, authority 
over the KMT eventually passed into the hands of military strongman Chiang 
Kai-shek, who shared Sun’s conviction that the Chinese people, defined in part by 
the boundaries of (Qing-claimed) territory as well as including diasporic emi-
grants, should “constitute not only one nation, but one race” (Fitzgerald 1995, 88).

Chiang received support from the Soviet Union and he reorganized the 
KMT along Leninist lines (although he and the KMT later received consider-
able US support for adopting a staunch anticommunist stance). Chiang faced 
warlords, a Japanese invasion, and the emergence of the rival Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP), also a Leninist organization, led by Mao Zedong. Although 
Chiang, as the head of the ROC, was eventually able to assert control over much 
of China, his administration proved notoriously corrupt and unstable. It was fur-
ther challenged by occupation and invasions from Japan in the run-up to World 
War II. The KMT and the CCP cooperated at times throughout this chaotic pe-
riod, but ultimately fought each other viciously in what became known as the 
Chinese Civil War, in which the United States backed the KMT and the Soviet 
Union backed the CCP.

Neither the KMT nor the CCP showed significant interest in Taiwan itself 
until the 1943 signing of the Cairo Declaration, a document that expressed the 
aligned US, UK, and ROC position against Japan. Prior to that, Taiwanese peo-
ple were variously described by leaders of both parties as belonging to a distinct 
nationality (minzu), potentially sovereign or at least possessing the right to self-
govern. However, after the Cairo Declaration called for Taiwan to be “restored” 
to the ROC (which had in fact never ruled Taiwan), both KMT and CCP leaders 
claimed that Taiwan had been an integral part of Chinese territory all along 
(Hsiao and Sullivan 1979).

Two years later, in 1945, the ROC, led by the KMT, occupied Taiwan with US 
support after Japan surrendered at the close of World War II. Some Taiwanese 
elites were cautiously optimistic that the ROC’s takeover of Taiwan, euphemisti-
cally referred to as “retrocession,” would lead to some kind of conational self-rule 
after the generally efficient but unquestionably colonial Japanese administration, 
which imposed a campaign of assimilation and “imperialization” on the popula-
tion. This campaign included Japanese-language education and military conscrip-
tion that accelerated under wartime conditions (Ching 2001). However, KMT 
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leaders quickly alienated Taiwanese by centralizing power under a brutal and un-
accountable administration, dismissing local people as colonized and even en-
slaved by Japan, and pillaging resources to support their failing war effort on the 
mainland.

Feelings of cultural if not national difference were also accentuated by the fact 
that many of the first KMT arrivals were desperate, battle-weary soldiers who 
had never seen modern amenities such as streetcars, railroads, or indoor plumb-
ing. Their disorderly conduct shocked the relatively prosperous and urbane Tai-
wanese. As put by the historian Steven E. Phillips, “The Taiwanese considered 
both the Chinese and Japanese regimes exploitative, but deemed the new gov-
ernment particularly dishonest, incompetent, unpredictable and inefficient” 
(2003, 57). Some Taiwanese, nostalgic for the relatively stable rule of Japan, felt 
that one colonial administration had been traded for another, and many pre-
ferred the former (Kerr 1965).

Widespread discontent exploded in what later became known as the 228 In-
cident, a seminal event in the formation of a modern Taiwanese subjectivity that 
emerged against and through authoritarian KMT rule and that is marked in vari-
ous memorial sites around Taiwan that are studiously avoided by China-savvy 
tour guides. The 228 Incident is named for February 28, 1947, the day after po-
lice struck a female cigarette vendor and killed a bystander in a crowd that had 
formed to defend the woman. On the twenty-eighth, the KMT administration 
declared martial law as Taiwanese formed loosely organized brigades, occupied 
government buildings, and articulated increasingly ambitious demands for self-
rule. Some mainlanders were also beaten up by small groups of Taiwanese. 
Early indications that the local KMT leadership might pursue a compromise 
were dashed when military reinforcements arrived from China and quickly 
crushed the uprising with an overwhelming show of force. In the following 
weeks, KMT forces killed approximately ten thousand people and wounded per-
haps another thirty thousand, many of them educated elites.

In 1949, the KMT was finally forced out of mainland China by the CCP, which 
established the PRC. Led by Chiang, the KMT retreated completely to Taiwan 
with 1.5 million refugees in tow. To consolidate ROC rule as an émigré regime 
with an eye toward retaking China, state and party organs favored arrivals from 
mainland Chinese over anyone born in Taiwan. All travel between Taiwan and 
China was banned for the next several decades.

Facing a restive population, the KMT intensified its surveillance apparatus 
and attempted to further legitimize it with anticommunist rhetoric and purges. 
Later known as the White Terror, this 38-year period of martial law saw thou-
sands more killed or imprisoned. As with the 228 Incident, the party-state vio-
lence of the White Terror was aimed both at alleged communist conspirators 
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and at Taiwanese independence advocates. It wiped out an entire generation of 
intellectuals—native-born Taiwanese and mainland Chinese exiles alike were im-
prisoned, tortured, and executed. For nascent Taiwanese nationalists, the 228 
Incident and the White Terror definitively established the KMT-ROC party-state 
as an illegitimate “alien regime.” Along with institutional discrimination against 
native-born Taiwanese, who officially constituted roughly 80 percent of the pop-
ulation, this set the stage for decades of tension, fueling an initially illegal but 
increasingly vigorous independence movement (Makeham and Hsiau 2005).

KMT rule transformed Taiwan’s politics, economy, and culture. Taiwan was 
administered as the only part of the ROC under KMT authority. A new provin-
cial government headquarters was built in central Nantou County, augmented 
by a highly paid national assembly of pensioned officials appointed to represent 
their “home” provinces in China. Political society became stratified between Tai-
wanese (benshengren, or “people of this province”) and mainlanders (waishen-
gren, or “people from outside this province”), with party, military, police, and 
educational positions reserved for the latter.

Economically, the KMT implemented land and other policy reforms, convert-
ing landowners into industrial capitalists and financing the creation of small- 
and medium-scale businesses. These reforms, along with the infrastructure 
remaining from the Japanese colonial period (much of which was directly ap-
propriated by the KMT), preferential trade policies with the United States, and 
the hard work of people across Taiwan, eventually resulted in the so-called Tai-
wan miracle, a booming export-driven economy that raised the standard of liv-
ing for all social classes, however unevenly (Tu 1996).

Culturally, the KMT implemented a “Sinicization” campaign to inculcate 
Chinese values into the Taiwanese, whom the KMT claimed to liberate from 
Japanese colonial exploitation. Native-born Taiwanese, who had been under Jap-
anese rule for fifty years, were forcibly “reeducated” as Chinese subjects. The 
Hoklo (southern Fujianese) language spoken by most Taiwanese was suppressed 
in favor of Mandarin, the official language of the ROC. Textbooks emphasized 
Chinese history and gave little if any attention to Taiwan (Chang 2015). Streets 
and public spaces were renamed after places in China, for Sun Yat-sen and Chiang 
Kai-shek, or for Confucian or other classical Chinese values. KMT outposts 
were set up in every indigenous township. Advocacy for Taiwanese indepen-
dence, or any mention of a distinct Taiwanese nationality or identity, was strictly 
prohibited. This project was not just a simple transfer of Chinese cultural prac-
tices, but a wholesale reinvention of them to serve the KMT regime. As put by 
the anthropologist Allen Chun: “The government in effect played an active role 
(as author) in writing culture (by constructing discourses on tradition, ethnic-
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ity, ethical philosophy and moral psychology). It also inculcated these recon-
structed notions of tradition (as culture) through the ‘normative’ machinery of 
the school, media, family and military in order to construct disciplinary life-
styles and ritual patterns of behaviour compatible with the underlying ethos of 
the State” (1994, 54).

The KMT’s ethos, etched in its name and extended through its policies, re-
lied on representing Taiwan as part of China while preparing to retake the main-
land. But as the PRC consolidated its rule, the impossibility of reconquering the 
mainland became increasingly clear to the KMT leadership. The point was made 
even clearer after a series of diplomatic crises, including the expulsion of the ROC 
from the United Nations, the United States’ normalization of relations with the 
PRC, and the partial readmission of the ROC to other international bodies un-
der a variety of confected names, such as “Chinese Taipei.” The KMT was forced 
to localize and liberalize not only in response to these international crises but 
also due to pressure from within Taiwan. These reforms, spurred by continual 
grassroots pressure, ultimately led to the lifting of martial law in 1987 and the 
permitting of people to travel to China.

After Chiang Kai-shek’s death in 1975, leadership of the KMT and the ROC 
eventually passed to his son, Chiang Ching-kuo, who pragmatically recognized 
the need to bring members of the non-mainlander majority into the party in 
order to maintain its rule. Still, a vigorous grassroots human rights and democ-
racy movement challenged the legitimacy of the regime. Led primarily by eth-
nic Taiwanese and strengthened considerably by ties with Taiwanese activists 
in Japan and North America, this movement was known as the dangwai, mean-
ing “outside the [KMT] party”. Violent government response to several rallies 
led to the arrest and trial of many dangwai activists (Jacobs 2005).

Facing popular pressure and continued hemorrhaging of international diplo-
matic support, President Chiang Ching-kuo initiated a number of electoral and 
administrative reforms. These were stewarded and accelerated by his Taiwan-born 
successor, Lee Teng-hui. Taiwan’s first multiparty presidential election followed in 
1991, when Lee was easily elected in a contest against the new Democratic Pro-
gressive Party (DPP). The DPP had grown out of the dangwai movement (Rigger 
1999) and initially had a plank calling for de jure independence in its 1991 party 
charter, until it was later removed to reposition the party to appeal to voters con-
cerned about political stability (Clark 2008). This election led some scholars to 
acclaim Taiwan as “the first Chinese democracy” (Chao and Myers 1994), but 
Taiwan’s “Chineseness” should not be taken for granted.

With a democratic political culture supplanting Chinese ethnic nationalism, 
Lee garnered widespread electoral support by promoting the idea of the “new 
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Taiwanese.” This category encompassed both Taiwanese and mainlanders, many 
of whom who had by then spent most of their lives and raised children in Tai-
wan, and downplayed historical animosity between the two groups.1 Crucially, 
democracy was presented by Lee as a key component of the new Taiwanese iden-
tity, set in opposition to the authoritarianism of the PRC (S. Tsai 2005). Under-
scoring the distinct “new Taiwanese” identity was the social, cultural, and 
political gulf between Taiwan and China, which had developed along very dif-
ferent paths, as became immediately evident to anyone who traveled to China 
from Taiwan (H. Wang 2009; Shih 1995).

In 1991, Lee’s government proclaimed an end to the war with the CCP and 
acknowledged that another regime did indeed rule most of China. This move 
indicated a profound shift in the ROC’s state territorial program. For the first 
time, rather than claim to rule or promise to retake territory undeniably admin-
istered by the PRC, ROC leadership formally committed to pursue political 
unification under the auspices of the newly established National Unification 
Council, which was set up to negotiate with China through quasi-official chan-
nels (Jacobs and Ben Liu 2007).

Although Lee began his presidency by declaring support for unification, he 
gradually moved toward a stance of supporting national self-determination for 
Taiwan, even if it was still administered by the ROC. His more provocative ideas 
were often floated in international venues. In June 1995, Lee was issued a US visa 
for a “private visit” to his alma mater, Cornell University, enraging the PRC, 
which argued that the head of a “separatist” government should not be given per-
mission to enter the United States. During his visit, Lee delivered a speech in 
which he referred nine times to the “Republic of China on Taiwan,” provoking 
further consternation from PRC leadership. In response, the PRC cut off all talks 
with ROC agencies, and PRC premier Zhu Rongji made a televised address warn-
ing Taiwanese against voting for Lee in the 1996 presidential election. The PRC 
also conducted missile tests in the Taiwan Strait, prompting the United States 
to briefly send in naval forces to show support for Taiwan (Romberg 2004). These 
threats backfired, foreshadowing further such blunders to come, when Lee was 
comfortably reelected with 54 percent of the vote.

Lee further pushed the envelope in an interview with Radio Deutsche Welle 
in 1999, when he famously called for “a state-to-state relationship or at least a 
special state-to-state relationship” (Leifer 2001). This was a profound statement 
to come from the leader of the KMT, which had long stubbornly claimed to be 
the true legitimate leader of an undivided China. Lee’s “two-state theory” was 
predictably denounced by the PRC and publicly criticized by US president Bill 
Clinton’s administration, which maintained its support for the “status quo.” Lee 
went on to abolish the Taiwan provincial government, calling it an administra-
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tive redundancy, effectively redrawing the boundaries of the national adminis-
tration to be congruent with its territorial extent. This move was infuriating to 
KMT traditionalists, more or less in line with mainstream public opinion, and 
not far from the stance of the more moderate wing of the DPP.

Taiwan’s party politics turned upside down in 2000 when Lee’s successor as 
head of the KMT, Lien Chan, lost a three-way presidential race to Chen Shui-
bian, the DPP standard-bearer and former mayor of Taipei. The KMT retained 
the legislature, but this marked the first time it did not rule the executive branch. 
As part of his election campaign, Chen had agreed to “five nos,” including no 
declaration of independence, no change to the ROC’s official name, and no in-
clusion of Lee’s “special state-to-state relations” terminology in the ROC con-
stitution. Despite this, and his conciliatory inauguration speech, the PRC, wary 
of Chen’s affiliation with a traditionally pro-independence party, reacted by 
freezing communications with the ROC.

The Chen administration instituted a number of “Taiwanization” (bentuhua) 
cultural initiatives, which included expanding Hoklo, Hakka, and Austronesian 
“mother tongue” language education. It also produced new maps that represented 
Taiwan as closer to other Pacific nations than to China (Callahan 2009). Seen in 
the light of these moves to recenter Taiwan, the 2002 passport changes appear 
part of a larger shift, implemented from the top down but more representative 
of a long-repressed and now rebounding Taiwanese consciousness.

Despite Chen’s “five nos” promise and substantial Taiwanese investment in 
the PRC, Chen’s administration made assertive gestures to promote Taiwan’s au-
tonomy during the challenging 2004 election season. These included a failed 
effort to hold a national referendum on formal independence (Bedford and 
Hwang 2006). After barely winning reelection, Chen moved to abolish the by 
then moribund National Unification Council, but this did not effect further 
change to already icy relations (Clark 2008). This period also saw the renaming 
of a number of monuments and spaces dedicated to the cult of Chiang Kai-shek 
(Taylor 2010).

The KMT regained the presidency with the 2008 election of Ma Ying-jeou, 
who had beat Chen in the 2000 mayor’s race. Ma, the Hong Kong–born son of a 
high-level KMT official, came from an elite mainlander background and had 
served as Chiang Ching-kuo’s secretary in the 1970s after earning a law degree 
at Harvard University.2 He promised and delivered tighter political and economic 
cooperation, including the expansion of tourism, with the PRC, which was much 
more amenable to him than to Chen. Ma went on to win a tight reelection race 
against the DPP’s Tsai Ing-wen in 2012, before the pendulum swung furiously 
back in the next cycle, which receives a fuller treatment in chapter 6.
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Taiwan’s Shifting Territorial  
Designations
Taiwan’s anomalous territoriality can be approached as a question of statehood 
or alternately as a question of international law. While each is important to con-
sider, answering either question would still not resolve the “Taiwan problem,” 
because satisfaction of conditions for statehood or even an airtight legal case does 
not necessarily clear a path to universal recognition, especially when there are 
powerful territorial counterclaimants (Kolstø 2006; Rich 2009). For these and 
other reasons, scholars have variously classified Taiwan as occupying “an inter-
mediate position between a quasi-state and a recognized state” (Kolstø 2006), 
as an unrecognized state (Caspersen 2012), as a de facto state (Callahan 2004b; 
Long and Urdinez 2021), and finally as a contested state (Bouris and Fernán-
dez-Molina 2018), which is the term I will generally adopt when discussing the 
problematic of Taiwan’s external recognition.

The question of statehood is often posed against one of the earliest and mostly 
widely accepted definitions as written in the 1933 Montevideo Convention on the 
Rights and Duties of States, which includes five criteria: a permanent population, 
an effective government, the capacity to enter into relations with other states, in-
dependence, and a defined territory. Taiwan easily satisfies the first four, having 
maintained diplomatic relations with a number of countries, however dwindling 
(fourteen as of the end of 2021). The final criterion was a confusing one between 
1945 and 1994, the year when the ROC mostly stopped claiming mainland China 
as its territory (Bush 2005; Charney and Prescott 2000).

The question of Taiwan’s status under international law remains difficult to 
answer. In 1951, as part of a World War II settlement signed with fifty-one Al-
lied powers in San Francisco, Japan formally renounced the claim to Taiwan es-
tablished in its 1895 Treaty of Shimonoseki signed with the Qing. The San 
Francisco treaty, however, did not specify to which entity sovereignty over Tai-
wan would be transferred, and neither the ROC nor the PRC was a signatory. 
The following year, Japan and the ROC signed a treaty in which Japan renounced 
sovereignty over Taiwan, but this treaty also did not explicitly specify to which 
entity sovereignty was being transferred (Charney and Prescott 2000). Taiwan’s 
status under international law is therefore often characterized as undetermined, 
even if it has been effectively ruled by the ROC since 1945, because the Qing 
claimant state that preceded the ROC no longer exists and because the PRC has 
never administered Taiwan.

Despite such indeterminacy, and despite the consolidation of the PRC in Bei-
jing and the successful expansion of its international diplomatic space, the ROC 
on Taiwan has maintained official and unofficial bilateral relations with a num-
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ber of countries. Even many of the countries that have established formal rela-
tions with the PRC, which demands derecognition of the ROC as a precondition, 
maintain de facto embassies within Taiwan and host de facto Taiwan embassies 
in their own capitals, usually named as trade or cultural representative offices.

Taiwan’s most important bilateral relationship has long been with the United 
States, even after the United States normalized relations with the PRC and for-
mally derecognized the ROC in 1979. With continued support for Taiwan still 
a concern of Cold War–era domestic US politics, the Taiwan Relations Act was 
signed into law that year by President Jimmy Carter. The act provided nonbind-
ing assurance for the military defense of Taiwan, including arms sales, which 
have been a continual target of PRC protest.

Apart from maintaining such key bilateral ties, participation in multilateral 
bodies has been key to the ROC’s external legitimation strategy. The UN is a par-
ticularly salient arena, as China, at the time represented by the ROC, had been 
a founding charter member and is the only non-Euro-American permanent 
member of the UN’s powerful Security Council. This status gave the ROC the 
authority to veto draft resolutions and made its representation a matter of global 
importance. With the support of the United States and its anticommunist al-
lies, ROC representatives continued to perform within the UN as if they gov-
erned all of China, even after they were displaced to Taipei. They exercised their 
veto power exactly one time, in 1955, to block the UN’s admission of Mongolia, 
which they claimed as their own territory.

The expulsion of the ROC from the UN in 1971 proved to be a crucial tip-
ping point in the transition from the ROC’s fantastical domestic and interna-
tional claim to represent all of China (and then some) to contemporary Taiwan’s 
condition as a coherent if contested entity. UN General Assembly Resolution 
2758 recognized the PRC as the sole representative of China and expelled “the 
representatives of Chiang Kai-shek from the place which they unlawfully occupy 
at the United Nations and in all the organizations related to it.”3 The UN’s ex-
pulsion of the ROC produced a domino effect of derecognition of the ROC in 
other international bodies, including the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund (Hickey 1997).

Although Resolution 2758 said nothing specifically about Taiwan or its place 
within China, it has frequently been cited by PRC representatives as evidence 
of international support for a “one China” policy that includes Taiwan as part 
of its territory. With the PRC’s growing international influence precluding par-
ticipation by any entity named the “ROC” or “Taiwan,” Taipei’s pursuit of 
participation in various bodies involved a variety of creative and often noncon-
sensual name changes. “Chinese Taipei” first appeared in 1979, after the PRC 
was admitted to the International Olympic Commission. The ROC delegation, 
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which had previously represented China in the Olympics, was readmitted as 
the “Chinese Taipei Olympic Committee” and banned from using ROC flags 
and anthems (J. Yu 2008). The “Chinese Taipei” designation proliferated else-
where, a confusing situation that still characterizes the contemporary spectacle 
of Taiwan’s participation in international events and bodies, both inside and 
outside of Taiwan, including the World Health Assembly (WHA).

Other formulations found their way into various economic and trade bod-
ies, including the Asian Development Bank, where the ROC had also been a 
founding member. When the PRC was admitted to the bank in 1986, the ROC 
was relisted against its own protestations as “Taipei, China.” In 1992, the World 
Trade Organization admitted both China and Taiwan, listing the latter as the 
“Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Matsu” (Li 2006).

Although Taiwan prospered economically throughout this time, it was in-
creasingly shut out from international bodies or forced to participate under a 
name not of its leaders’ or its people’s choosing. Finding this intolerable, Lee’s 
administration declared its intention to rejoin the UN in 1993. Seemingly sub-
scribing to the Montevideo notion of statehood, he acknowledged that the PRC 
exerted de facto authority over mainland China, while insisting that the ROC 
was still an “independent sovereign state” (Hickey 1997; Bush 2005).

With full admission to the UN an unlikely prospect, Taiwan attempted to re-
join the international community by specifically targeting the WHA, a UN 
agency, which oversees the World Health Organization (WHO) as a stepping-
stone to renewed external recognition and legitimacy (Herington and Lee 2014). 
This made some degree of practical sense because, unlike the UN, the WHA al-
lows a variety of entities to participate as “observers,” should they be invited by 
the director general of the WHO. In practice, such observers have included the 
Holy See, Palestine, and the International Committee of the Red Cross (P.-K. 
Chen 2018).

Between 1997 and 2008, Taiwan unsuccessfully bid to join the WHA under 
various names, including “Taiwan (Republic of China),” “Taiwan,” and “Health 
Authorities of Taiwan.” The drive to join received increased impetus with the 
2003 SARS (sudden acute respiratory syndrome) epidemic, a particularly dam-
aging episode for Taiwan, which suffered the world’s third-highest number of 
casualties when the WHO only sent a team of experts fifty days after Taiwan re-
quested help. Although the PRC eventually permitted the WHO to afford Tai-
wan a limited degree of access to its communication systems, with the 2020 
outbreak of COVID-19, Taiwan’s inability to fully participate in the WHA would 
have serious repercussions not only for Taiwan’s territoriality but also for global 
health and the governance of tourism, as I discuss in the epilogue.
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Party Politics and National Identity
For tourists, Taiwan’s democratic politics proffer an obvious and unavoidable 
distinction from China. Taiwan’s most significant domestic political cleavage is 
in fact defined by differing stances toward China and Chineseness, which are 
conveniently color coded for the blue of the KMT flag and the green of the DPP 
flag. The flag of the KMT depicts a blue sky with a white sun and was originally 
designed by an ally of Sun Yat-sen for an anti-Qing revolutionary society. This 
design was later incorporated into the ROC flag, which retains the blue sky and 
white sun and surrounds it with block red, representing the earth. Even after 
the KMT lost the presidency in 2000, the overlap of the KMT and the ROC flag 
remained a source of contention for non-KMT politicians and civil society ac-
tors concerned about the residue of the party-state.

The flag of the DPP centers a graphic image of Taiwan’s main island inside 
a green and white cross. The party’s “democratic” name evokes its origins as a 
party that emerged from the dangwai democracy movement that opposed one-
party KMT rule. Much of the DPP’s early leadership and support drew from the 
Hoklo-speaking majority, especially in the south, who had been politically mar-
ginalized by the KMT’s administrative privileging of mainland Chinese, as 
well as by Sinicization campaigns that portrayed Taiwanese as unreconstructed 
Japanese colonial subjects.

These two major parties have been bolstered or constrained via alliances with 
smaller parties, such as the New Party, the People’s First Party, and the Taiwan 
Solidarity Union, which waxed and waned through the 1990s and 2000s, form-
ing “pan-blue” and “pan-green” blocs with distinct emphases on national iden-
tity and territory.4 Although the DPP initially contained a plank in its platform 
that called for de jure independence, it (and the wider pan-green camp) harbors 
a variety of stances on the mode and time frame of independence. These can 
roughly be divided into two camps: huadu (the hua being the short form for 
Zhonghua Minguo, e.g., ROC), who feel that the ROC is already independent and 
sovereign and therefore there is no need for further declarations or name changes, 
and taidu (the tai being the short form for Taiwan), who advocate for de jure 
independence and the renaming of the ROC as Taiwan. The former approach is 
often presented as a pragmatic response to PRC external pressure, while the lat-
ter is preferred by more assertive Taiwanese nationalists. Both the huadu and 
taidu camps are spanned by the so-called tianrandu generation of “natural-born 
independents,” who grew up after the end of martial law, have only known a 
democratic and de facto independent Taiwan, and may not explicitly advocate 
any particular stance beyond defense from PRC encroachment.
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Changes in Taiwan’s political culture have been driven not only by domestic 
dynamics, including social movements and electoral reform, but also by the com-
plicated ways that Taiwanese and ROC actors have participated in China’s po-
litical and economic transformations. As PRC leaders pursued market reforms 
under the reform and opening policy in the 1980s, Taiwan offered a proximate 
source of investment capital, business expertise, and linguistic affinity. Tens of 
thousands of people moved to the PRC to establish businesses. Known as Tai
shang (Taiwanese businesspeople), they became major nodes of economic and so-
cial contact, and sometimes political pressure across the strait, and also helped 
drive China’s capitalist transformation (Hsing 1998). As business elites took ad-
vantage of economic opportunity across the strait, the vigorous anticommunist 
rhetoric of the Cold War slipped away. For some politicians and businesspeo-
ple, it was replaced by the far more profitable performance of pan-Chinese na-
tionalist sentiment and an emphasis on familial ties and cultural affinities that 
could help lubricate the wheels of industry. In this way, state and capital on both 
sides briefly converged on a mutually acceptable fashion for framing Taiwan’s 
status vis-à-vis mainland China, which also helped to spur a growing tourism 
industry. At the same time, as PRC elites began to legitimize their governance 
in terms of economic growth rather than adherence to Marxist or Maoist prin-
ciples, Chinese ethnonationalism increasingly filled the ideological breech, of-
ten expressed through an aggressive stance toward Taiwan (Zhao 2013).

In some ways, the ethnonational malleability of Taishang is reminiscent of 
the anthropologist Aihwa Ong’s treatment of diasporic Chinese as exemplary 
practitioners of “flexible citizenship,” a condition produced by “the cultural log-
ics of capitalist accumulation, travel, and displacement that induce subjects to 
respond fluidly and opportunistically to changing political-economic condi-
tions” (1999, 6). Still, despite such fluidity, and the economic opportunity rep-
resented by deeper integration with the PRC, Taiwanese national identification 
and independence sentiment continued to rise steadily.

The most extensive longitudinal polls on Taiwan’s “core political attitudes” 
have been measured by the National Chengchi University Election Study Center 
since 1992, shortly after the end of martial law and the liberalization of the speech 
environment. In the first year of polling, 17.6 percent of respondents identified as 
Taiwanese, versus 25.5 percent as Chinese and 46.4 percent as Taiwanese and Chi-
nese. By 2008, 48.4 percent identified as Taiwanese, versus 4.5 percent as Chinese 
and 45.1  percent as Taiwanese and Chinese. These trends corresponded with 
changes in reported sentiment for independence versus unification with the PRC: 
In 1992, 20 percent supported unification immediately or at a later date, while the 
remainder supported indefinitely maintaining the status quo or moving toward de 
jure independence. By 2008, only 10.4 percent supported immediate or eventual 
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unification (National Chengchi University Election Study Center 2019). These 
shifts accelerated through the following decade, as I discuss in chapter 6, and 
are even more pronounced when analyzed according to age, with more young 
people identifying as Taiwanese and supporting independence with every passing 
generation. If considered only against the financial opportunity represented by 
China’s massive market and inducements, this counterintuitive result makes more 
sense in light of Taiwan’s longer-term cultural trends, further primed by cross-
strait political and military tension and the threat to sovereignty represented by 
economic overreliance on China (S. Lin 2016).

“Chinese Taipei” and Its Discontents
Taiwan’s contemporary territoriality, in its color and confusion, contradiction 
and contestation, is vividly illustrated through its awkward representation in 
sporting events both at home and abroad. In a widely circulated tweet that pith-
ily summarized Taiwan’s ambiguities, the writer Chris Horton (2017) included 
an image from the 2019 Summer Universiade, an international sporting event 
held in Taipei, along with the following text: “Why reporting on Taiwan isn’t 
easy, in one photo: Taiwanese audience in Republic of China afro wigs cheer the 
arrival of team Chinese Taipei.”5 Translated into analytic terms, a people with a 
consolidated national identity are administered by a dislocated state apparatus 
that anachronistically shares the territorial referent of the irredentist power that 
replaced it, symbolically figured by a nationality (“Chinese”) to which only a 
dwindling minority subscribes, and imagined to live in a city (Taipei) not in-
habited by a majority of the island’s residents. The so-called status quo is a strange 
kind of status, indeed.

Wherever athletes and fans may fall along the blue-green divide, the “Chi-
nese Taipei” formula has proved to be a sore spot. During the 2012 London 
Olympics, the ROC flag disappeared without explanation from a prominent in-
ternational display in the Regent Street commercial district. A few days later, 
Taiwan’s Tourism Bureau instructed Taiwan nationals not to carry ROC flags 
into the Olympic events. Rather, they were to carry, if anything at all, “Chinese 
Taipei” flags. A number of Taiwanese across London responded by flying their 
ROC flags higher, thumbing their noses at both the ROC and the PRC, demon-
strating the disconnect between the states that claim to represent them and the 
ambiguous nations they so tensely navigate between (Loa 2012).

Five years later, a similar thing happened at the 2017 Summer Universiade, 
an international sporting event held in Taiwan, which the sponsoring organiza-
tion referred to as Chinese Taipei. As the biggest sporting competition ever held 
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in Taiwan, with more than ten thousand athletes and delegates, this event was 
meant as a major tourist draw. Unable to reconcile its rules with the reality on 
the ground, the English-language guide produced by the Switzerland-based In-
ternational University Sports Federation (FISU), referred not only to Taiwan’s 
sporting team but also to the island itself as “Chinese Taipei”: “Chinese Taipei 
is a special island and its capital Taipei is a great place to experience Taipei’s cul-
ture.” A subsection, “Introduction of Our Island,” said that “Chinese Taipei is 
long and narrow that lies north to south [sic]” (Horton 2017).

Following a public uproar, FISU explained its choice of terminology in the 
following way: “As a member of the Olympic Movement, FISU is generally bound 
by the resolution to refer to Taiwan as Chinese Taipei.” But, it conceded, “the 
term Taiwan Island is clearly more appropriate in cases that refer to geography 
by itself.” Still, six months after the end of the event, FISU’s website introduced 
the host city Taipei as part of “Chinese Taipei,” not Taiwan: “Located in the 
northern part of Chinese Taipei in the heart of the Asia-Pacific region, Taipei is 
a vibrant and strategically important economic and cultural center.” Writing for 
the New York Times, Horton (2017) observed, “Imagine if the United States were 
to hold a major international event, but one of the conditions was for it to call 
itself ‘British Washington.’ ”

One final anecdote, from a pop culture event, illustrates how Taiwan’s con-
tested territoriality can explode into visibility in surprising, dramatic, and col-
orful ways. While opening for Madonna on February 4, 2016, at the Taipei Arena, 
a DJ shouted “I love Taiwan!” and was cheered by the crowd. He followed this 
up with “I love China!” According to the personal communication of an eye-
witness, “The stadium, filled mostly with young people, went nearly silent. No 
booing. Just a polite, albeit pregnant, silence. . . . ​Said DJ has since apologized.”6 
Madonna wrapped herself in the ROC flag to close the show, repeating a ma-
neuver performed by the star Katy Perry a year earlier in Taipei (both of them 
received opprobrium for this from Chinese netizens). Days earlier, Madonna’s 
online promotional campaign featured an image of her face on the blue-and-
white sun flag of the KMT, which is embedded in the corner of the ROC. The 
image did not sit well with some Taiwanese fans who saw it as a reminder of the 
old party-state apparatus. The top Facebook commenter (with thirty-five hun-
dred likes) pointed out that Madonna was (unintentionally) conflating the KMT 
regime with Taiwan: “OMG this is not Taiwan or Taipei’s symbol, this is the sym-
bol of the party KMT that kills so many Taiwanese. please correct this ridicu-
lous mistake. show some respect to this island,” according to a February 5, 2016, 
report in The Shanghaiist. In the meantime, Madonna was also attacked online 
by Chinese netizens for wearing the ROC flag. Even America’s pop queen proved 
unable to navigate the cross-strait territorial vortex.
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What these episodes should make clear is that despite its political autonomy, 
its stable and publicly accountable institutions, and an increasingly consolidated 
national self-consciousness, Taiwan’s performances of territory—and its peoples’ 
identities and mobilities—are contested, constrained, and confused due not only 
to the external pressures of the PRC but also to the lasting impacts of past deci-
sions by China-centric KMT elites and the actions of international government 
and nongovernmental organizations. It is in this cauldron that the cross-strait 
tourism industry developed after 2008, adding new ingredients and further stir-
ring the pot.
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“One China, each with its own interpretation.” This phrase performatively con-
stituted the so-called 1992 Consensus, which was the rhetorical basis for China-
Taiwan political relations, including the regulation and facilitation of tourism, 
during the 2008–16 presidency of Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) leader Ma 
Ying-jeou. A diplomatic fiction, it referred to the apocryphal outcome of a series 
of meetings between quasi-official People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Repub-
lic of China (ROC) on Taiwan representatives in 1992. These meetings did not 
actually result in any jointly written statements, but ROC representatives, all of 
whom belonged to the KMT, later claimed they had agreed with their counter-
parts that both sides of the Taiwan Strait belong to one country called “China,” 
with each side allowed a different interpretation of what that China is (Saunders 
and Kastner 2009). The PRC, for its part, never acknowledged the “each with its 
own interpretation” clause, even as it was frequently cited by KMT leaders.

If the Ma administration’s steadfast invocation of the 1992 Consensus tem-
porarily maintained the actually exceptional “status quo” of Taiwan’s de facto 
independence, it also fueled popular suspicion that forces on both sides of the 
strait planned to use state and market mechanisms to enact political unification 
with or annexation by the PRC. The 2008 opening of direct flights and an ex-
plosion in tourism, in terms of both capital investment and human traffic, were 
among the most visible outcomes of cross-strait political cooperation (or con-
niving, depending on one’s point of view). By 2010, Chinese tourists surpassed 
Japanese to become the top inbound tourist segment in Taiwan, and their num-
bers continued to rise throughout the Ma administration. Muddling the usual 
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foreign/domestic binaries of the nation-state, this wave of tourism wrought 
profound effects on Taiwan’s cultural politics and political culture.

Tourism’s broad instrumentality was on display when it was used as a justi-
fication to establish the first reciprocal state offices of any kind. In May 2010, 
the Beijing-based Cross-Strait Tourism Association set up office in Taipei, and 
the Taipei-based Taiwan Strait Tourism Association set up office in Beijing. In Tai-
wan, this was presented as a nonpolitical and purely functional arrangement to fa-
cilitate tourism. Said Tourism Bureau director general Janice Seh-jen Lai, “The new 
offices will focus on promoting cross-Strait tourism, assisting tourists and resolv-
ing emergency situations. Issues relating to politics and foreign affairs will not be 
involved,” as noted in a report on February 26, 2010 (China Times 2010b). However, 
Chinese officials had already expressed hope for broader significance from the of-
fice openings. Fan Liqing, spokeswoman for China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO), 
stated, “The move is conducive to facilitating future cross-Strait development,” as 
quoted in a report on February 11, 2010 (China Times 2010a). The political opera-
tion of tourism, it seemed, was wrapped in its nonpolitical appearance.

That tourism was the rationale for the establishment of the first cross-strait 
quasi-state reciprocal offices underscores its political importance, from which its 
economic impact cannot be divorced. The interplay between, and relative impor-
tance of, the political and the economic is a long-standing concern of cross-strait 
researchers. For example, Karen M. Sutter has argued for the primacy of eco-
nomic interests, suggesting that there is a “dynamic of business interests pulling 
government policy along as policy makers struggle to keep apace with commer-
cial reality” (2002, 522). Following the failure of the more aggressive cross-strait 
policies of Chinese president Jiang Zemin, many scholars maintained that the 
primary political tactic of his successor, Hu Jintao, was to use economic leverage to 
increase Taiwan’s dependence on China. Such a tact was exemplified by the slo-
gan Yi shang cu zheng, yi min cu guan, meaning “peddle politics through business, 
to influence government through the people” (S. Kastner 2006, 336) It should not 
be forgotten that this economic tactic came in tandem with a military buildup 
targeting Taiwan (Shambaugh 2004), and a 2005 anti-secession law that provided 
a legal basis for invasion. Given such militarization, skepticism might have been 
warranted about arguments that economic integration initiatives, including 
tourism development, would necessarily precipitate peaceful relations.

Tourism as Tool of State Power
Long before the 2008 opening of cross-strait flights and travel offices, tourism 
had been a political battleground of the PRC and the ROC in their contest for 
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international recognition and support from overseas Chinese. During the Cul-
tural Revolution, when China effectively closed its borders and persecuted citi-
zens with ties to overseas Chinese, the ROC in Taiwan enticed visitors to their 
rendition of “Free China.” During that period, the sympathies and capital of a 
majority of overseas Chinese communities aligned with the ROC and away from 
the PRC (Arlt 2006, 33). The ROC used this position to shore up its international 
diplomatic support and to finance major infrastructure projects.

Soon after China reopened its borders in 1978, overseas Chinese were targeted 
as sources of capital and international support, which were to be key to the Chi-
nese Communist Party’s (CCP) modernization and development campaign un-
der the leadership of Deng Xiaoping. The CCP endeavored not just to profit from 
foreign currency inflows (a major goal of inbound non-Chinese tourism) but also 
to strengthen links with overseas Chinese sources of investment capital and to 
use transnational Chinese cultural affinities to strengthen the regime. This cam-
paign was successful—as inbound tourism and foreign direct investment in-
creased, overseas Chinese visitation and financial support began moving from 
Taipei to Beijing (Arlt 2006, 30). All China inbound tourist numbers went up 
following 1978, but overseas Chinese arrivals dwarfed the rest—over the follow-
ing seven years, annual foreign arrivals grew sixfold to 1.37 million, while an-
nual overseas Chinese arrivals grew tenfold to 16.48 million. By 1985, China had 
nearly fifteen times more overseas Chinese visitors than foreign visitors. Over-
seas Chinese (classified as “compatriots”) became the major source for foreign 
direct investment, with 76 percent coming from Hong Kong and Macao between 
1978 and 1993 and 9 percent from Taiwan. Simultaneously, China’s tourism pol-
icy also called for outcompeting the ROC in the game of international recogni-
tion and support, “especially by parading the economic success of China vis- à-vis 
Taiwan” to overseas Chinese visitors (Arlt 2006, 37).

Economic incentives and the cultural draw of China’s role as an ancestral 
home were deployed in the PRC’s campaign to expand its influence over Hong 
Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, and to deepen ties with overseas Chinese. Tourism 
played a major role. Non-PRC Chinese received special affordances, including 
permits for visa-free entry, priority acceptance to youth summer camps in China, 
and help with arranging “family visit” tours to Hong Kong and Macao while 
those territories were still under British and Portuguese rule. The PRC also en-
couraged outbound travel to countries with large overseas Chinese populations, 
including Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines (Arlt 2006). All of 
these tourism policies strengthened ties between overseas Chinese and the PRC 
party-state. Inasmuch as they consolidated China’s regional hegemony, they 
weakened the ROC’s international reach, destabilizing Taiwan’s political posi-
tion even as it remained a powerful economic player.



	The  Rise of Cross-Strait Travel and Tourism	 37

The PRC’s targeting of overseas Chinese was prefigured by its tourism indus-
try’s two-tiered structure, as well as by official state record-keeping practice. Two 
of the major state tourism companies, China Travel Service and China Interna-
tional Travel Service, had already been set up to serve different markets, overseas 
Chinese and foreigners, respectively. Given that these were state enterprises, their 
formal distinction between overseas Chinese and other tourists extended into 
state institutional record-keeping practices. Statistics for inbound tourism distin-
guished between foreigners (waiguoren), “compatriots” (tongbao, including Tai-
wanese), and overseas Chinese (huaqiao). Likewise, the ROC on Taiwan’s statistics 
distinguished between foreigners and overseas Chinese (huaqiao, including main-
land Chinese). They did not, however, include a compatriot category.

As Chinese citizens clamored for greater opportunity for outbound travel, 
China implemented the Approved Destination Status (ADS) scheme in 1995. 
Facing pressure from an increasingly mobile and wealthy population, the cen-
tral government instituted this system both to keep outbound tourism under its 
control and to translate its growing economic clout into political gains. Three 
agencies with plural portfolios were tasked to conduct international negotiations 
and administer the program: the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of 
Public Security, and the China National Tourism Administration. The initial pri-
mary function of the ADS system was to prevent Chinese nationals from bring-
ing too much hard currency abroad (Arlt 2006). At that time, Chinese travelers 
were already permitted to go to Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philip-
pines as part of a “visit friends and relatives” program. Those countries soon re-
ceived ADS designation, followed by South Korea in 1998 and Australia and 
New Zealand in 1999. Since then, more than one hundred countries have signed 
ADS agreements with China.

If a country has an ADS designation, outbound group tourists may apply for 
visas through travel agencies, saving them a trip to the consulate. ADS also fa-
cilitates group tour marketing, making it a highly desirable designation for coun-
tries eager to boost inbound tourism revenue. ADS regulations stipulate that 
the receiving country should “have good political relationships with China,” 
making it a useful negotiating lever for the PRC to pursue a variety of aims. 
Needless to say, only states maintaining official diplomatic relations with the PRC 
can be eligible for ADS. Those maintaining diplomatic ties with Taiwan must 
end them and instead recognize the PRC, as Costa Rica did in 2007 shortly be-
fore earning ADS. Simply having formal diplomatic relations with China is not 
a sufficient condition to earn ADS. For example, it took Canada over eighteen 
ministerial visits to China and a change to more pro-China rhetoric and policy 
positions before it earned ADS in 2009. This so-called gift was expected to bring 
over US$100 million in additional annual tourist revenues (Lo 2011).
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Complementing international political and economic initiatives like ADS, the 
PRC exercises domestic cultural authority via the construction and management 
of tourism sites. Drawing on content analysis of tourism promotional brochures, 
historical review of Chinese literati travel discourse, and ethnographies of Chinese 
domestic tourism practices, the anthropologist Pál Nyíri demonstrated that the 
PRC “sponsors a discursive regime in which scenic spots and their state-endorsed 
hierarchy are tools of patriotic education and modernization, and in which the 
state has the ultimate authority to determine the meaning of the landscape” (2006, 
75). This regime is enabled by deep institutional and personal overlaps between 
state regulatory agencies, tour operators, and site developers and management. 
Such a constellation of common interest allows scenic spots, many of which have 
an ancient history, to be recast as symbols of party-state authority over the nation. 
Such practices have been extended far beyond the claimed territorial bounds of 
China. For example, the Eiffel Tower was turned red during an official state visit of 
President Hu. Nyíri concludes, “One thing is certain: the Chinese state, as long as 
it exists in its current form, will attempt to assert its cultural authority over foreign 
landscapes” (108).

The case of Taiwan, where the foreign/domestic polarity is blurrier than that 
of, say, France, presents a complex and contentious interplay of state and mar-
ket forces in the struggle over the operation and representation of tourist sites, 
particularly those weighted with symbolic significance. The case of the Chiang 
Kai-shek Cultural Park provides a striking example. Chiang is by no means be-
loved in China, but he remains an object of great historical interest. Even if he 
was an enemy of the CCP, he was at least a Chinese nationalist and thus vastly 
preferable to later Taiwanese leaders, including Lee Teng-hui and Chen Shui-
bian, who ultimately championed a distinctively Taiwanese nationalism.

In 2005, in the midst of a national anti-Chiang campaign led by the then rul-
ing Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), the KMT-led Taoyuan county gov-
ernment, anticipating a future influx of Chinese tourists, began planning a 
Chiang Kai-shek–themed park around a complex of Chiang-related buildings, 
including his mausoleum. The “generalissimo” was transmogrified from a stern 
dictator into a cool or even cute figure, his image appearing in a souvenir post-
card literally drawn as “Mickey Chiang,” complete with a Mickey Mouse hat. The 
then Taoyuan County magistrate (and 2016 KMT chair and failed presidential 
candidate) Eric Chu described Chiang as an “essence” of modern Chinese his-
tory, thereby placing Taoyuan into a Chinese “historical trajectory” (Woo 2011, 
154). This attempted rehabilitation of Chiang for Chinese tourists demonstrates 
that a Taiwanese government agency attempted to construct a Chinese scenic site 
in Taiwan, without any apparent direct involvement from Chinese state agencies 
or industry actors.
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Opening the Strait
Taiwan prohibited all travel to China during the martial law years from 1949 to 
1987, although many Taiwanese traveled to China via a third country or terri-
tory (typically Hong Kong or Macao) and did not get their passports stamped. 
In 1987, Taiwan rescinded the ban and gave special travel permission to certain 
groups, particularly veterans or others who had been separated from their fam-
ilies in China due to the KMT’s retreat to Taiwan. In 1988, 473,000 Taiwanese 
visited China. As restrictions on leisure and other forms of travel were gradu-
ally lifted, the number of annual tourist visits rose to 1.2 million by 1992 and 
3.7 million in 2004 (Guo et al. 2006).

Starting in 1988, Taiwan’s government permitted travelers from China to enter, 
but only to visit sick relatives or attend funerals. Gradually, visits for other pur-
poses were permitted, including media projects, attendance at special cultural 
events, and business. The years from 1988 to 2004 saw a total of roughly 858,900 
Chinese visitors to Taiwan, not an inconsiderable amount, but still a fraction of 
the flow from Taiwan to China (Guo et al. 2006). Without direct air or sea links, all 
such travel had to pass through Hong Kong, Macao, or another transit point.

In 1990, as military hostilities thawed and the potential for profits from cross-
strait investment became increasingly evident, two “civil” agencies were set up in 
Taiwan and China to facilitate communication and negotiations: the Taipei-based 
Straits Exchange Foundation (SEF) and the Beijing-based Association for Rela-
tions Across the Taiwan Straits (ARATS) (C. Chao 2003). Such an unusual ar-
rangement was necessitated by legal and political restraints shared by both sides. 
With the ROC constitution still claiming sovereignty over PRC territory and vice 
versa, neither state would recognize the legitimacy of an official agency of its coun-
terpart. However “civil,” these agencies are clearly tied to the state apparatus—the 
head of SEF is appointed by the ROC president, and the agency itself is funded and 
directed largely by the ROC’s Mainland Affairs Council (MAC), which is under 
the jurisdiction of the Executive Yuan (executive branch). In the PRC, ARATS is 
managed by the TAO, which is directed by the State Council.

In 1999, when then ROC president Lee famously suggested that China and 
Taiwan had “special state-to-state relations,” implying some kind of support for 
Taiwan independence, the PRC protested by suspending all talks between SEF and 
ARATS. A year later, Chen, of the more Taiwan-centric and historically pro-inde-
pendence DPP, was elected president, marking the first time that the ROC in Tai-
wan had not been under KMT rule. China further hardened its stance and refused 
to negotiate with SEF or official ROC agencies while Chen remained in office.

Despite chilly public proclamations, low-key negotiations nonetheless con-
tinued. Charter flights to bring China-based Taiwanese businesspeople home for 
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the Lunar New Year holidays began in 2003, but were canceled the following year 
amid Taiwanese election-year controversies. In 2006, an agreement was reached 
between China’s General Administration of Civil Aviation and Taiwan’s MAC 
to permit direct charter passenger flights during other major holidays, as well 
as cargo and humanitarian flights that could be individually approved through-
out the year. Critics portrayed the agreement as a ploy by Chen, who was facing 
impeachment proceedings on corruption charges, to boost his sagging ap-
proval ratings (Bradsher 2006). With MAC polls showing 75 percent support 
for expanded charter flights, it was not an unpopular move. Yet an even higher 
percentage of respondents, 85 percent, supported maintenance of the de facto 
independent “status quo” of Taiwanese sovereignty, suggesting that the Taiwan-
ese public wished to enhance cross-strait mobility at the same time they insisted 
on national autonomy and self-determination (J. Huang 2006).

Cut off from most formal means of cross-strait communication, the Chen ad-
ministration attempted to reform mobility regulations through other channels. 
Cognizant of the economic opportunities offered by inbound tourism, the admin-
istration began planning to receive Chinese leisure tourists as early as 2001. Re-
sponding to the requests of China-based Taiwanese businesspeople for more 
convenient transportation, the Chen cabinet prepared a report advocating for di-
rect regular flights in 2003, said the then MAC chairman Joseph Wu, according to 
a December 9, 2005, report (Asia Times 2005). Holding up tourism promotion was 
the sovereignty dispute and a matter of names—specifically China’s unwillingness 
to list Taiwan as a foreign country and the Chen administration’s unwillingness to 
refer to Taiwan as a province. In 2006, MAC vice-chairman David Huang said, 
“Taiwan is not listed as a travel destination. There is currently no legal basis for 
Chinese tourists to apply to visit Taiwan. . . . ​When we negotiate this . . . ​we will 
continue to express our stance that the Republic of China is a sovereign, indepen-
dent country and that the People’s Republic of China is a separate political entity” 
(Rickards 2006). In the meantime, limited sightseeing had in fact been permitted 
in some form by China, but diplomatic disagreements kept the numbers down.

The Chen administration wanted negotiations with China to proceed via “of-
ficial government” channels without preconditions, but China’s leadership was 
unwilling to speak with the Chen administration, which it repeatedly criticized 
as pro-independence. China instead insisted on holding the talks via “private” 
channels and organizations, so as not to lend legitimacy to the Chen adminis-
tration or help it “earn any points,” in the words of Johnson Tseng, the found-
ing director general of the Travel Agent Association of the ROC and a participant 
in these talks.1 One impasse was resolved in 2006 by the PRC’s founding of the 
Cross-Strait Tourism Association and Taiwan’s founding of the Taiwan Strait 
Tourism Association, which echoed the complementary structure of SEF and 
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ARATS. The names of the organizations had been a major point of contention, 
with China initially refusing to deal with any organization with the name “Re-
public of China.” Even inclusion of the name “Taiwan” was initially rejected 
(T.-I. Tsai 2006). Although ostensibly private, the negotiations between these 
two entities were still dominated by state actors with industry ties.

While the DPP was shut out of negotiations, the KMT, anticipating a return to 
power, initiated direct contact with the CCP. The KMT-CCP Forum, a series of 
party-to-party meetings organized in Taiwan by former vice president and honor-
ary KMT chairman Lien Chan’s National Progress Foundation, proved at least as 
influential in formulating policy as domestic deliberations or the SEF-ARATS 
channels (Beckershoff 2014). Not only politicians but also leaders of industry, in-
cluding tourism, participated in these meetings, and many of their agreements 
were passed into law quickly after President Ma’s 2008 election. In interviews, Yao 
Ta-kuang, Tseng’s successor at the Travel Agent Association of the ROC, con-
firmed that the legal substance of these agreements eventually implemented by the 
KMT differed little from earlier DPP administration–drafted versions but that 
these party-to-party channels were necessary to “build trust.”2 In July 2008, a few 
months after Ma’s inauguration, Taiwan received its first Chinese tour group to 
enter on a direct flight. This was touted by the administration as a major break-
through. Following yet more talks, regularly scheduled, commercial cross-strait 
flights finally began in August 2009, with departures from Beijing, Shanghai, Fu-
zhou, and Xiamen arriving at Taipei Songshan, Taoyuan, and Taichung. Chinese 
tourist numbers were initially kept down by China’s rigorous screening process, at 
least according to the MAC. Prospective tourists were required by Chinese au-
thorities to prove employment, pay a bond of 50,000 yuan (over US$6,000  in 
2008), and submit to other paperwork and screening checks. All tourists were re-
quired to join group tours. Such rules and regulations were not much different for 
Taiwan than for many other approved destinations (Arlt 2006). Instead of the 
maximum of three thousand tourists per day permitted by Taiwan, the early daily 
average was only several hundred visitors.

Tourist numbers spiked sharply in 2010 and China soon pulled solidly ahead 
of Japan to become the number one market for Taiwan. Total numbers of Chi-
nese arrivals in 2010 were over 1.6 million, with by then over 1.2 million listing 
“pleasure” as their primary purpose. Tourist numbers continued their rise in 
2011, which saw a total of nearly 1.8 million Chinese arrivals, of whom nearly 
1.3 million listed “pleasure” as their primary purpose. The overall numbers 
and stated purpose of visitor arrivals from “mainland China” are summarized in 
table 1, starting in 2008, the first year for which such statistics are available.3

Following the gradual opening to group tourism, the next major milestone 
was Taiwan’s reception of independent tourists, who were first allowed to arrive 
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from Shanghai in June 2011. An initial total of five hundred per day was per-
mitted from Beijing, Shanghai, and Xiamen. The quota was doubled to one thou-
sand less than a year later, in April 2012, and several more sending cities were 
soon added.

The arrival of Chinese tourists, both group and independent, met with im-
mediate controversy in Taiwan. Some politicians, including former Chen admin-
istration officials, portrayed them as security threats. Meanwhile, surveys and 
blog posts indicated an incipient public backlash against their behavior, which 
was often depicted as boorish and unsanitary. A May 2009 government poll re-
corded that only 24.9 percent of respondents had a “good impression” of Chi-
nese tourists, with 33 percent holding a “bad impression” and the rest neutral 
or having no opinion (Research Development and Evaluation Commission 2009). 
Bloggers posted critical reports with photos of Chinese tourists washing their 
feet in public restrooms, urinating in public, and otherwise behaving in ways 
deemed inappropriate by commenters.

Vivid reports of poor tourist behavior provided fodder for DPP politicians 
who accused President Ma and the KMT of pursuing a cross-strait policy that 
benefited China more than Taiwan (Hsu 2009; Lee and Lin 2009). This criticism 
occurred despite the fact that much of the tourism policy had been prepared by 
the DPP itself.

With public opinion polls in Taiwan reflecting uneven support for receiving 
yet more Chinese tourist arrivals, even the Taiwanese travel industry started hav-
ing misgivings. In early 2009, when lower numbers arrived than expected, Tai-
wanese tourist outflow to China rose, contributing to a trade imbalance. 
Nevertheless, numbers rose to an average of three thousand tourists a day in 
April 2009, only to plummet again a few months later, reportedly due to Chi-
nese tourist concerns about the H1N1 influenza outbreak in Taiwan, which pro-
duced a “sense of shock” in the previously optimistic Taiwanese travel industry, 
according to a June 24, 2009, report (United Daily News 2009). Even after tour-
ist numbers soared in 2010 and 2011, buttressing the Ma administration’s claims 
of economic benefits, many tour operators in Taiwan said that they were losing 
money. Businesspeople complained publicly and privately about late payments 
from Chinese industry partners; the total delinquent amount was claimed to be 
as high as US$169.5 million, which led to late payments for local tour guides and 
other industry employees. Of the three hundred operators licensed by the Tai-
wan government to receive Chinese tourists, thirteen Hong Kong–based opera-
tors took 50 percent of the revenues. Taiwanese operators said they were forced 
to cut costs by their partners in China, who paid as low as US$20 a day per tour-
ist, by offering substandard accommodations and service and to gouge custom-
ers with mandatory shopping excursions to stores with high commissions and 
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markups. “Chinese tourists are getting up earlier than roosters, eating worse 
than pigs, and are totally exhausted from spending most of their days on inter-
city buses,” said an official at the Taiwan International Tour Manager Develop-
ment Association (Wu 2011).

Such reports cast doubt on the Ma administration’s claim that Chinese tour-
ists spent US$2 billion annually on the island, a figure that was based on airport 
surveys of 1,896 self-reporting tourists, rather than on aggregate data received 
from hotels, shopping malls, or other industry actors. Indeed, the government’s 
number may have been exaggerated by as much as US$700 million (Wu 2011). 
The Taiwan Tourism Bureau claimed that Chinese tourists spent US$224 per day, 
per person. This was likewise based on results from a contracted research team 
that used a collection of self-reported data from departing tourists at the Taoyuan 
International, Taipei Songshan, and Kaohsiung International Airports (Lee 
2014).4 These figures were not independently audited or cross-checked against 
tax or other revenues, and there is no other publicly available data to support 
Tourism Bureau claims or to compute a more reliable estimate.5

Widespread suspicion about inflated claims of tourism revenues, as well as 
the severe financial distress of many travel agents, was substantiated in my in-
terviews with several travel agency owners as well as by Tseng, the former head 
of the Travel Agent Association of the ROC. A further problem faced by Tai-
wanese travel agents and tour operators was the impossibility of debt collection 
from Chinese agents, who were not legally required to pay in advance for the 
services of Taiwanese ground handlers. This forced the bankruptcy of several 
travel agents in Taiwan, particularly those without stronger informal and per-
sonal ties to Chinese partners.6 Several surviving Taiwanese companies contin-
ued growing due to diminished competition and widely rumored but unverifiable 
inflows of investment capital from Chinese and Hong Kong businesses, possi-
bly with state backing. This asymmetry and the tendency toward cartelization 
were described by many agents as some of the biggest failings of cross-strait tour-
ism policy and ones that they claimed to have tried and failed to warn the Ma 
administration about.7 Closeness between the tourism industry and the ruling 
party was partly determined by ethnocultural and partisan affinity. Interviews 
with tourism industry insiders confirmed a general alignment between the in-
dustry and the KMT and KMT-affiliated political forces. Given that the indus-
try’s leadership tended to be dominated by self-identified mainlanders, this 
alliance was congruent with Taiwan’s ethnopolitical fault lines, in which a large 
number of the descendants of the mainlanders who arrived with the KMT in 
the 1940s continued to vote for KMT or KMT spin-off parties. Tseng, the past 
leader of a major tourism industry trade association, identifies as a mainlander 
and was a member of the People’s First Party (PFP), a mainlander-dominated 
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KMT splinter party, and he claimed that most of his fellow industry leaders were 
either KMT or PFP supporters. In 2014, he organized and hosted a large, 150-table 
fund-raiser for failed Taipei KMT mayoral candidate Sean Lien, the son of Lien 
Chan. Several other industry leaders available for interview, including Tseng’s 
successor, Yao Ta-kuang; Wu Hung-yi and Michael Chao of the Tourist Guide 
Association of the ROC; and four major agency CEOs also identified as main-
lander and as being pro-KMT or PFP.

Likewise, those Ma cabinet officials who had major oversight over tourism, 
including premiers Jiang Yi-huah and Mao Chi-kuo and former minister of 
transportation and communication (which oversees the Tourism Bureau) Yeh 
Kuang-shih (who was preceded in office by Mao Chi-kuo), also came from 
mainlander backgrounds. This is not a sufficiently large sample to prove that 
business-political cartels form exclusively along ethnic lines, but it is not in-
significant. As put by Chao, a tour guide, “Being mainlanders probably helps us 
business-wise. . . . ​We know more about their [mainland Chinese] culture and 
business practices.”8

Mobility Devices and Mechanisms
Cross-strait tourism proliferated through complex institutional and interper-
sonal circuits that ambiguously performed and effectively transformed the 
practices of border control within Taiwan. In so doing, tourism reconfigured re-
lations between state and industry. A case in point is that during the early years 
of the Ma administration, the verification of Chinese tourists’ personal identi-
fication documents, which was legally mandated by Taiwan’s National Immi-
gration Agency as a necessary step before travel permits could be granted, was 
conducted not by the agency itself but by a trade group, the Travel Agent Asso-
ciation of the ROC.9 In other words, a basic function of state administration was 
outsourced to an industry actor with complicated ties to both Chinese and Tai-
wanese state and industry actors.

Those travel documents likewise reflect the representational contortions of 
cross-strait tourism. To enter Taiwan, Chinese tourists apply not for a passport 
and visa, which would perform Taiwan as a separate country, but rather for a 
PRC-issued “Mainland Resident Taiwan Travel Permit” and an ROC-issued “Exit 
and Entry Permit for the Taiwan Region, Republic of China.” Reciprocally, ROC 
(Taiwan) nationals are not able to use their ROC passport to enter China and 
must apply for a PRC “Taiwan Compatriot Permit.” Such devices “explicitly en-
fold Taiwan into its [China’s] domestic space,” as Sara L. Friedman observed 
in her study of cross-strait marriage migration (2015, 32). In 2015, the PRC 
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intensified this practice by no longer requiring “Taiwan Compatriot Permits” 
and instead adopting standardized cards that include an eighteen-digit identi-
fication number, the same length as those of PRC citizens. This unified the for-
mat of Chinese IDs issued to Taiwanese applicants with those issued to Hong 
Kong and Macao residents, suggesting a territorial isomorphism between the 
three regions (Chung 2015).

This chapter’s history of quasi-official agencies, political party negotiations, 
and state and business networks has traced the complex institutional and inter-
personal relationships that facilitated and were themselves transformed by tour-
ist flows. To situate the remainder of the book, I would like to reiterate several 
observations:

1.	 There is a fundamental contradiction between the territorial claims of 
both China and Taiwan.

2.	 Taiwan itself harbors multiple, ambiguous, contradictory, 
and competing state territorialization programs.

3.	 Despite the above points, outbound tourism from China to Taiwan grew 
rapidly during Ma’s 2008–16 presidency.

4.	 Tourism remained contentious between Taiwan and China and within 
Taiwan itself.

5.	 Tourism was put to work as a platform for the development of other 
forms of cross-strait interaction.

The following chapters will show, with ethnographic detail, how these fissures 
and ambiguities stoked social, economic, and ethnonational difference within 
Taiwan and between Taiwan and China, even or especially as they were con-
ducted under the sign of “One China.”
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Taiwan’s national iconography presents a field of paradoxes to both residents 
and visitors. When Chinese tourists arrive, whatever their feelings and education 
about Taiwan’s sovereignty, they are immediately confronted with the official re-
galia of the “Republic of China” (ROC), the name still used in official documents 
of Taiwan’s state administration, such as its flag, national anthem, public holidays, 
and other symbols of a state the Chinese government holds to be illegitimate. As 
they travel the island, they thus encounter emanations not only of the ROC but 
also of manifest differences in political and cultural expression between Taiwan 
and China. This produces a sense of exceptional and even multiple and overlap-
ping sovereignties, which is compounded further when Taiwanese independence 
activists dispute the legitimacy of both China’s and the ROC’s claims to Taiwan.

Yet, even while immersed in the distinctive ROC or Taiwanese symbolism 
that dots the landscape, many Chinese visitors are able to overlook markers of 
national-territorial difference and insist in interviews that Taiwan is still obvi-
ously a part of China. This effect is possible in part due to direct and conscious 
performances by industry actors. Incentivized by profits and sometimes by po-
litical favors, a sufficient subset of the Taiwanese public and private sector mo-
bilized to produce a sufficiently consistent sense of being in “China” for tourists 
traveling within the liminal spaces of Taiwan. The production proved especially 
effective for group tourists, who usually said that they felt as if they were still in 
their home country—not just because of the official territorial claims, but be-
cause state and industry actors in Taiwan shaped, narrated, and translated their 
experiences in ways that made it seem more familiar than it might be otherwise.

3

TAIWAN AS TOURIST HETEROTOPIA
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The simultaneous overlap and disjuncture between the Taiwan of its residents 
and the Taiwan of its Chinese tourists finds an evocative analogy in the novelist 
China Miéville’s work of speculative fiction, “The City and the City” (2009). This 
book tells a tale of two city-states, Besźel and Ul Qoma, that belong to different 
nations and juridical realms but in fact interlace throughout the same physical 
space. This space is divided into “total-alter” (either totally Besź or totally Ul Qo-
man) or “crosshatch” areas where the cities converge to share roads, train lines, 
and buildings.1 On the edges in between the cities, and even on different floors of 
the same vertical buildings, the citizens of each city have trained themselves 
to “see” and “sense” what is domestic and “unsee” and “unsense” what is foreign. 
Protuberances from the other city are studiously ignored; color codes, signifying 
one or the other city, apply to buildings and cars and clothing. The mistakes of 
naive children and casual tourists notwithstanding, a “breach” of this division is 
taboo, heavily policed, and punished as a capital crime, yet car crashes, gas explo-
sions, mentally ill attackers, and other “border-perforating catastrophes” can 
throw the “careful unseeing” into sudden disarray (66), provoking confusion or 
worse when citizens of either side are forced to see something unexpected or ta-
boo about the other.

Like the fantastical realms of Besź and Ul Qoma, the Taiwan lived in by its resi-
dents and the Taiwan fabricated for Chinese tourists are performed as two differ-
ent nations that intersect and interlace within the same physical coordinates. The 
first Taiwan is simply Taiwan as a lived space, socially distinct and politically de 
facto independent but, largely due to Chinese pressure, diplomatically unrecog-
nized by most of the world. The second Taiwan is an indivisible part of China, an 
irredentist fantasy land sketched by official People’s Republic of China (PRC) rhet-
oric, perceived by a dwindling number of dyed-in-the-wool ROC partisans, and 
performed by complicit parts of the Taiwanese tourist industry.

That these two Taiwans are the same Taiwan is a social (sur)reality that its 
residents are remarkably adept at living with. Breaching notions of national space 
has long been a fact of life, if not a daily requirement, for Taiwanese who are 
used to simultaneously asserting and denying both the overlap and the distinc-
tion between “China” and “Taiwan” and between the PRC and the ROC. Long 
before the influx of Chinese tourists, Taiwanese had accustomed themselves, 
with various degrees of assent, unease, or violence (epistemic or physical), to the 
ROC’s performance of Taiwan as a part of China. While the affective salience 
of the ROC state apparatus has retreated in the face of a rising Taiwanese na-
tionalism, the social and spatial transformations of tourism have simultaneously 
re- and de-Sinicized particular travel routes.

Even some Chinese tourists, particularly those who have crossed beyond the 
prescribed circuits of the group tour, understand the vagaries and ironies of what 



	Tai wan as Tourist Heterotopia	 49

could be called, following Miéville, “total-alter” (exclusively Taiwanese or Chi-
nese) and “crosshatch” (both Taiwanese and Chinese) spaces. Indeed, some tour-
ist circuits overlap with residential spaces, and others do not. Some sites, such 
as the National Palace Museum or Kenting, are so crowded as to provoke resent-
ment from locals and dissuade them from visiting. Others, including stores op-
erated by the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) and seedy commission-shopping 
“museums,” are out of the way and easy enough for most Taiwanese to ignore.

As Chinese tour directors with experience in Europe and elsewhere can at-
test, the Chinese language seen and heard in tourist sites produces a sense of 
cultural familiarity for tourists, as do many other changes made by the tourism 
industry. Many of these phenomena are not unique to Taiwan and can be found 
anywhere that Chinese tourists go in sufficient numbers. These changes include 
the adoption of simplified Chinese script, mainland Chinese accents, and Chi-
nese tourist–oriented souvenir shops, which in some cases have spread to even 
less frequently touristed parts of Taiwan. In this way, Taiwan fits into a larger 
pattern of outbound Chinese tourist destinations that have found themselves ad-
justing their visual and cultural landscapes to meet the desires of the world’s 
largest national market. While Taiwan’s contested relationship with China makes 
the process especially fraught, for Chinese tourists who have been taught the he-
gemonic territorial interpretation of Taiwan as a part of China, such familiar 
features simply prove a point that most rarely question.

However, these effects manifest unevenly and often in contradictory ways, 
propelled by inconsistently applied linguistic and spatial strategies. This com-
plication leads me to borrow from Foucault’s concept of “heterotopia,” a term 
for a kind of space that is “in relation with all other sites, but in such a way as to 
suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate, 
mirror, or reflect” (1986, 24).

Taiwan itself can be read as a political heterotopia that subverts the Westpha-
lian interstate system (Mengin 2008). As the nominal “Republic of China” with a 
distinct Taiwanese subjectivity, Taiwan juxtaposes Chinese cultural and political 
elements in idiosyncratic ways, calling ideas of China and Chineseness into ques-
tion (Callahan 2004a). It is a sovereign state denied recognition by most other 
sovereign states, a putative province that rejects its provinciality, a nation whose 
nationalists take as their goal Taiwan one day becoming a “normal country,” as 
seen in the name of just one of many such advocacy groups, the Taiwan Normal 
Country Promotion Association. It is thus “capable of juxtaposing in a single real 
place several places, several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (Foucault 
1986, 25).

Foucault’s “heterotopia,” introduced in lectures and radio addresses that were 
not published in print until after his death, was very much a preliminary concept. 
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I use it here in a qualified and limited way to explore how Chinese tours of Tai-
wan suspect, neutralize, and invert both particular and universal concepts—
those of “China” and “Taiwan” and that of the modern, bounded territorial 
nation-state system. In other words, drawing as much inspiration from Miéville 
as from Foucault, I use heterotopia less as a descriptor of what Taiwan really is, 
but more as an analytical method to highlight together the familiar and the un-
canny in the spaces of Taiwan produced for and traversed by the Chinese tour-
ist. This method attends to aesthetic and linguistic juxtapositions, as does 
Stephanie Malia Hom’s (2015) vivid study of the (hyper)reality of Italy as a (post)
modern tourist destination and imaginary, which was inspired by the montages of 
Walter Benjamin’s Arcades Project. However, instead of focusing on tourism’s 
rupture of temporality, my ethnographic attention privileges spatiality. Its 
tighter time span is consonant with work on the “border as method,” which 
aims at “an acute critical analysis not only of how relations of domination, dis-
possession, and exploitation are being redefined presently but also of the strug-
gles that take shape around these changing relations” (Mezzadra and Neilson 
2013, 18). Taiwan’s contemporary tourist heterotopias remain politically potent 
inasmuch as they perform and transform such struggles.

Translating Taiwan as  
a Chinese Tourist Site
As inbound Chinese tourism exploded in the early 2010s, Taiwanese locals of-
ten spoke of a growing sense of similarity between Taiwanese and Chinese tour-
ist spaces, to the point that some even expressed an ironic sense of being within 
“China,” as they lamented the influx of PRC tourists to popular destinations 
like Sun Moon Lake. “It’s pretty but I don’t go there anymore. If I wanted to feel 
like I’m in China, I’d just go to China,” said a Taipei colleague during a mealtime 
chat. His friends nodded in agreement.

Sun Moon Lake, like most of the places depicted in this chapter, has been pro-
moted within China as a must-see destination. Like many of the other sites I pres-
ent below, it was given a facelift or even reconfigured entirely to appeal to Chinese 
tourists, with spectacularly mixed results. Attention to the specificities of these 
sites is crucial, but it is important to note that a tour of Taiwan is more than an 
accretion of moments. Rather, it is a gestalt composed of the projection of discrete 
experiences onto a reimagined whole. In other words, Taiwan is experienced not 
as a sum of individual places but as a complex territorial assemblage. Together, 
the assemblage often produces perceptual effects of Chineseness for many Chi-
nese tourists and sometimes even for the Taiwanese locals who engage with them.
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The perception of Sun Moon Lake and other Taiwanese places as being “in 
China” not only owed to the large number of proximate PRC tourists but also was 
produced by the political-economic structure of the tourism industry, the spatio-
temporal structure of group tours, and the territorializing language of tours and 
destinations. Essentially, the collaboration of Taiwanese and Chinese tourism in-
dustry actors produced an experience so similar to that of Chinese domestic tour-
ism that Taiwanese interlocutors expressed alienation while Chinese tourists were 
able to overlook markers of national difference. This effect was primed by the Chi-
nese state’s often-repeated territorial claims to Taiwan and their reinforcement 
through educational institutions and media organs.

Even in the southern city of Tainan, the oldest and perhaps most quintessen-
tially “Taiwanese” of Taiwan’s cities, a tourist from Anhui put it to me this way 
during a short conversation we had near the Confucius Temple: “I feel like this is 
more or less the same as touring in the ‘interior’ [neidi]. We get on the bus, get off 
the bus, take some photos, eat, shop, jump back on the bus, and go back to the hotel. 
It’s all the same. We all know that Taiwan is a part of China, anyway.” A Shanghai-
based construction worker from Jiangsu—and my roommate for a full eight-day 
group tour of Taiwan (treated in greater detail in chapter 4)—said much the same to 
me in the far southern town of Hengchun: “Yes, it still feels like I haven’t really left 
China. And especially here in the south in this poorer, more rural place. It feels 
even more like the countryside where I’m from. I don’t see much of a difference.” 
I heard similar remarks from nearly every other Chinese group tourist I spoke 
with in Taiwan, both in formal interviews and as passing remarks. It was remark-
able that the further we traveled into the largely pro-independence, Taiwanese-
identified south, the more he perceived the environment to be “Chinese.”

Sometimes such comments were bookended with stock phrases drawn from 
Chinese nationalist discourse, for example, “same culture/language, same race 
[tongwen, tongzhong],” an expression first used among proto pan-Asianists in 
the late nineteenth century to posit commonalities between Chinese and other 
Asians as opposed to imperialistic Europeans and Americans (Karl 1998). This 
phrase has a complicated and ironic heritage. It was used in its Japanese form 
(dobun doshu) in the 1930s to justify Japanese colonialism in China and else-
where. Several Taiwanese entrepreneurs have told me that while conducting busi-
ness in China during the 1980s, they also used the phrase to portray their relative 
cultural advantage when competing for opportunities with non-Chinese inves-
tors. Later in the 1990s, Chinese leader Jiang Zemin used a similar formulation 
to argue that Taiwan is a part of China (Sautman 1997). It therefore comes as little 
surprise to hear Chinese tourists cite this same script.

The territorializing effects of Chinese tourism are perceived not just by first-
time visitors but also by Chinese tour directors who have been to Taiwan many 
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times. In an interview in Taipei at the Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall, a shrine to 
the founder of the ROC, Cai, a young tour director from Hubei Province, told 
me, in between taking photos with her smartphone, that she felt as if she “hadn’t 
really left ‘the interior’ [of China].” She explained that this is because the people 
look similar, the language is similar, and after directing several tour groups, she 
was already familiar with Taiwan.2 More importantly, the commercially medi-
ated experience of space and time was nearly identical. “I might as well be tour-
ing in the mainland. The tour sequence is almost the same . . . ​except for having 
to get a permit and pass immigration lines.”

As a comparison, I asked her to contrast this with her experiences leading 
tours in Europe. “Yes, itineraries are also rushed there, and we do lots of shop-
ping, but mostly for international brand name products. Everything there looks 
and feels so different from China. The language is totally different, the people 
don’t look like us. We don’t have a common history, or common race or nation.” 
Again, the “same culture, same race” phrase emerged, showing how effective the 
territorial socialization engendered by PRC education has been for producing 
effects of PRC stateness for Chinese visitors in Taiwan.3

Familiarity and Friction
Throughout their journeys, Chinese tourists in Taiwan travel in and manifest het-
erotopic spaces that exhibit a sense of superimposed or ambiguous state territorial-
ity. Tour guides, engaging in a process that I call territorial translation, mediate 
between these spaces and senses. Positioning themselves somewhere in the middle 
of the spectrum between guests and hosts, they serve as culture brokers, mediators, 
or entrepreneurs who bridge distinct ways of perceiving and being in the world 
(Salazar 2006; Satsuka 2015). In Taiwan, guides navigate between presenting them-
selves as both Taiwanese and Chinese. Subtly attending to the ways that their words 
signify regional, cultural, and national difference and identity, they variously con-
jure guests, hosts, and the spaces they share as Chinese or Taiwanese, or both.

However, the tactical use of territorially coded language—what I am term-
ing here as territorial translation—is not the exclusive domain of the professional 
guide. On numerous occasions, I also observed retail salespeople using expres-
sions like “the interior” and “we Chinese people [zanmen Huaren],” which are 
almost never heard otherwise in Taiwan, when conversing with Chinese tour-
ists. A salesperson at an Apple electronics reseller at the Taipei 101 mall told me, 
“Yes, we adjust our speech to make them more comfortable. We’re not really 
trained to do it, but we just learn what makes them comfortable. Look, we even 
list the renminbi [Chinese currency] price on all the items” (figure 3.1). Another 
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Taiwanese tour guide at Taipei 101 explained that he consciously modifies his 
speech to avoid language that suggests that Taiwan is politically independent, 
even when tourists asked about political differences. He did this, he said, in or-
der to keep his workday smooth and enhance guest satisfaction.4

Other tourism professionals confirmed that they alter their language largely to 
reduce the potential for friction. One tour guide, Frank, told me how he and his 
colleagues often use PRC euphemisms to refer to Taiwanese political institutions. 
For example, he sometimes refers to the “Presidential Office [Zongtongfu]” as the 
“Taiwanese Leader’s Office [Taiwan Lingdaoren Bangongshi],” which is the ex-
pression used in Chinese state media.5 However, while accompanying Frank and a 
small group from Shanghai on a two-day tour of Taipei in July 2012, I found that 
Frank was very inconsistent with his language. Sometimes, Frank would com-
pare Taiwan with “the interior,” neidi, which is a politically acceptable term in 
China. Sometimes, however, he would compare Taiwan with “China” (Zhongguo), 
a common turn of phrase for many Taiwanese, but likely to get one in trouble with 
a Chinese visitor who believes that Taiwan belongs to China. In the recreational 
context of the tour and the rapport that Frank had already developed with his 
guests, this slip was not called out.

FIGURE 3.1.  Indigenous-themed clothing priced in Chinese currency, Kenting.
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It is important to note that all the working Taiwanese tour guides I inter-
viewed, as well as the heads of their trade industry association, confirmed that 
they did not receive any written instructions or explicit training to use “politi-
cally correct” language or historical narration specifically on behalf of Chinese 
tourists. All of these adjustments were informal, inconsistent, and partial. I fre-
quently heard other Taiwanese guides and vendors slipping and using expres-
sions that predate the arrival of Chinese tourists and may potentially be 
provocative for them. For example, an indigenous-attired salesperson at Sun 
Moon Lake, discussed in the section on Sun Moon Lake below, referred to her 
health-enhancing fungal products as “national treasures of Taiwan.” Her lan-
guage, which implied that Taiwan was a nation or country, could have triggered 
a heated dispute in less regulated circumstances.

To me, as a Western interlocutor, Chinese tourists often referred to Taiwan 
as “Taiwan region” (Taiwan diqu) or “Taiwan Island,” as it is often named in Chi-
nese public discourse, to underscore their stance. Indeed, the same woman 
from Anhui who had said, “We all know that Taiwan is a part of China, any-
way” had earlier used the expression “Taiwan region” and later waved her fin-
ger while announcing to me in front of her companions, “Anyway, this [Taiwan] 
is our national territory [guotu]!” When I asked for elaboration on her opinion 
about national sovereignty, she said, “We are just commoners [laobaixing] and 
don’t want to talk politics,” despite having initiated the issue.

Although the very precariousness of Taiwan’s (non)status as a Chinese prov-
ince may compel some Chinese tourists to insist on its inclusion, the ambiguity 
of official representations within Taiwan itself further conditioned such expres-
sions. It should come as little surprise to the reader that within China, Taiwan 
is represented as a province (sheng) on every domestic map and represented as 
such on the Chinese passport. Such representations conveniently converge with 
anachronistic ROC designations: one highly visible example is the appearance 
of “Taiwan Province” on vehicle license plates that were issued before 2012. The 
word “province” continues circulating in the distinction between native “Tai-
wanese” (benshengren, or “people of this province”) and the “mainlanders” who 
arrived with the KMT (waishengren, or “people from outside this province”), 
however decreasingly salient this distinction has become for younger generations 
who simply identify as Taiwanese, not Chinese.

Difference and Disruption
The experience of cross-Strait territorial consistency was often undermined not 
only by variance in political terminology and bounds of acceptable public speech 
but also by other sensory differences. Some of the keywords used by most tour-
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ists in describing Taiwanese people and places include “quiet,” “civilized” (wen-
ming), “hygienic” (weisheng), and “warm” (reqing), especially in contrast to 
mainland China. While these key words will receive more detailed treatment in 
chapter 5’s account of independent tourism, I here briefly introduce certain 
sensory qualities of both embodied and virtual spaces that produce senses of 
difference and unnerve the tourist experience of Taiwan as a part of China.

Taiwan’s relatively quiet, relaxed environment can produce a sensual experi-
ence distinct from most Chinese cities. People speak at a lower volume. The ac-
cent is distinctive, “soft” (rou) or even “cute” (ke’ai), in the words of many 
tourists. Drivers do not honk their horns as frequently. People step outside of 
shared spaces when they want to speak on mobile phones. Visually, there are no 
hanging red banners or walls stenciled with Chinese Communist slogans. There 
are no mass campaigns advocating for “harmony” (hexie) or “civilized” behav-
ior, apart from occasional reminders for subway riders to give up their seat to 
the elderly, pregnant, or disabled.

Taiwan’s online and mass media spaces also afford openings for ideological 
disruption. With a plethora of political-themed talk shows, paparazzi-style re-
porting, and access to uncensored international news networks, Taiwan’s cable 
TV offerings stimulated a sense of possibility and excitement for many Chinese 
tourists. They themselves often mentioned this in interviews, and many tour 
guides and Taiwanese hosts of visiting friends or colleagues reported that Chi-
nese tourists found that watching Taiwan’s talk and news shows and their sa-
tirical takedowns of political figures and celebrities felt at least as enticing as a 
night on the town. When tourists tired of Taiwanese domestic TV, they could 
freely tune in to more familiar news from China Central Television or Hong 
Kong’s Phoenix TV. Such access is not reciprocated across the strait, where Tai-
wanese television news and even Hong Kong radio is blocked.

Taiwan’s Internet is uncensored and unfiltered, and even if they do not often 
make use of such freedoms, tourists can easily search for keywords that are for-
bidden or blocked in China, including “Falun Gong” and “Dalai Lama.” Further 
disrupting the mediascape in a more tangible way, Taiwan’s bookstores contain a 
plethora of publications banned or unavailable in the mainland. These include 
books that are critical of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), offer alternative 
histories of China, and advocate for Taiwan independence. These bookstores also 
feature live speakers on topics that may be forbidden at home, including dissident 
political opinions, radical art, and social movements. One young tourist from 
Shanghai, who is discussed in depth in chapter 5, had a self-described “transfor-
mative experience” while listening to such a talk about the dissident artist Ai 
Weiwei by a visiting Hong Kong professor held at the landmark 24-hour Eslite 
bookstore.6
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Of all the places mentioned in this chapter’s tour, the indigenous town of 
Dulan stands out as the most heterogeneous and indifferent to Chinese tourists. 
It should therefore come as no surprise that it was often identified by independent 
tourists as being distinctively Taiwanese. Reasons for this included ethnocul-
tural and political visual cues, such as the indigenous motifs that cover the town’s 
bohemian cafés and arts studios, which often also display campaign parapher-
nalia from Taiwan’s long-running, grassroots No Nukes movement. Apart from 
the Water Running Up attraction, there are no areas with large tour groups or 
buses and few other Chinese tourists. People who spent more than a few hours 
in town usually departed with a more textured sense of Taiwan.

Touring Taiwan’s Heterotopia
To illustrate the foregoing arguments, allow me to serve now as a guide of sorts 
and narrate a series of Taiwan’s heterotopic spaces. As with most tours, we will 
begin at the airport.

Taiwan’s Airports as Heterotopia  
within Heterotopia
Airports present a peculiar nexus of borders and bordering practices. Sites of 
bordering within bordered nation-states, they both enforce and problematize 
divisions between domestic and international space (Salter 2007). Inasmuch 
as airports themselves can exemplify the figure of heterotopia, an airport in a 
contested state such as Taiwan can be treated as a kind of nested, second-order 
heterotopia.

Taipei is served by two airports: Songshan Airport, located in Taipei City, and 
the larger Taoyuan International Airport (previously named for late dictator Chi-
ang Kai-shek), which serves longer-haul flights. Other major points of entry else-
where on Taiwan Island include the Taichung and Kaohsiung International 
Airports. In Chinese airports, Taiwan is consistently labeled as a not-quite-inter-
national destination, grouped together with the Hong Kong and Macau Special 
Administrative Regions in separate terminal and display areas: “International 
and Hong Kong/Macau/Taiwan Flights” (figure 3.2). In contrast, Taiwan’s termi-
nal layout and signage simply designates China-bound flights as “International” 
(figure 3.3).

Inside Taiwan’s Immigration and Customs areas, Chinese nationals must line 
up with other international travelers in the “Non–Republic of China passport 
holder” queue, while ROC passport holders enter the area for local nationals, 



FIGURE 3.2.  Shanghai airport terminal display with “Int’l & Hongkong/
Macau/Taiwan” signage.

FIGURE 3.3.  Taipei Songshan Airport, international departures board.
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which is designated not by “Taiwan” but rather by “Passport holders of the Re-
public of China.” This contrasts with transit practice in Chinese airports, where 
Taiwanese travelers must enter the same line as PRC travelers and use “Taiwan 
Compatriot” travel permits or ID cards, which have become essential not only 
for this border crossing but also for domestic train ticket bookings within China.

The “International and Hong Kong/Macau/Taiwan” signage in China’s air-
ports is distinct in both Chinese and English languages from the simpler “In-
ternational” signage found in Taiwan’s airports. This means that at the very point 
of entry for Chinese tourists in Taiwan, there is already the hint of political dif-
ference. Compounding this visual difference is the use of traditional Chinese 
characters, as opposed to the simplified Chinese used in China, further trou-
bling the “same culture/language, same race” creed, especially given the diffi-
culty many mainland visitors experience while parsing unfamiliar script.

Yet these linguistic and spatial arrangements resemble those of Hong Kong, 
which also uses traditional characters and where mainland Chinese travelers must 
also use special travel permits and line up separately for entry. Furthermore, Tai-
wan’s national flag carrier is still named China (Zhonghua) Airlines, while China’s 
similarly named flag carrier is Air China (Zhongguo). Many of Taiwan’s largest 
companies, their brands on parade in airport advertisements, also include Chi-
nese-sounding names, such as China Telecom (Zhonghua Dianxin) and Chun-
ghwa Post (Zhonghua Youzheng), which briefly changed its name to Taiwan Post 
in 2007 under Chen Shui-bian, before being reverted back under Ma Ying-jeou the 
following year. This territorial-linguistic legacy of KMT party-state development, 
in which the management of such state-owned companies was staffed by party 
loyalists, is not entirely dissimilar to that of the PRC, but the use of Zhonghua 
versus Zhongguo implies a slightly more ethnocultural than national-territorial 
flavor.

Right away, then, travelers from China to Taiwan are presented on arrival with 
an unsettlingly similar yet oddly displaced visual field that simultaneously re-
capitulates and subverts the usual circuits of mobility and contours of territo-
rial language. For example, after I landed at the Taoyuan airport with a tour 
group from Shanghai in August 2014, and my group entered the general non-
ROC citizen immigration line with several hundred other Chinese tourists, the 
tour director reminded group members to take good care of their Taiwan entry 
permits, which he referred to as a “visa” (qianzheng). One of the group noted 
the image of the flag of the ROC on the top of the permit and asked, “Is that 
Taiwan’s national flag [guoqi]?” His colleague replied, “What national flag?,” in 
a tone that suggested he disapproved of the use of the term “national flag.” One 
of the children in the group asked his mother, “Mom, why do we need this for 
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Taiwan?” He received no answer. For this group and many others, the airport 
served as the physical entry point to a long-forbidden island as well as the pre-
lude to a journey that troubled the territorial ideologies with which they inter-
preted and transformed the island.

Sun Moon Lake, Scenic Spot and National Treasure
Sun Moon Lake, in Nantou County, has long been one of Taiwan’s most visited 
tourist sites. Popular with Taiwanese families and honeymooners, Sun Moon 
Lake became a near mandatory stop for all Chinese group tours. Reliable statis-
tics on visitor identity remain sparse, but as early as 2011, three years after the 
opening of group leisure tourism from China, Chinese tourists already vastly 
outnumbered domestic visitors, according to interviews with area vendors.

Sun Moon Lake is, along with the forested mountain range of Alishan, one 
of the two tourist sites in Taiwan that all Chinese tourists reported learning about 
in their high school textbooks. As one Shanghainese tour director told me, “If 
we don’t go to both places, it’s like we’ve never been to Taiwan.” These sites com-
bine several tropes that are familiar to Chinese tourists: the “scenic spot,” with 
mountains and water, which has been inscribed with meaning and relevance by 
state-sponsored literati (Nyíri 2006), and the cultural attractions of indigenous 
people and customs. Sun Moon Lake’s major draws are its alpine lake views and 
indigenous Thao ethnic culture. Indeed, one visitor from Anhui remarked, “This 
is just like back home in China proper [neidi]. We also have minorities too, and 
song and dance shows.”

The influx of Chinese tourists dampened the Taiwanese desire to visit Sun 
Moon Lake. Recall the respondent from Taipei who said, “If I wanted to feel like 
I’m in China, I’d just go to China.” But Sun Moon Lake is not viewed just by Tai-
wanese as a “Chinese” space—Chinese tourists themselves reported feeling as if 
they were still in China. Although this effect is not limited to Sun Moon Lake, 
I explore it first at this particular site before extending the observation to the entire 
island. I argue that this perception is not owed simply to the large number of Chi-
nese tourists in the area, but is produced by the structure of the tourism industry 
itself. Essentially, the Taiwanese tourism industry, in concert with sales agents 
and tour directors based in Hong Kong and China, has produced an experience 
so similar to that of Chinese domestic tourism that tourists find themselves able 
to ignore other markers of national-territorial difference. This effect is primed 
and multiplied by China’s territorial claims to Taiwan, and the maps and related 
imagery that have suffused China’s education system, mediascape, and devices of 
mobility. Chinese tourists did not learn about Sun Moon Lake only from their 
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high school textbooks and TV shows—they also could see it printed in their pass-
ports as an image that represents and performatively claims Taiwan as a province 
of China (figure 3.4).

Sun Moon Lake’s leisure travel itinerary is straightforward. Most Chinese 
tourists arrive in large buses driven from Taipei or Taoyuan. The vast majority 
of these tourists stay in hotels in Shuishe, a lakefront tourist town, and eat pre-
ordered group meals of so-called local specialty dishes like “President Fish,” so 
named for being a favorite of Chiang Kai-shek. Either the same or the following 
day, they charter a boat from the Shuishe port and circle the lake to look at area 
temples and Lalu Island, the legendary origin of the Thao tribe, which is now 
off-limits to outsiders. The boats stop at Itashao, the home of the several hun-
dred remaining Thao people, on the opposite side of the lake from Shuishe. 
Nearly all of Itashao’s Thao live in prefabricated temporary housing, provided 
by state authorities after a calamitous 1999 earthquake destroyed many struc-
tures in town and caused widespread damage throughout central Taiwan.

Itashao is also home to the Formosan Aboriginal Culture Village, an ethnic 
theme park with replica villages of nine different indigenous groups in Taiwan. 
The theme park is connected to the boat dock via a cable car. Popular with Tai-
wanese tourists, it is rarely visited by Chinese group tourists. During a casual 
conversation outside a restaurant, one tour director from Hangzhou explained, 
“Mainland Chinese tourists aren’t really interested in indigenous Taiwanese. We 
have our own minorities. Our tourists are more interested in seeing scenery and 
maybe some Nationalist history.” However, according to three area vendors, 
shopping-focused itineraries and the high entrance price of the park (over US$20, 
even with a group discount) are likelier explanations for the park’s dearth of PRC 
tourists. Indigenous heritage is certainly for sale throughout Itashao and serves 
as the theme for large restaurants and souvenir shops that cater almost exclu-
sively to Chinese group tours.

By 2011, the structure of tourism in the area had become so commercially 
and spatially regimented that I encountered difficulty even entering the shops 
as an individual visitor. After being rejected at five shops by staff who explained 
that they host only prearranged tour groups, I found two shops where I was able 
to browse products while observing as groups entered and exited. The basic group 
sale sequence proceeded as follows: A large group of tourists entered the store 
and sat on chairs in front of a counter filled with goods for sale. These products 
included royal bee jelly, medicinal mushrooms, and other high-value items mar-
keted as health supplements. After the tourists took their seats, a female store 
employee dressed in indigenous regalia, including feathers, animal skins, and a 
headdress, emerged to welcome the group with a Mandarin Chinese-language 
song about local indigenous culture. Several male tourists lit cigarettes in eye-



FIGURE 3.4.  Images of Taiwan and Sun Moon Lake inside the PRC passport.
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shot of the store’s antismoking signs but were not admonished by store staff. Af-
ter finishing her song, the store hostess offered a few more words about the local 
Thao people and then explained that the shop’s products were “national treasures 
of Taiwan [Taiwan guobao],” a potentially provocative phrase that, intentionally 
or not, indexed Taiwan as a nation. Staff behind the counters poured copious 
amounts of tea and aggressively hawked their products to the tourists, most of 
whom expressed little interest in buying anything.

The above description of ethnicized marketing should be familiar to anyone 
who has gone on tour in China, especially in indigenous or minority areas. The 
anthropologist Louisa Schein has memorably written about similar scenes of 
women in colorful garb on display in Guizhou and uses such vignettes to theo-
rize how the “fascination of more cosmopolitan Chinese with ‘exotic’ minority 
cultures in an array of polychromatic and titillating forms” gives rise to a kind 
of “internal Orientalism” (1997, 70). Such a dynamic may also be at work in Sun 
Moon Lake. Still, there is something novel and distinctive going on in Taiwan: the 
rapid domination of commission-based compulsory group shopping as an in-
dustrial mode and genre of tourist experience became crucial for ratifying the 
territorial ideology of “One China” and of producing a spectral sense of Chinese 
stateness for tourists and, sometimes, other people, too.

Taipei 101, Skyscraper and Geopolitical Stage
Although much of the Taiwanese travel industry has collaborated in a more or 
less persuasive performance of Taiwan as a part of China, Chinese tourists them-
selves, as well as Taiwanese passersby, have become unwitting audiences for the 
performance of different and often clashing geopolitical imperatives. There is no 
better place to witness such a spectacle than the Taipei 101 mall and skyscraper, 
which between 2004 and 2010 stood as the world’s tallest building.

A mandatory stop on the Taiwan tourist trail, with a ground-level luxury mall 
and an observation deck on the eighty-ninth floor, Taipei 101 received at least 
ten thousand visitors a day. At the peak of inbound cross-strait travel in 2014, 
an estimated 55–60 percent of these visitors came from China.7 This traffic made 
the public entrance of Taipei 101 a flashpoint for groups and individuals com-
peting for tourists’ attention, including demonstrators from Falun Gong, a reli-
gious group banned in China, as well as pro-unification and Taiwan independence 
activists. While these groups have a long record of demonstrations in Taiwan, it 
took the emergence of a regular Chinese tourist circuit for all of them to attempt 
to regularly occupy the same small public square. The resulting space is seen as 
unusual not only by tourists but by locals as well.
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Falun Gong started demonstrating in front of Taipei 101 in 2009, shortly af-
ter the arrival of Chinese leisure tour groups. They quickly became a daily pres-
ence there and at other popular tourist sites such as the National Palace Museum. 
Their billboards soon dotted much of the Taiwanese countryside alongside the 
tour bus–filled highways. As with other international destinations popular with 
Chinese tourists, including Bali and Thailand, their appearance signaled that a 
tour bus might arrive at any moment.

In line with the PRC’s policy, the Taiwan-based, pro-unification group, the 
Concentric Patriotism Association of the ROC (Zhonghua Aiguo Tongxinhui; 
hereafter referred to as the Patriotism Association) has decried Falun Gong as 
an “evil cult” (xiejiao). Unlike Chinese authorities, the Patriotism Association 
is unable to ban the group outright. Since 2013, in response, the Patriotism As-
sociation instead staged something that would be impossible in China—regular 
counterprotests at volumes so high that they sonically overwhelm the solemn 
Falun Gong demonstrators, even if the latter are present in larger numbers. Such 
events earned the Patriotism Association notice from police for disturbing pub-
lic order, but few actual citations were issued. Members of the group had al-
ready been caught on video kicking police, who did not make any arrests until 
early 2015, when the pro-unification KMT mayor Hau Lung-bin was succeeded 
by Ko Wen-je, who had criticized the Patriotism Association before taking of-
fice (Wu and Chen 2015).

Patriotism Association members, typically dressed in military fatigues, reg-
ularly staged their performances in front of the entrance to Taipei 101. Unload-
ing their van directly next to the Falun Gong demonstrators, they unfurled both 
ROC and PRC flags and loudly projected Chinese Communist anthems through 
loudspeakers. Chanting through megaphones, they declared, “Without the Com-
munist Party, there’d be no new China!” and hailed, “Unity of the Chinese eth-
nicities” (Zhonghua minzu tuanjie). Banners calling for “Unity of Greater China” 
(da Zhonghua tuanjie) featured the ROC flag on the left, the PRC flag on the right, 
and a stylized dragon in the middle. At every demonstration a man in a mili-
tary jumpsuit stood holding the PRC flag and saluting passing Chinese tourists.

In interviews, Taiwanese tourists and passersby expressed mild to extreme 
disapproval of the Patriotism Association. A twenty-three-year-old design stu-
dent quipped, “This is so ridiculous. I wish I had a little bomb to toss in there.” 
Another Taiwanese shopper, a thirty-five-year-old lawyer, asked, “Patriots? This 
is a patriotic group? For which country? Taiwan or China?” No Chinese tour-
ists raised such questions. Instead, many expressed support for the Patriotism 
Association with both their cameras and their cash. Numerous tour groups took 
photos with the demonstrators. Some even posed for shots while waving not only 
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the China flag but also the ROC flag next to it, a national symbol strictly taboo 
in most of China.

This heterotopic space, a political stage and battleground to influence the 
hearts and minds of the Chinese tourist in Taiwan, was laden with irony. The 
higher the Chinese flag was flown, the more obvious it was to some tourists that 
they were somewhere very different from China. As Peihan, a twenty-something 
secretary from Shenzhen who had just arrived to begin her eight-day Taiwan 
tour, told me during an impromptu in situ interview, “Wow, speech here is so 
free. Taiwan is definitely different than the mainland. See this? [pointing to dem-
onstrators] We don’t have this. Taiwan is a bit intense. It’s kind of weird.” A few 
minutes later, Peipei, a twenty-eight-year-old bank clerk from Hunan, provided 
a qualified endorsement of the demonstration: “We want both sides of the strait 
to be closer, so we’re happy to see this, even if the commotion is unusual for us. 
At least someone is talking back to these Falun Gong types.”8

The irony of protesters using tactics that would be illegal in China to assert 
Chinese sovereignty in Taiwan was clear to building management, which has 
expressed frustration about the difficulty of balancing citizens’ speech rights 
with the mall’s commercial bottom line. A Taipei 101 spokesperson told me in 
an interview, “All this [protest activity] only demonstrates that Taiwan is so free, 
unlike where they’re coming from.”9

In May 2014, another group of demonstrators, the Taiwan Independence 
Revolutionary Army (TIRA), joined the fray in front of Taipei 101. According 
to its convener, Lai Fang-cheng, the TIRA entered “to defend Falun Gong from 
intimidation . . . ​to show how sane and dignified independence activists are as 
opposed to groups like the Patriotism Association . . . ​and to let Chinese tourists 
know that Taiwan is an independent, democratic country.”10 As they had done 
elsewhere in Taipei, several dozen TIRA members lined up on the sidewalk in 
front of the bus zone, raising flags with slogans such as “I am Taiwanese, not Chi-
nese,” “Taiwan is not the territory of the Republic of China,” and “The voice of 
Taiwan independence and nation building must not disappear without a trace.” 
Many flags were signed with tags like “Taiwan Nationalist Force” and “Militia-
men for Taiwan Independence” and were raised while a loudspeaker repeated 
Taiwanese-language marching songs. A woman wore a shirt with the phrase 
“Independence will solve everything,” a sentiment I return to in the epilogue.

On the first day of the TIRA’s outing, the Patriotism Association was nowhere 
to be seen. But one week later, on Saturday, May 25, all three groups protested 
for the first time in the same place, at the same time, allowing a remarkable photo
graph. In this image, we see a TIRA “militiaman” waving his independence 
flag directly between the Patriotism Association activists’ Chinese and ROC flags 
(figure 3.5). While Taipei 101 may have lost its exceptional status as the world’s 
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FIGURE 3.5.  Taiwan independence and pro-China groups demonstrating at 
the Taipei 101 building entrance.

tallest building, Taiwan’s exceptional territoriality and ambiguous nationalism 
are on full display here.

As remarkable as such a photo is, what it cannot convey is the sheer sensory 
chaos and semiotic overload of the scene. The TIRA’s Taiwanese marching mu-
sic clashed with the Patriotism Association’s communist anthems. Confounded 
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tourists were unable to tell who was who. Several asked each other if the TIRA 
and the ROC flag-bearers were from the same group. Unsurprisingly, while Tai-
wanese expressed amusement and several foreign tourists took photos with the 
independence flags, Chinese tourists responded more tepidly to the pro-Taiwan 
activists. A few took photos, but all attempted to avoid standing too close to them 
while waiting for their buses. Of the eighteen tourists interviewed over one 
month of weekend protests, all but one assumed that the TIRA and Falun Gong 
were the same group, when in fact members of both groups claimed and evi-
denced no membership overlap. Even Taiwanese passersby, more familiar with 
street demonstrations and symbolic implications than the Chinese tourists, 
could be confused by the iconographic oversaturation.

A microcosm of Taiwan’s contested territoriality, this tourist site staged a pro-
test dance of superimposed sovereignties, with each side spontaneously separat-
ing only to merge back to reoccupy the others’ visual and sonic space. This space 
was not quite Chinese, not quite Taiwanese, neither both nor neither. A menag-
erie of contradictory national atmospheres, it was nothing if not heterotopic.

The National Palace Museum: “Umbilical Cord” 
of Chinese Culture
Holding as many imperial treasures as the KMT could carry to Taiwan during 
its wartime retreat, the National Palace Museum, in a green, suburban part of 
Taipei City, is widely regarded as the world’s greatest museum of Chinese an-
tiquities. Administered directly by the Presidential Office, it has long been cru-
cial to the KMT’s depiction of Taiwan as the “standard-bearer” or “bastion” of 
Chinese culture (Makeham and Hsiau 2005), and it has served as “a kind of 
cultural umbilical cord linking Taiwan to China’s grand tradition” and cement-
ing the KMT’s role as its rightful guardian (Hughes 2011, 53). Featuring the “na-
tional treasures” of China, its display pieces differ significantly in provenance, 
function, and aesthetics from the so-called national treasures (of Taiwan) sold in 
the Sun Moon Lake souvenir shops. Like the cross-strait tourism trade, the mu-
seum is also itself a platform for broader quasi-official collaborations between 
China and Taiwan, including the limited exchange of artifacts for exhibition.

For most of the museum’s existence, a visit was a subdued and quiet experi-
ence geared primarily at scholars and domestic and (non-Chinese) international 
guests. But its potential appeal for Chinese tourists had been noted long before 
2008, and after the floodgates opened, large groups of Chinese tourists radically 
transformed the museum-going experience. Instead of the notably hushed am-
bience of years past, the museum soon became at least as notorious for flag-wav-
ing tour guides and sprawling lines for star attractions, particularly the famed 
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jade carvings that resemble a head of bok choy cabbage and a slab of fatty meat. 
Taiwanese commentators complained of overcrowding, and, in response, the 
museum experimented with piecemeal mitigation measures, including reserv-
ing Friday evenings for independent visitors. Museum staff were dispatched to 
patrol the halls, waving signs that requested visitors to keep their voices down. 
Still, an atmosphere of chaos, mismanagement, and poor planning was observed 
even by KMT-aligned scholars, one of whom suggested that the owners of the 
popular dumpling restaurant Din Tai Fung would do a better job of managing 
it than its current administrators.11

Like Taipei 101, the National Palace Museum also became home to a regular 
display by Falun Gong demonstrators and meditators. The opportunity both to 
target Chinese tourists and to superimpose their brand over the museum’s cul-
tural authority matched Falun Gong’s claims to be the true heirs to “5,000 years 
of Chinese culture,” as opposed to their CCP antagonists (Ownby 2003; Zheng 
2011) (figure 3.6). For their part, the Patriotism Association and the TIRA rarely 
staged counterdemonstrations at the museum.

For Chinese tourists, the National Palace Museum serves much the same 
function the KMT had lent it: an invaluable repository of Chinese material cul-
ture and performance of the political authority it underpins, as well as a reminder 
of the CCP-KMT split and the Cold War–era military tensions that followed. It 
is a key site in the performance of Taiwan as a Chinese territory and therefore 
both an essential stop on the tourist trail and a site of ambivalence for Taiwan-
ese nationalists.

FIGURE 3.6.  Falun Gong demonstrators outside the National Palace Museum, 
Taipei.
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Shilin Night Market
For many visitors, the inexpensive delicacies of Taiwan’s night markets are at 
least as enticing as any prized museum pieces. Indeed, many tourist itineraries, 
whether listed on online booking engines for independent tourists or designed 
for group tours, highlight food above all else. The Shilin Night Market, in the 
north of Taipei, remains the island’s biggest and most famous. As the most em-
blematic of food destinations and the greatest recipient of tour groups, the Shi-
lin market found its popularity to be a double-edged sword.

When I first lived in Taiwan, in 2001, Shilin was a place where local friends 
were eager to take me to taste the best of Taiwanese street food and enjoy the 
“hot and noisy” (renao) atmosphere, seen by many people as an attraction in its 
own right (S.-D. Yu 2004). After 2008, those same friends scoffed at the market, 
decrying it as poor value for money and a generally miserable experience. Mar-
ket traffic patterns and access points changed, with pickup and drop-off points 
separately designated for large tour buses. Like the southern beach town of Kent-
ing, it turned “entirely for mainland tourists,” in the slightly hyperbolic words 
of a twenty-six-year-old female schoolteacher, a thirty-eight-year-old male tour 
bus driver, and several other Taiwanese informants.

To be sure, Shilin still attracts Taiwan residents and non-Chinese tourists, 
but the timing changed. According to Shilin vendors and confirmed by firsthand 
observation, these other visitors started to arrive later at night, after the Chinese 
tourists returned to their hotels. As Shilin “fell to the Chinese,” other smaller 
night markets in Taipei gained in the esteem of local foodies, including the Raohe 
and Liaoning markets. Inevitably, they also became destinations for more ad-
venturous Chinese culinary tourists looking for less obvious destinations. Mean-
while, Shilin took on a minor ironic appeal as a place where Taiwanese could go 
to watch tourists, like Bangkok’s Khao San Road for Thai locals, only with oyster 
omelets and luridly colored fidget spinners instead of banana pancakes and tie-
dyed sarongs.

Dulan, a Cosmopolitan Aboriginal Outlier
On the southeast coast, Dulan is about as far as one can get from Taipei and still 
stay on the Taiwanese mainland. Founded as an indigenous Amis village, Dulan 
takes its name from the Chinese transliteration of an Amis word, A’tolan, which 
means “pile of rocks.” Nestled between high mountains and one of the island’s 
most well-regarded surfing spots, it is home to only one free, minor tourist site, 
Water Running Up, a landscaped hillside built around an optical illusion that 
gives viewers the sense that its man-made rivulet is flowing upward against the 
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force of gravity. Built along the highway between Kenting and the entrance to 
Taroko National Park, the site offers a convenient rest stop for tour buses.

Apart from Water Running Up, Dulan is largely unknown and illegible to 
Chinese tour groups—not much more than a roadside attraction—but it looms 
increasingly large as an offbeat destination for independent Taiwanese and Chi-
nese tourists. More than anywhere else in Taiwan, it appears to be following a 
classic pattern seen in Southeast Asia and other international tourist destina-
tions in which it is first “discovered” by foreign backpackers and avant-garde lo-
cal nationals as an “off the beaten path” site of small guesthouses and homestays 
before being redeveloped for more mass-market tourism. In the process, real es-
tate prices rise and many local residents complain of being squeezed out, while 
others delight in dreams of profit.

Dulan’s charms include its dramatic mountains and coastline, lively commu-
nity of Amis woodcarving artists and musicians, and international surf and 
culinary culture. A hot spot in Taiwan’s burgeoning bed-and-breakfast scene, it 
is also home to several Italian restaurants, indigenous-themed (if not owned and 
operated) cafés, and live music houses that feature folk or aboriginal music. 
A typical stroll down the main street of Dulan includes sights of Amis grand-
mothers rolling and chewing betel nut (a traditional stimulant), a European 
expatriate slinging a surfboard onto a motorbike, a young Chinese tourist couple 
taking cell phone photos, and a newly arrived vendor from central Taiwan selling 
homemade “stinky tofu” to tourists and locals alike.

The construction of the now derelict beachfront Miramar Hotel, likely aimed 
at the Chinese market, by a company that pioneered all-in package tourism has 
been a major point of contention. Local activists took the issue to court, con-
tending that the massive project was approved by a corrupt city administration 
without first conducting the required environmental impact assessments and 
consultations with indigenous communities. In 2016, after years of legal battles 
and mass demonstrations that drew participants from across Taiwan, the Admin-
istrative Supreme Court barred the hotel from opening. It has since sat silent and 
empty, an eyesore with an uncertain fate.

While tourism plays an increasingly large role in the day-to-day life and eco-
nomic base of the town, Dulan, more than anywhere else described in this chap-
ter, presents as a heterogeneous space. It spans, attracts, and mixes multiple 
generations, ethnicities, languages, and landscapes, affording the Chinese inde-
pendent tourist the opportunity to interact with a wider variety of Taiwanese 
people in a less controlled space and time frame than a curated enclave like the 
National Palace Museum.

Such an encounter took place at a musical performance in April 2015 at Hao De 
Wo, a café and event venue run by Homi Ma, a second-generation mainlander and 
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small business woman married to Dakanow, an indigenous vocalist well known 
for protesting against the Miramar Hotel. As I sat in the back of the café, an indig-
enous Amis singer asked the audience to clap to welcome “our friends from the 
interior [neidi].” Homi then took the microphone to welcome them, but as “Chi-
nese guests visiting our Taiwan” (Zhongguo de keren lai dao women Taiwan). Dur-
ing the next break in the set, I engaged the tourists and requested an interview, 
during which one of them, Mingqi, a twenty-two-year-old female college student 
from Chengdu, Sichuan, described Taiwan as “an island in the Pacific.”12 This rhe-
torical move, popular with Taiwanese nationalists and extremely rare among Chi-
nese tourists, decenters China in Taiwan’s territorial imaginary. However brief, 
this episode in an otherwise casual performance space in an “off the beaten path” 
village shows the profound complexity of the cross-strait situation. Likewise evi-
dent, at least for a certain kind of tourist, was the potential of a place like Dulan to 
rupture hegemonic territorial narratives of Taiwan as a part of China.

Scenic Spots and Tangled Territories
Taiwan’s tourist sites simultaneously trumpet, question, critique, and reinterpret 
their colonial and indigenous histories. Variations in site design and manage-
ment, as well as the different genres of experience accessible to groups and in-
dependent visitors, make Taiwan a kind of territorial Rorschach test for tourists 
that travel through its heterotopic spaces. Taiwan’s own ambiguous national per-
formances, overcoded by the PRC’s insistent claims, instantiate a multiplicity of 
territorial effects. For the most part, Chinese tourists’ varied experiences of Tai-
wan are compatible with a preexisting territorial ideology, papering over het-
erotopic realities that might otherwise undermine the consistency demanded by 
the singularity of state sovereignty. This allows the spaces of cross-strait tour-
ism to remain flexible and labile enough to facilitate an uneasy commerce of bod-
ies, souvenirs, and services.

Some sites, such as the National Palace Museum, performed Taiwan’s place 
in the mainstream of Chinese civilization. Others, like Dulan, showcased a dis-
tinctive Taiwanese indigeneity for those independent tourists with the time and 
inclination to seek it out. In some cases, whether or not tourists wanted to en-
counter something unusual, they found it anyway. For example, when anti-CCP 
Falun Gong demonstrators, pro-China antagonists, and pro-Taiwan indepen-
dence activists coalesced around a symbol of Taiwan’s modernity such as Taipei 
101, Chinese tourists and Taiwanese locals could not escape their roles as both 
performers and audience in the nascent nation-state theater of contemporary 
Taiwan.
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As chapters 4 and 5 will demonstrate, some independent tourists, especially 
those who made time to visit less tightly managed spaces, reveled in moments 
of difference. For group tourists, however, the curation of places and timing of 
sightseeing, shopping, and eating in a cadence familiar to Chinese domestic tour-
ists sutured together these variegations into a coherent experience of Taiwan as 
a Chinese destination. Such curation included the sequencing of not only pub-
lic “scenic spots” but also its more private spaces. Invisible to most people out-
side the industry, the many hours spent inside the tour buses and at the 
tourist-only shops and restaurants proved as generative for the territorial imag-
ination of Taiwan as visitation of its landmarks did, as I learned after joining a 
group tour.
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“Get on the coach and sleep, get off the coach and pee, go home knowing noth-
ing,” sang the guide to me toward the end of our August 2014 group tour. A typi-
cal low-to-mid-budget package tour, priced at approximately US$900 and 
including round-trip airfare from Shanghai to Taiwan, hotel accommodation, 
most meals, and mandatory shopping trips, I had chosen to join this trip pre-
cisely for its banal, unexceptional, mass-market qualities. After eight days of 
touristic tedium, the guide’s deprecating ditty rang true enough. But after get-
ting on and off the bus countless times, I had learned that this trip’s medium—
and its tedium—was its message. The tour’s design and conduct, even or especially 
at its most banal and repetitive, had a straightforward territorial effect—it was 
structured just like any group tour in China, but transposed to Taiwan. The genres 
of experience fabricated by the cross-strait travel industry, as well as the narrative 
strategies by which guides helped travelers make sense of them, were driven by 
convergent market logics and nationalist ideologies that consistently produced a 
sense of being in China for the tourists.

By walking into a brick-and-mortar travel agency office in Shanghai in mid-
2014, I had inquired, booked, paid, received pre-trip documentation, and begun 
my tour in much the same manner as a Chinese national would. The only major 
difference was that my US passport allowed me to enter Taiwan without a visa, 
and I therefore had no need to apply, and was in any case ineligible, for the spe-
cial travel permits used by other members of the group. Several Shanghai travel 
agencies rejected my initial inquiry, maintaining that they operated tours to Tai-
wan only for Chinese nationals or their spouses, while refusing to explain the 
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legal or operational rationale for this exclusion. The front desk staff simply told 
me that my participation was against the rules, which they were unable to prof-
fer in writing. The staff at the large state-owned agency where I was finally able 
to book my tour mentioned no such rule, and I was unable to confirm whether 
the other agencies had refused me for legal or other reasons.

Even after I surmounted my passport’s foreignness and started the tour, my 
foreign appearance precluded any possibility of passing as a regular Chinese 
tourist. “You’re the first foreigner I’ve ever spoken with,” said my seatmate and 
eventual roommate, Sun, as we buckled our seatbelts on the departure flight from 
Shanghai Pudong to Taiwan Taoyuan Airport. This was true not only for Sun 
but also for everyone in my group, who stated that, as an American, I no doubt 
held particular opinions and biases about China, Taiwan, and global geopoli-
tics, as well as distinct dietary and lifestyle preferences. While they all said that 
my presence made the tour a more interesting and unusual experience, it could 
not help but also slightly affect its conduct. Even the guide, after noticing my 
gaze, occasionally commented on or tempered his more bracing digressions, in-
cluding expressions of extreme anti-Japanese sentiment. He also had to take the 
time at nearly every shop we visited to quickly mention that I spoke Chinese and 
that the staff “should treat the foreigner as if he were Chinese.” This raised a few 
questions and comical responses because, augmenting my non-phenotypically 
Chinese appearance, my spoken Mandarin sounds somewhat Taiwanese.

Making myself invisible was of course impossible, and I did have to answer 
a battery of typical questions in which I was assumed to represent and speak for 
all of “America.” Still, attempting not to draw additional attention to my “for-
eignness,” I asked few questions throughout the tour. Instead, I aimed to observe 
guide, tourist, and local interactions at distances that spanned the liminal spaces 
between insider/outsider and Chinese/Taiwanese/foreigner, while taking notes 
on my mobile phone or tablet in unobtrusive, unobvious ways. Especially given 
the high frequency of phone use and photo-taking among tourists, my note-tak-
ing was largely ignored by my fellow travelers.

Like any ethnographic recounting, this tale is certainly a partial account. The 
bulk of communication occurred in Mandarin, a language in which I am com-
fortable. However, not all conversation was legible. Like the tour guide and driver, 
I do not speak Subei dialect, the primary language of one segment of our group, 
and was unable to understand or participate in their private conversations. I un-
derstand more Hoklo Taiwanese than the tourists did, but I was still only able 
to guess at much of the content of the conversations between the guide, the driver, 
and some other Taiwanese interlocutors.

Joining this tour as a fellow participant afforded insight into the territorial 
socialization of guests and hosts. Having worked as a tour guide in China in 
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2006, I was also attentive to the complex negotiations, routings, and improvisa-
tions of industry practice, including the complicated business and personal re-
lationships between guides, drivers, agencies, and vendors, and the commissions, 
sideline sales schemes, and other gray market practices that bind them together. 
Still, as a paying customer on this tour, I could only ask a limited number of ques-
tions in an attempt to sketch the contours of these murky and submerged busi-
ness circuits without provoking suspicion or resentment from my interlocutors. 
Even then, the transposition of these forms into Taiwan allowed for extraordi-
nary and unexpected discoveries.

Itinerary
I hardly discuss the printed tour itinerary in the following ethnography, because 
it was hardly noticed by our group. We did not receive a second copy on arrival in 
Taiwan. Although I carried the printed tour itinerary that the agency provided 
for my review prior to the trip and reprinted on receipt of payment, at no point 
during the trip did I observe any other tourists reviewing their own copies. Not 
checking the itinerary’s terse lists of sites and meals and terms and conditions 
against what was actually provided on the tour, this group’s members were largely 
content to follow directions from the guide without reference to our contract 
with his company. This approach corresponded with the general emphasis on the 
“convenience” of the group tour. As my roommate, Sun, observed, “I’d still rather 
go with a group. There’s no need to think about where to stay or eat. It’s easier.”

Yet despite our itinerary’s apparent unimportance, it had already served many 
functions—it was an advertisement, designed to sell a tour. It was an informa-
tional document, designed to provide background on a destination to a prospec-
tive or current tourist. It was a quasi-legal contract, designed to clarify the rights, 
responsibilities, and obligations of the tourist and the travel agency. Most impor-
tantly, it was the key to the guide’s tool kit, designed to structure and shape daily 
operations and tourist experience. The itinerary was also the script that allowed 
the guide to perform a destination within certain spatial and temporal con-
straints, yet was flexible enough to allow for improvisation and variation depend-
ing on environmental and other unpredictable conditions. It was, in the words of 
the sociologist Ning Wang, a “temporal-spatial carrier of tourist experience” 
(2006, 66) and a product of and for negotiation between a variety of actors—a 
travel agency, a local tour operator or ground handler, and the immigration, 
tourism, and other relevant agencies of a sending and receiving region.

The format of our particular printed itinerary, stamped with the imprimatur 
of a major Shanghai travel agency, differed little from those of domestic Chinese 
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destinations, apart from its carefully worded mention of Taiwan’s different travel 
permit regulations and its explicit warning against participating in political ac-
tivities or appearing on local TV news. Besides this, it also differed little from 
domestic itineraries used within Taiwan, except for its use of simplified charac-
ters and its use of territorial designations considered politically correct in China. 
In particular, it did not refer to Taiwan as the Republic of China (ROC).

Our itinerary divided the trip into eight days and specified the names of the 
sites to be seen in a mostly fulfilled temporal sequence connected via hyphens. 
In accordance with China’s first-ever comprehensive tourism law, passed in 2013, 
it explicitly labeled six shopping trips, the permitted limit, without providing 
the actual names of the stores. The less obvious shopping stops, such as a tea shop 
in Alishan and the so-called Teresa Teng Memorial Museum, were labeled as 
“lunch” and “museum” sites. Importantly, the itinerary did not specify the names 
of hotels and only loosely specified their locations (counties, towns, or regions), 
allowing the ground handler maximum flexibility in choice of hotels.

More than in its ability to name sites and territories, a performative capacity 
little noticed by this group, our itinerary—both the printed document and the 
spatiotemporal form it simultaneously reflected and constructed—accrued its 
power from its formatting of Taiwan into a space of discrete, consumable sites 
and shops, connected to one another via a transportation infrastructure of rest 
stops, highways, and our own private coach. The printed itinerary, as both a 
product and a determinant of our destination, flattened Taiwan’s sensuous spaces 
into a physical document and translated Taiwan’s polysemic multiplicity into a 
tightly bounded series of “scenic spots” connected via a spatial topology and tem-
poral sequence all too familiar to Chinese tourists.

Augmented by the tour guide’s narration and the tour operator’s choice of 
sites, the agency’s itinerary outlined a script with which Taiwan could be per-
formed as a touristed, if divided, part of China. But as much as the structure of 
the itinerary determined the operation of the tour, its gaps and vagaries allowed 
guide and ground handler to select and omit sites to suit this particular eight-
day performance. It also enabled the ground handler to direct tourists’ economic 
power into very partial circuits of Taiwan’s political economy in which the Chi-
nese Nationalist Party (KMT) and affiliated private business groups combined 
profit and political motives, enriching each other while collaborating in the Chi-
nese national-territorial project.

The Group
This tour group, marketed and sold by a major Chinese state-owned travel agency 
and operated by a Taiwanese company incorporated in Kaohsiung, was composed 
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of two contingents: a family of four from a Shanghai suburb and a group of five 
construction workers originally from northern Jiangsu Province. The family of 
four consisted of a thirty-two-year-old woman, Yiqing, with a nine-year-old 
daughter and a six-year-old son, and her mother-in-law, who preferred to 
speak in Shanghainese and interacted little with anyone outside her family.1 The 
construction workers spoke in Subei language with one another and Mandarin 
with everyone else. They worked for a Taiwanese-owned company in Shanghai, 
and Sun explained that their boss was sending them on this trip as an incentive 
for good job performance and also to give them some more local context about 
their company’s background. Apart from basic vocational and technical train-
ing, no one in the group had a postsecondary school education.

The tour director was Shanghainese and forty years old and said he had been 
to Taiwan about fifty times. An English speaker, he also frequently led tours to 
Europe and North America. The local tour guide, Jerry, was a fifty-year-old ex-
military officer who hailed from Tainan. He usually spoke Hoklo Taiwanese with 
the driver and older locals and Mandarin with me and the other guests. He had 
worked as a tour guide for three years, exclusively for Chinese guests. The driver 
came from Keelung, an industrial port town on the northern tip of Taiwan, and 
had driven commercial trucks prior to joining the rapidly expanding China-ori-
ented tourism industry in 2009.

Travelogue
Day One
Our tour began inauspiciously at the Shanghai Pudong airport when the tour 
director showed up over half an hour late. As he strode into the meeting place, 
he said that he had been delayed by a traffic accident. After ensuring that all our 
documents were in order, he showed little interest in socializing with the guests. 
Instead, he sat, read, and talked on his mobile phone as we waited to board. Dur-
ing the lull before the flight, I asked Yiqing what she most looked forward to. 
“The food, the night markets, and the bok choy jade piece at the National Palace 
Museum. But I guess I’m really just out to take the kids somewhere.”

On the plane, I sat next to Sun, who was taking his first trip outside of main-
land China. Sun and I ended up being roommates for the next seven nights. He 
told me that I was the first foreigner he had ever been in such close proximity 
with as we buckled our seat belts and began to small talk about life in the United 
States and China. He then explained to me, “I think Taiwan is more democratic 
and civilized. . . . ​I work for a Taiwanese-owned company. This is sort of a re-
ward for us, from our manager, who wanted us to see Taiwan. At first he’d wanted 
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us to just come here independently, but that wasn’t allowed because of where 
we’re from [Subei], so we had to join a group.”

After we landed and entered the general immigration line with several hun-
dred other Chinese tourists, the tour director reminded the group to take good 
care of the Taiwan entry permit, which he referred to as a “visa.” Mingwei, one 
of Sun’s colleagues, noted the image of the flag of the ROC at the top of the per-
mit. It was then that, as recounted in chapter 3, someone asked, “Is that Taiwan’s 
national flag?” Chao, another of the construction workers, muttered, “What na-
tional flag?” in a dismissive tone. Yiqing’s son asked her why the permit was 
needed for Taiwan, but received no answer.

We cleared customs and were met by our guide, Jerry. He led us to the coach 
and distributed maps of Taiwan produced by the Tourism Bureau and labeled 
in simplified Chinese. “Take it. You can keep these as your first souvenir!” Jerry 
said. Sun observed, “Wow, these maps were made especially for us.” Jerry took 
the bus’s built-in microphone and formally began his performance with a per-
sonal delivery: “How should I address you? Some are from Shanghai, some from 
Jiangsu?” He glanced briefly at me with raised eyebrows and then continued, “I 
guess I’ll call you our Southern Jiangsu VIPs! Welcome to Taiwan, the treasured 
island [baodao]!” He bowed and said “thank you” in Taiwanese-accented Shang-
hainese. I politely clapped along with the other Southern Jiangsu VIPs.

Jerry revealed his strategy for handling the question of Taiwan’s sovereignty 
when he introduced the first site we would visit the next day, the Chung Tai Chan 
Monastery, a massive Buddhist complex that also receives Chinese tourists for 
paid meditation and spiritual-themed retreats. “Our former premier, Wen Jiabao, 
had said he wanted to go to Chung Tai and Alishan. But Taiwan and the main-
land haven’t unified yet, so how could he come here? Well, he couldn’t, so you 
come earlier for him instead.” Such a statement quickly established two things: 
for one, he declared support for the political unification of Taiwan and mainland 
China; for another, despite being a retired ROC soldier, he had no compunction 
about depicting former People’s Republic of China (PRC) premier Wen as “our” 
premier, at least when speaking with Chinese tourists.

As we settled into the drive to the hotel, he played an orientation video pro-
duced by the Taiwan Tourism Bureau expressly for Chinese tourists. It featured a 
lively young woman with a prominent Taiwanese accent instructing a man in a 
blue bear suit on how to behave in Taiwan, punctuated with iconic images of the 
National Palace Museum and Sun Moon Lake. These were the key takeaways: 
Don’t litter, don’t spit, don’t talk loudly, don’t smoke indoors. Your tour guide 
shouldn’t force you to shop. Pay attention to food product ingredients and price la-
bels. Taiwan uses New Taiwan dollars, not renminbi. Chinese Union Pay credit 
cards are increasingly accepted. Buy certified goods. The blue bear, it turned out, 



78	C HAPTER 4

was a quick learner and went on to correct other tourists who were doing unac-
ceptable things. This bear-man had a precedent: A similar sort of cosplaying panda 
appeared in a tourist educational video produced by China Central Television 
in 2014, which proved controversial within China for its overt discussion of tour-
ist misbehavior (“besmirches the Chinese public,” said a blogger) and even for 
“smearing pandas” by associating them with “low-class tourists” (Wong 2014).

The video ended as we approached our suburban mid-range hotel. Jerry took 
the remaining time to finish his general orientation: “Taiwan is a free democratic 
society, so people may express different opinions. You may see some protesters 
here and there. But me, I like the warmth of the people here and the food and 
the sites. As for the food, old Chiang [Kai-shek] brought two million mainland-
ers and lots of food styles with them, but they’ve since been adjusted to Taiwan-
ese tastes. If the food is not to your liking, let me know. I’ll talk a lot later about 
differences between the mainland and Taiwan. I’ve been there twice, to Shang-
hai and Guangdong.”

On arriving at the hotel, the tour director and guide handed out room keys 
and reminded us not to smoke inside the building. As I had not paid extra to 
have a private room, a quick collective decision had to be made about which of 
the five construction workers would share a twin room with me. Having already 
built up a rapport while sitting next to me on the plane, Sun was the obvious 
choice to be my roommate for the duration of the trip.

Day Two
Sun’s colleagues, Xiaoming and Mingwei, entered our room after the 7:00 a.m. 
wake-up call. They turned on the TV and channel flipped to a Taiwanese politi-
cal talk show. Chiu Yi, a legislator from the pro-KMT “pan-blue” camp, was dis-
cussing the arrest of Chinese Politburo member Zhou Yongkang, who was the 
highest-profile target yet of Xi Jinping’s anticorruption drive. Zhou’s arrest had 
been reported in China, but the tourists expressed surprise and amazement at 
the personal details being discussed on Taiwanese TV, including his alleged three 
mistresses.

After our buffet breakfast, we boarded the coach to depart to Chung Tai, 
Wen’s dream destination. Our guide continued his cultural/political introduc-
tion to Taiwan: “Taiwan is a democratic place, so we’ll see different groups, like 
Falun Gong. Falun Gong practices are okay, but their leader, Li Hongzhi, told 
people that the Communist Party is evil. This is not so good. Don’t take their 
stuff, because if you do, you’ll have trouble when you return. Even their pens have 
their name and information printed on them. Be careful. They’ll use newspapers, 
whatever, anything, to tell you to leave the Communist Party. Pay no attention.” 
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He continued his discussion of Taiwan’s differences with China by making his first 
pejorative reference to Japan, an apparition that would become central to his nar-
rative of Taiwan: “Look out the window. We’ll see more Japanese cars here. It’s not 
because we like Japan, but because their cars have higher fuel efficiency.”

Jerry then used the trope of separation from China to opine on unification with 
it: “There’s been sixty-something years of separation between Taiwan and the 
mainland. I’ll play you some videos that talk about Chiang Kai-shek and other 
things. These are of course from a Taiwanese perspective. As a kid, I learned that 
our mainland compatriots were poor and needed rescuing. We learned that we 
need to unite to be strong. We don’t want to be like or ally with the Philippines or 
Japan or those places.” The tourists nodded.

Jerry continued, “Now, 70 percent of people want to keep the status quo, not 
because they don’t want to unite, but because they’re worried about being con-
trolled too strictly. But naturally, things will improve. We are ethnic brothers 
[xiongdi minzu]. Of course there are some people who disagree, and there are 
protests, like the Sunflower Movement against the services trade pact. Well, the 
first person to protest that was a National Taiwan University professor who is 
also a Falun Gong adherent. You know, Taiwan is just too democratic.”

One of the construction workers, Chunkai, asked the guide about former pres-
ident Lee Teng-hui’s support for Japan’s claims to the disputed Senkaku (Diaoyu) 
Islands, which are also claimed by the ROC and the PRC. Jerry replied, “People 
say he’s Japanese inside. His grandfather was a policeman under the colonial re-
gime. It’s better not to say too much, but . . . ​Taiwan is too democratic.”

Chunkai asked again, “Why does Lee care so much? He’s so old and yet he’s 
still on TV. I can’t make any sense of it.” The guide replied with enough feed-
back to indicate he had at least heard the question and then skillfully transitioned 
the topic of conversation to something more palatable: “He’s got Japanese influ-
ence, yes, but he has an agricultural economics PhD. He still made a contribu-
tion to our country and its agriculture. You know, Taiwanese fruit is good. You 
should buy some while you’re here, but not too much that it goes bad.”

Jerry then introduced a video about Chiang Kai-shek, reminding us that it 
was made according to a “Taiwanese” perspective, so it might differ from the 
official narrative in mainland China. The documentary focused on Chiang’s fam-
ily background in China, the anti-Japanese war, and 1950s land reform and 
later industrialization in Taiwan. It mostly elided state violence under Chiang’s 
rule, including the 228 Incident, the White Terror, and other well-documented 
episodes from the martial law era that continue to haunt Taiwan’s collective 
memory and condition its contemporary politics.

After the video ended, we arrived for lunch in a cavernous, mostly empty Tai-
wan-themed restaurant in a nondescript roadside location on the way to Chung 
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Tai. The guide seated us at our tables before eating separately with the driver. At 
the table, the Southern Jiangsu VIPs wondered aloud how we should address the 
restaurant staff. Said one, “Should we call them servers [ fuwuyuan] or ‘miss’ 
[xiaojie]?,” the latter being a neutral and common form of address for women in 
Taiwan, but a term sometimes used in China to refer to sex workers. Consensus 
was not achieved.

We arrived at Chung Tai shortly after finishing lunch. With only one hour al-
lotted to visit the temples, halls, and grounds, the guide focused particularly on 
one installation in the main plaza, the Tongyuan Bridge, made of bronze and 
designed to represent the unity of China and Taiwan. In Mandarin, tong is ho-
mophonous with the words for “sameness,” “unity,” and “bronze,” while yuan 
means “origin.” The guide explained, “Taiwan, mainland China: same race, same 
origin [tongzhong, tongyuan].” The plaque on the bridge, dedicated jointly in 
2006 by Chung Tai and Lingyin Temple in Hangzhou, confirmed his interpreta-
tion: “The two temples have the same origin. The same dharma, the same origin 
and culture, both sides of the strait are integrated and can’t be independent . . . ​
true peace and blessings for people on both sides of the strait [Liang si tong yuan, 
tong fa tong yuan liang’an wenhua hurong bu du . . . ​chengwei liang an renmin 
heping qifu].”

Jerry then pointed to a nearby sculpture and said, “This marble is from 
Shanxi.” Chunkai asked, “Oh, it’s imported?” The guide replied, “Imported? 
No . . . ​this . . . ​well, it’s all one China! Well, I guess you can still say it’s imported 
for now because it has to go through customs.” Jerry then made another com-
parison between Taiwan and China: “Our Buddhism is more legitimate. In the 
mainland, you have monks who wear Western clothes and drive BMWs to tem-
ple, before changing into robes for the day and taking them off to have a drink. 
Ours are for real. And they’re vegetarian too.”

After taking our forty minutes of free time to walk the manicured grounds 
and shop for temple goods, we boarded the coach and departed for the iconic 
Sun Moon Lake. Both the guide and the video he played, which was produced 
by the local tourism administration, recited quotations about the lake written 
by a Qing dynasty poet in 1821. The video also noted the presence of Taiwan’s 
smallest registered indigenous tribe, the Thao people, who view Sun Moon Lake 
as a sacred place.

After arriving at the lake and passing through dense crowds to board our boat, 
Xiaoming said to Jerry, “This is like mainland China. I don’t really feel like I’ve 
left.” The guide replied, “Well, this is a tourist destination. If you go to more out-of-
the-way places, you’ll observe some differences.” Mingwei continued the conver-
sation: “Everything here is condensed. It’s not as big or expansive as the mainland.” 
I asked Mingwei what he had heard about Taiwan or Sun Moon Lake. He an-
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swered, “We read about this and Alishan growing up. Perhaps the political per-
spectives are different, but the place descriptions were pretty neutral.”

After our boat docked at a nearby site, the guide gestured to several costumed 
performers on a stage nearby. “You can listen to High Mountain ethnic [gaoshanzu] 
music and buy their CDs [guangpan].” His use of the term gaoshanzu, an official 
PRC ethnic designation, otherwise unheard in Taiwan, collapses Taiwan’s many 
indigenous groups into one “High Mountain” ethnicity (as Taiwan’s now taboo 
term shandiren used to) and will be discussed in some detail in a section below. 
His use of guangpan for CD, common in China, instead of guangdie, used in 
Taiwan, was another skillful adjustment, even if this choice of diction was less 
ethnonationally charged than gaoshanzu.

As we walked to the “restaurant,” which turned out to be an unmarked room 
in a basement by a parking lot, Jerry gestured toward some sugarcane drink ven-
dors. “That’s white sugarcane. It was used to produce sugar when the Japanese 
occupied Taiwan. They took our resources and treated us like a colony.” The 
parking lot’s bathroom had signs in simplified Chinese reminding guests not to 
litter in urinals. As we ate a soggy and mediocre meal, the guests remarked that 
neither the food nor the lake was as grand as they had expected.

On the way to our hotel in Changhua County, the guide explained the differ-
ences between Taiwanese usage of the words fandian and jiudian. In Taiwan, fan-
dian, literally “rice shop,” refers to hotels, while jiudian, commonly used for “hotel” 
in China, refers to hostess clubs. His descriptions of jiudian were graphic, pitched 
more in the presumed register of the construction worker guests and delivered 
without any apparent regard for the women and children on the coach. Belaboring 
the bawdiness, he gestured out the window to the neon-lit roadside stalls where 
lightly dressed and heavily made-up young women sold the botanical stimulant 
betel nut, which he described as a quintessentially Taiwanese health remedy. As 
we pulled over to a stall so he could demonstrate the purchasing process, he told 
the guests that they could take sneak photos of the women. He completed his pur-
chase and then played a karaoke disc titled Good Sounds of China.

After we checked into the hotel, I asked the front desk staff about their busi-
ness model. They explained that the hotel was owned by a Taiwanese designer 
with extensive business interests in China and that it received up to 90 percent 
of its bookings from Chinese tourists. Thus it came as no surprise to find that 
the interior signs were printed primarily in simplified Chinese.

Day Three
After the collective anticlimax of Sun Moon Lake, this was our day to visit the 
second-most well-known site in Taiwan, Alishan. We were woken up at 7:00 a.m. 
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to eat a quick breakfast and rode the coach up a winding mountain road, only 
to arrive at our lunch site at a suspiciously early 11:00 a.m. This entirely too-con-
venient arrangement gave us time to “learn” about highly priced “local” tea 
from costumed Tsou aboriginal people at a “cultural center” adjacent to the din-
ing room. In response to my private query, the guide explained that this ma-
neuver was technically legal because the site was attached to our dining 
establishment and therefore did not count toward the legal cap of six shopping 
stops per trip.

Beyond the subterfuge, this tea shop featured other exceptional attractions, 
including a live bear and the personal endorsement of President Ma Ying-jeou. 
The shop’s owner claimed that the unfortunate animal, kept in a tiny cage in the 
parking lot, was a Formosan black bear, an iconic and endangered species that 
is illegal to keep in captivity without a special permit (I verified after the tour 
that it was in fact a Malaysian sun bear and therefore not subject to such strict 
regulation). The shop’s custom-made tea boxes not only were high-priced, but 
they also featured the picture and signature of president and KMT chairman Ma, 
whose image loomed over the shop’s interior in a photo of him shaking the hand 
of the owner of the company, who happened to be a KMT official.

Otherwise, this ethnic-themed tea experience could have taken place almost 
anywhere in China. Most of the group bought tea, bargaining the standard small 
box down from the list price of 2,800 New Taiwan dollars (NTD) (US$94) to 250 
renminbi (RMB) (US$40). While the Tsou saleswomen focused on the Chinese 
tourists, the boss of the restaurant attempted to sell me on not only the tea but 
also the sex appeal of his staff: “I’ll throw in an Alishan girl if you buy some tea.” 
The rest of his sales pitch pushed the limits of taste and will not be recounted 
here, but it further clarified that gender is an important determinant and prod-
uct of tourist experience and industry practice.

After lunch, we toured the forests and antique train tracks of Alishan, which 
were filled with other Chinese groups. Our guide narrated the colonial history 
of Japanese logging trains and other extractive and infrastructural projects while 
repeatedly slurring Japanese people as “little Japanese devils [xiao Riben guizi].” 
At one point, he caught my eye and asked me if I found such language accept-
able. I feigned indifference.

After an hour of walking along a crowded path, we reboarded our coach and 
headed toward the major southern city of Kaohsiung. Our guide explained that 
we would be visiting the Teresa Teng Memorial Museum the following day and 
played us a video of the late, popular singer. “The mainland has old Deng [Xiaop-
ing], Taiwan has young Teng,” he said, reciting a cliché that relates two person-
alities with the same Chinese surname who achieved fame in both China and 
Taiwan.
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This night offered our first opportunity to stroll through one of Taiwan’s night 
markets, which, my companions declared, are as well known in China as Alis-
han or Sun Moon Lake. As the guide introduced the famous local foods of Li-
uhe Night Market, the driver yelled from the front to tell us that most of the 
goods for sale are made in mainland China. The guide confirmed the driver’s 
claim and turned it around to praise China: “Yes, that’s true, because the main-
land is the world’s industrial powerhouse.”

For the first time since we landed, the group broke up into two separate con-
tingents. The construction workers had made plans in advance to eat with col-
leagues from their Taiwanese parent company. This meant that they would forgo 
guide services for the night and were responsible for finding their own way back 
to the hotel. Meanwhile, the family explored the night market and ate on their 
own. I took the solo time to interview several food vendors and ask about the 
changing ecology of the market. Said one tofu vendor: “The mainlanders don’t 
like our stinky tofu. It’s not black or stinky enough. They go for these seafood 
places because seafood is expensive for them in China. But all the seafood here 
is from Thailand anyway. So, a lot of the more traditional Taiwanese stalls have 
been disappearing. They’re getting replaced. And rent is going up for the rest of 
us.” A roasted squid vendor said, “Fewer Taiwanese people come because the 
Chinese tourists are so noisy and they cut lines. Locals can’t stand it.” A nearby 
mullet roe vendor repeated similar claims, but added that locals have shifted their 
timing to arrive at the night market later in the evening, after the Chinese tour-
ists return to their hotels. These are revealing statements because, as observed 
in chapter 3’s narration of the Shilin Night Market, a “hot and noisy” atmosphere 
can indeed appeal to many Taiwanese, until the addition of Chinese tourists 
switches the valence of “noisy” from positive to negative. Like clockwork, the 
family and I indeed arrived at our hotel at a rather early 8:30 p.m., while the con-
struction workers were still out with their colleagues.

When my roommate returned, he turned on the local TV news, which had 
been reporting for days on a deadly gas explosion in Kaohsiung. He said, “Tai-
wanese news should be broader. Why don’t they give equal time to other places?” 
I asked him if mainland news gives broader coverage of events outside of China. 
He answered, “Well, no, not really.”

Day Four
The day started with a visit to the seaside walkway at Xiziwan in Kaohsiung. It 
was a rare hour-long segment of unscripted time in extremely hot weather, and 
there were no suggested activities apart from taking photos of the ocean. Every-
one complained that they were bored and wandered in tight circles inside the 
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small 7-Eleven convenience store for twenty minutes, enjoying the free air-con-
ditioning and testing the patience of the staff.

Our next stop was the Love River. We parked next to Kaohsiung’s small 228 
Memorial Park and walked through it on the way. Up until this point on the 
tour, the guide had not mentioned anything about the 228 Incident, the 1947 
mass uprising that the KMT military brutally suppressed by killing thousands 
of Taiwanese. Although Jerry navigated us through the memorial, which was 
the most direct path to the river, he did not take this opportunity to mention 
such a pivotal historical episode. Walking in front of the rest of the group, 
I caught up to him to ask why. He answered, “I don’t introduce things like 228 
to guests from the interior [guonei keren] because it’s political, and it’s some-
thing their people did when they came here. I don’t like to talk politics while 
on tour anyway.”

The guide introduced the Love River once we reached the boardwalk. He 
started by criticizing the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which had held 
the Kaohsiung mayoral seat since 1998, and accused it of insufficiently cleaning 
up the waterway. He did not mention that the river was in far worse condition 
under earlier KMT rule. The problem, he said, was not just party politics but 
the entire system: “Taiwan is too democratic, so we’re not united [tuanjie] 
enough. Sometimes too much democracy is not a good thing. . . . ​In the main-
land, if the government wants to move a path by a meter, it can just do it, it doesn’t 
need to get everyone to sign.” As we prepared to depart from the boardwalk, 
a Toyota Prius pulled up. The driver turned out to be one of the construction 
workers’ Taiwanese colleagues delivering a gift box of local pastries as a follow-
up to their meeting the previous night.

We then headed toward a “museum” dedicated to Teresa Teng. Before we got 
off the coach, the guide claimed that the site was operated by Teng’s family, funded 
with private donations and unsupported by the government, and so therefore 
might be a bit shabby. Falun Gong adherents demonstrated outside even this small 
site, which was all but unknown to tourism industry outsiders. After we got off 
the coach, site staff handed us necklaces with the number seven, to wear through-
out our visit. Other tour groups wore different numbers, which made it easier to 
identify them and account for tour guide commissions. As it happened, there were 
no actual personal items or artifacts of Teng in the museum—the majority of the 
display items were photo reprints and text plaques.

The commercial function of the museum became clear when we exited from 
the display area and entered into the adjacent shop, which sold not only Teng’s 
music but also the usual gamut of Taiwan-themed souvenirs, including tea and 
pineapple cake. We were not allowed to take photos in the store. The prices, listed 
in Chinese currency, were exorbitant. When I asked the staff about this, they 
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said that the prices were calculated based on the exchange rate from three years 
prior, “because it is too difficult to update the computers,” but that guests could 
pay in Taiwanese currency if they preferred. No one purchased anything, and 
we returned our numbered visitor cards before heading to lunch at a chicken-
themed restaurant.

Back on the coach, Sun, my roommate, gestured toward a Taiwanese electron-
ics retail chain outlet and said to the guide, “That electronics store is pretty 
small. I saw a car dealership under a corrugated iron roof. Mainlanders wouldn’t 
trust a shop like that.” Jerry replied, “We Taiwanese just want a cheaper price 
and get by more on trust.”

After lunch, we headed to Fo Guang Shan, a major Buddhist monastery and 
monument led by Master Hsing Yun, originally from Nanjing, China, where his 
reflections are etched into the wall of a “national patriotic education” museum 
that commemorates World War II–era atrocities committed by the Japanese mil-
itary. Fo Guang Shan has received many semiofficial visits by Chinese officials 
and was once even proposed by KMT-affiliated academic Charles Kao as a pos-
sible site for Taiwan’s president to sign a speculative “peace treaty” with the PRC 
based on a “one China” principle. The guide introduced Fo Guang Shan by com-
paring it with its putative mainland counterparts: “Our China [Women Zhong-
guo] has some sacred mountains, E Mountain, Hua Mountain, and so on, and 
this was patterned after that.” One of the construction workers, Chunkai, said, 
“This site is grand, indeed.” As with Chung Tai Chan Monastery, food and sou-
venir shops festooned the temple grounds.

After admiring the grandeur of Fo Guang Shan, we headed to Hengchun Old 
Town, which like Xiziwan is a no-cost site with little tourist-specific infrastruc-
ture. As we watched local kids play baseball, the guide slipped up his territorial 
language for the first time, contrasting “China” (not “mainland China”) with Tai-
wan: “China beat us in baseball. China’s got a lot of people, more than we do in 
Taiwan. So they’ve got a lot to choose from.” No one seemed to notice the dif-
ference in terminology. We watched the kids hit a few more balls before he con-
tinued a few moments later, “Taiwan’s economy is going nowhere because of 
political infighting. We’re too democratic. Also, labor is too expensive, so Tai-
wanese have gone to China to set up shop.”

Back on the coach, Sun said to Jerry, “These tour routes are pretty similar to 
what we do in the mainland. It’s just that here we circle an island.” The guide 
nodded. After we checked in at the hotel in Checheng—listed in the itinerary as 
the far more famous and popular site Kenting, which was actually thirty min-
utes away—Sun said to me privately, “Yes, this still feels like I haven’t really left 
mainland China. And especially here in the south in this poorer, more rural 
place. . . . ​It feels even more like the countryside where I’m from. I don’t see much 
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of a difference.” He expressed concern when I wanted to go out alone for a walk: 
“I bet people here really aren’t used to seeing foreigners. They will probably stare 
at you.”

He continued analyzing the dynamics of the tour: “I could tell right away 
when we entered that lunch restaurant today that everyone was from the main-
land. It’s okay, though. I’d still rather go with a group. There’s no need to think 
about where to stay or eat. It’s easier. Our guide is good too. He doesn’t force us 
to buy things. He even told us that fruit was overpriced at that rest stop.”

At a pause in the conversation I asked him about politics. He said, “I don’t really 
care that much about Taiwan independence one way or the other because we’re 
all Chinese anyway. It’s not like with the Japanese. Taiwanese should be free to 
choose. I mean, if your parent sends you to another person to raise you and then 
demands you back after you’re grown up, is that fair? Well, I guess if pressed, I’d 
say I prefer unification. Why not? It would make everyone stronger. I think the US 
is getting in the way. They keep supporting these places, like . . . ​Vietnam . . . ​the 
Philippines . . . ​to weaken China.” After showering, he turned on the TV and 
tuned in to Chinese news, saying that he was already bored of local shows.

Day Five
In the morning, we rounded the southern tip of Taiwan Island, marking the mid-
point of the trip in both space and time, and headed toward Taitung County. 
On the coach, one of the construction workers, Mingwei, talked loudly on the 
phone with his business associates who were calling from China. Mingwei’s col-
leagues on the bus spoke with one another about the prolific Falun Gong bill-
boards hugging the roadside. They read the slogans out loud in Mandarin and 
then discussed them briefly in Subei dialect while shaking their heads.

We stopped at several small, free scenic spots along the way. Before we dis-
embarked at one of them, a lighthouse in Kenting, guide Jerry told us that he 
liked to visit a small seafood shop run by a Chinese immigrant married to a Tai-
wanese man, who also kept a large domesticated pig. After visiting the light-
house at our own pace, we convened at the shop, where the guests expressed 
delight to chat with another Chinese person. The conversation was brief, sim-
ple, and friendly, with the woman saying she enjoys her life in Taiwan. Her shop, 
like all the others at the site, listed its prices in Chinese currency.

Falun Gong demonstrators were as omnipresent as Chinese currency signs. 
At Maobitou, one of the stops, Chunkai accepted a free copy of Epoch Times, 
the Falun Gong newspaper. I also picked one up. Chunkai read his silently, and 
one of his colleagues later grabbed mine off of my coach seat and quickly thumbed 
through it.
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After five days of traveling together, small tensions within the group started 
growing. Several of the construction workers expressed irritation with Ming-
wei’s loud conversations on the phone. Adding to the cacophony were the two 
children from Shanghai. As one belted out yet another piercingly loud scream, 
two of the workers yelled in protest, “We’ve had enough!” The guide stepped in 
to mediate by telling a uniquely cross-strait bogeyman tale. With a winking 
smile, he said to the children, “When we get off the coach and Falun Gong sees 
you crying, they’ll kidnap you!”

With the mood still tense, the guide continued to fill in the silence before 
again tranquilizing us with videos. He said, “On our last day, we’ll go to the fa-
mous National Palace Museum, which holds the great treasures of five thou-
sand years of Chinese history. Dress a little more formally then. After all, there 
are foreign travelers there. It’s better to be dressed up a bit.” He then played a 
documentary produced by a transnational Chinese-language channel, Phoenix 
TV, about the memories of old KMT soldiers exiled in Taiwan. Sun, having seen 
the video before, turned to tell me that it was worth watching.

Guide Jerry soon announced our arrival on the eastern, Pacific Ocean side 
of Taiwan.

“Is there an island over there?” Chunkai asked, pointing toward the sea.
“No. America is that way though, maybe,” said Jerry.
Sun asked me, “Want to go home?” He then asked, “The US is on the Pacific, 

right?”
“Yes, the west coast is,” I answered.
Sun asked, “There’s another coast? What ocean is on that side? The Indian?”
After I used my mobile phone’s mapping application to help Sun visualize the 

position of the Atlantic Ocean, he suddenly switched the topic to US electoral 
politics. He had heard that Hillary Clinton would run to succeed Barack Obama 
as president and expressed concern about her alleged anti-Chinese (paihua) 
views. He learned this, he said, by watching TV news and reading the newspa-
pers in China.

At a petrol and fruit shopping stop, I asked the driver for his thoughts on this 
tour. He said, “These tourists just want to see the so-called Taiwan they’ve heard 
about. It was inaccessible for a while and now they can come. They don’t really 
care about how they do it. At least not these ordinary ones.”

After passing through Taitung City, we stopped at the free tourist attraction 
in Dulan, Water Running Up, with its small man-made stream that appears to 
flow upward against the direction of gravity. Two young Taiwanese women, in-
dependent tourists, used a mobile phone to take videos of each other while the 
Shanghainese kids, paying them no heed, ran in and out of the camera frame. 
One of the women said to the camera, “We’re at Water Running Up. We rode an 
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hour and a half just to get here, and now we have to go back the same way. Just for 
this.” She pointed at the site and shook her head. “Whatever, I’m dumbfounded 
[shayan]. Oh, and yeah, there are a lot of Chinese tourists here.” They rolled their 
eyes at each other and the camera, finished filming, and walked away.

As we got back on the coach to head north from Water Running Up, guide 
Jerry said, “The hotels in the city are not very nice, so we’ve arranged one just a 
bit out of town.” The hotel turned out to be a mammoth, aging complex in the 
quiet fishing harbor town of Chenggong, forty kilometers north from Taitung 
City. Jerry set the next day’s departure time at 8:00 a.m., requiring an early wake-
up call and breakfast.

Day Six
In the morning in our guest room, Sun turned on the TV news and complained, 
“The news is all about Kaohsiung. There’s nothing about our mainland.”

“Should the news include the mainland?” I asked.
“News should be international, without borders,” Sun replied.
“Is your news borderless?” I asked.
“Well, no. What a contradiction,” Sun said.
We went downstairs to eat breakfast together. Sun observed other tourists 

asking our guide some questions at a nearby table. “Everywhere we go on this 
tour, it’s all mainlanders [dalu ren] all the way. I think we’ve seen these people 
before,” said Sun.

We boarded the coach and backtracked forty kilometers to the city to visit 
the so-called Red Coral Museum, which was listed as a shopping stop on our 
itinerary. Jerry explained, “The wife of Chiang Kai-shek, Soong Mei-ling, liked 
red coral. . . . ​Taiwan produces 80 percent of the world’s red coral. Red coral 
wards off evil and represents longevity. . . . ​The emperors Qianlong and Kangxi 
also liked it. So did the empress dowager Cixi. . . . ​Soong Mei-ling lived to 
106 years old, so you can see it has this function.” He then played a promotional 
video about red coral. Chunkai noticed that we were going back the same way 
we came the day before. He complained quietly to his friends that this shopping 
trip was a waste of time and had caused us all to wake up too early.

We arrived at the “museum,” a large and poorly maintained store featuring 
portraits of Madame Soong. The construction workers were uninterested in 
making any purchases. Yiqing, the Shanghainese mother, bought a necklace for 
1,000 RMB. “It’s not much money,” she told me.

As I waited outside the store, nearby several Falun Gong demonstrators, the 
driver asked me, “Have you cursed at Falun Gong yet?”

“Should I? They haven’t bothered me. Have they bothered you?” I asked.
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“Yeah, they bother me every day,” he said and then yelled at them in 
Taiwanese.

Sun soon emerged from the store. I stepped away from the driver to ask Sun 
what he thought about the shop and its products. “We’ve seen all this before in 
the mainland and Hong Kong. So, this kind of thing is familiar. Yes, Taiwan has 
scammers too,” he said.

We boarded the coach, and Jerry talked about old soldiers while we passed 
by several veterans homes. “Chen Shui-bian cut all their benefits, so now they 
get by with money donated from KMT-run businesses.” As he spoke about the 
Chen administration, he said the words for “that time” (na ge shihou) in a the-
atrically mainland Chinese-style pronunciation, instead of the nei ge shihou more 
common in Taiwan. Chunkai noticed the affectation and mockingly repeated it 
out loud to no one in particular, “Na ge shihou.” Jerry finished his narration and 
put on a violent slapstick Chinese boxing film called Long’s Story.

We covered the distance between Taitung and Chenggong for the third time 
before continuing north to Hualien. After the movie finished, Jerry introduced 
the county by noting that “Hualien has many ‘High Mountain aborigines’ 
[gaoshan yuanzhumin]. Of the 500,000 total in Taiwan, the most numerous are 
the Amis, with 150,000 people. Some of them are pale and white [baibai de] and 
very beautiful. Of course others are darker [heihei de] too.”

We took a brief stop at a plaque marking the Tropic of Cancer. Before we got 
off the coach, Jerry let us know that it was a good site for photos, that we may 
see an indigenous musical group with live performances and CDs (guangpan, 
again the Chinese term) for sale, and that we should keep our eyes out for an 
old mainland soldier collecting recycled goods in the area.

After we returned to the coach, Jerry said that although Taroko National Park, 
just north of Hualien City and famed for its scenic gorge, was on our itinerary, we 
might only be able to see the entrance of it due to a landslide within the park and 
the likelihood of an ensuing traffic jam. Indeed, as we pulled into the park 
entrance, a long line of coaches came into view on the highway above. Jerry an-
nounced that instead of joining the crush, we should content ourselves to take 
photos by the small tourist shops alongside the adjacent river.

As a consolation stop, we visited Qixingtan, a pebble-strewn beach near an 
air force base. The beach was full of other Chinese tourists watching military 
pilots practice their takeoffs and landings in old fighter jets purchased from US 
military vendors. Mingwei and Chunkai were familiar with these particular jet 
models and surprised by my ignorance of armaments. They, like the tourists from 
other groups, busied themselves taking photos.

We returned to the outskirts of Hualien City and stayed in a cavernous mid-
range hotel that had opened three years prior, just in time for the tourist wave. 
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As with most of our previous hotels, all guests came from mainland China and 
all indoor signage was in simplified characters.

Day Seven
Our penultimate day started with a visit to a jade shop. On the coach, Jerry in-
troduced jade’s ancient Chinese cultural function as a protective token of health 
and longevity and symbol of wealth and purity. He also mentioned its special 
role in mediating cross-strait relations, pointing out that several pro-unification 
Taiwanese politicians had given jade pieces to their mainland counterparts. The 
specialness of this jade, we learned, owed not only to its scarcity but also its geo-
political and numerological properties. Jerry noted that in 2005, KMT honorary 
chairman Lien Chan gave a jade vase to then Chinese president Hu Jintao. “It 
was 192 centimeters, 100 for ‘One China,’ 92 for the 1992 Consensus. Now it’s 
in the Great Hall of the People. James Soong, another Taiwanese politician and 
Lien’s running mate in 2004, gave a rose stone to Hu Jintao on his visit, which 
followed Lien’s trip. Since Soong has a Hunanese family background, Hu had it 
put in the Hunan museum.” After finishing his short speech, he played a video 
about Taiwan jade, which featured captions in simplified characters and a quasi-
indigenous techno-pop soundtrack.

After the video finished, he pointed out another group home for veterans and 
used it to promote not just jade but the particular store where we were to buy it. 
“The store we’re going to is KMT run. Everyone likes to come here because 
25 percent of the profit is used to support veterans. Chen Shui-bian cut all their 
benefits, so life is hard for them. We also hope that you can get something that 
represents Taiwan, a nice memory, a good souvenir.”

We arrived at the entrance to the jade store, which, like the coral shop, billed 
itself as a museum. It was indeed proudly operated by a subsidiary of the KMT, 
and the entrance featured photos of Chiang Kai-shek, Chiang Ching-kuo, Lien 
Chan, and other KMT leaders, as well as images of Chinese leaders Deng Xiaop-
ing and Hu Jintao. Jerry told us that we would spend an hour there before he 
handed us over to the “guides” of the museum.

Our microphone-wearing guide confirmed Jerry’s story. “Everyone working 
here is KMT, and this business is used to support soldiers. Me, I have this back-
ground too. I’m the son of a soldier from Hunan,” he said.

He pointed to sample items in a case in the entrance display area. “These are 
the styles that Lien Chan gave to Hu Jintao. You should consider taking a pair 
of vases [ping] to support peaceful unification [heping tongyi],” he said, empha-
sizing the homophonous wordplay of ping for both “peace” and “vase.” He walked 
us upstairs to a private room and gave a presentation on the provenance and va-
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rieties of the shop’s jade, using strobing lights and other special effects to per-
form its purity and quality.

After ten minutes of this tightly scripted sales show, we were turned loose to 
browse rings, bracelets, necklaces, and assorted decorative items. No one in my 
group bought anything. “This stuff is all fake. We’re so used to this from China. 
Who knows if they even use the money to support the veterans, anyway?” Ming
wei said to me, after asking if I would buy anything. I asked and received affir-
mative replies from three different shop staff about their KMT affiliation. They 
all said that they were brought into the store through friends or family.

After exiting the shop, I shared a juice with Jerry. He suddenly recited a rhym-
ing song while shaking his head: “Get on the coach and sleep, get off the coach 
and pee, go home knowing nothing [Shang che shuijiao, xia che niaoniao, hui 
jia shenme dou bu zhidao].” I asked him to elaborate, and he said, “Some tour-
ists like to say this rhyme, and also this one too: ‘I’d always regret not going to 
Taiwan, but having gone to Taiwan is something to regret always [Bu qu Tai-
wan shi yibeizi de yihan, qu Taiwan yihan yibeizi].’ ” This line, familiar among 
jaded Chinese tourists, can be adapted to nearly any destination and is a senti-
ment I will address in the epilogue.2

We returned to the coach and watched a music video of Taiwanese pop star 
Jay Chou. The guide then explained that the stretch of highway between Hual-
ien and Su’ao, in adjacent Yilan County, is dangerous and difficult, so we would 
take the train and the driver would meet us later. As always, Falun Gong dem-
onstrators flanked the entrances and exits of these otherwise minor train sta-
tions. The tourists seemed unimpressed by the appearance of the station and the 
train itself, which they said was slower and older than those in China.3

After returning to the coach, we took a brief trip to the Yehliu Geopark, a 
coastal site northeast of Taipei popular for its rock formations and inexpensive 
entrance ticket. We then embarked to Taipei City for our second official shop-
ping stop of the day, Vigor Kobo, a pineapple cake and delicacy specialist that is 
25 percent owned by China-based investors. Photos of President Ma and of for-
mer Taipei mayor and KMT stalwart Hau Lung-bin loomed large over the cash 
registers.

Along the way to the Everrich Duty-Free flagship store, our third and final 
shopping destination of the day, Jerry attempted to sell us a medicinal menthol 
cream that he had first introduced during our nauseatingly winding ride up Ali
shan. After Jerry passed a sample jar around for further inspection, he said that 
it could be delivered to our hotel. The guests helped themselves to more of the 
cream but did not place any orders.

We were given ninety minutes to shop in the six-story Everrich complex. A 
privately held group that holds a near monopoly on duty-free shopping outlets 
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in Taiwan, Everrich notably claims not to offer commissions to tour companies 
and guides. Our group split into several parts, with the Shanghainese family 
browsing the cosmetics and handbags areas and the construction workers check-
ing out the tobacco and liquor outlets. Mingwei bought an 850 RMB bottle of 
Chabot XO Armagnac. “I’ve never had this before, but I guess it must be good 
because it has XO in the title,” he said.

Back on the coach, as we pulled away from the Everrich commercial traffic 
orbit, Sun exclaimed, “Wow, look at all these tourist buses! How can Taiwan still 
oppose the Services Trade Agreement?” We visited the Danshui boardwalk, a pe-
destrian area of food carts, inexpensive restaurants, and vendors, before checking 
into a hot springs hotel in the suburb of Beitou. Jerry did not mention that Beitou 
was first developed as a hot springs resort by Japanese colonial administrators.

Sun joined his colleagues to take a taxi to the Carrefour department store, 
their second and final unescorted outing. They bought local condiments and 
snacks as gifts for friends and family back home. In our shared room, Sun 
summed up his Taiwan experience:

I used to think Taiwan was mysterious. Now I know what it’s like. I’m 
no longer curious about it. It’s not as developed as I thought. . . . ​You 
know, it was one of the four Asian Tigers, like Hong Kong, Korea, 
Japan. . . . ​But our city standard now is Shanghai, and now that I’ve seen 
Taipei and Kaohsiung, they just don’t compare. But like I told you be-
fore, these smaller places, like around our hotel in these small towns, 
are nice and orderly. This is worth it for us to learn from. People’s qual-
ity [suzhi], their etiquette [liyi] . . . ​these are good.

Day Eight
After a final breakfast together at the hot springs hotel, we boarded the coach 
for our last day, which would include several important stops. First up was the 
National Palace Museum, which, Jerry explained, “holds the treasures of five 
thousand years of Chinese nationalities [Zhonghua minzu].” Most of our two 
hours inside the museum involved waiting in lines, first at the entrance for au-
dio receivers and then to glimpse the famous jade cabbage.

During some of the time in line, I asked Jerry for a little more background 
on his personal political beliefs. He explained to me that he had joined the New 
Tongmenghui, a far-right pro-unification group named for Sun Yat-sen’s Tong-
menghui association, the predecessor of the KMT. He explained that the Tai-
wanese membership is largely composed of ex-soldiers and members of pan-blue 
parties, including the KMT and its spin-offs. He had traveled to China in the 
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past year as a group member and met minor officials, developed personal rela-
tionships, and learned more about Taiwan’s “Chinese roots.” He said that this 
trip had nothing to do with his post-military career as a tour guide, which he 
was doing for personal enjoyment and extra income.

For lunch, we ate at the Beiping Restaurant. Named for an anachronistic term 
for the Chinese capital, Beijing, this was a striking choice for a final meal in Tai-
wan. Like many of our Taipei group shopping outlets, this restaurant also dis-
played signed photos of KMT mayors Ma and Hau, but not of former DPP mayor 
Chen.

After lunch, we visited the Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall, where not only Falun 
Gong demonstrators abounded but also an elderly man strode around wearing 
and vending ROC and KMT memorabilia, including flags, hats, and banners. 
He said he has been there daily at least since 2012, and, indeed, I had seen him 
there at nearly every visit since then. We were allowed only thirty minutes to 
pay our respects to the large statue of Sun Yat-sen and explore the attached mu-
seum, which included artifacts from Sun’s trips to Taiwan while it was under 
Japanese rule. The exhibitions presented the KMT party-state administration of 
Taiwan as a glorious manifestation of Sun’s Three Principles of the People and 
his commitment to democracy and freedom.

Finally, we visited the nearby Taipei 101 skyscraper. The tour package did not 
include entrance tickets (approximately 500 NTD, or US$16) for the viewing plat-
form on top of the building, so the group instead split into several smaller groups 
and window-shopped around the luxury outlets in the adjacent mall. My room-
mate, Sun, and I walked together for most of the hour allotted to us, taking pho-
tos of ourselves and each other, reminiscing about the highs and lows of the week, 
and comparing this mall to similar ones in mainland China. “Yeah, this is a nice 
mall, but I can see this kind of thing in Shanghai too, and there are more impres-
sive buildings there anyway. But the people here . . . ​I’ll miss their courtesy and 
kindness.”

We reassembled in the mall lobby at 3:00 p.m. and walked to the coach. Hav-
ing already decided to continue my field work in Taiwan and forfeit my return 
flight to Shanghai, I removed my bag from the back of the bus and waved the 
group good-bye as they departed for the airport.

Analysis
From start to finish, the tour guide consistently performed Taiwan as a part 
of China and presented Taiwanese people as Chinese ethnic subjects. This 
was achieved via the tour guide’s choice of territorial language and his selective 
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narration of Taiwanese history. The effect was reinforced by the spatiotemporal 
contours of the tour operator’s itinerary, which routed us not only to “scenic 
spots” presented in a culturally “Chinese” register but also to shopping desti-
nations that, while offering “local specialties,” were spun as threads of a greater 
Chinese tapestry. Augmenting this was the fact that our hotels, restaurants, 
sites, and shops were primarily if not exclusively oriented toward Chinese tour-
ists—with simplified Chinese signage and cashiers accepting Chinese currency. 
After a few days on tour, it became easy to see why Chinese group tourists per-
ceive Taiwan as a part of China.

This performance of Taiwan as China was informed by a hybrid of KMT and 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) historical, territorial, and cultural claims. Ja-
pan’s colonial legacy was either effaced or criticized and Taiwan’s indigenous past 
and present were conflated with China’s modern discourse of “minority nationali-
ties” (shaoshu minzu), as opposed to the “ethnic group” (zuqun) terms increasingly 
used in contemporary Taiwan (Cheng and Fell 2014; Damm 2011).4 It was also a 
performance with an imaginative inversion of the usual direction of cross-strait 
tourism’s political and economic instrumentality: At jade shops and other stores, 
KMT-affiliated capitalists sold not only physical products but also the phantasmic 
promise of political unification via tourist spending. Meanwhile, Falun Gong was 
represented by the guide not just as a religious organization that is banned in 
China but as a veritable child-snatching bogeyman.

Guide as Territorial Translator
The guide’s tactical use of language was key to his depiction of Taiwan as a part 
of China. Jerry frequently contrasted Taiwan with “the mainland” (dalu) or 
“mainland China” (Zhongguo dalu). He used “interior” (neidi) less frequently, 
but usually as a modifier, as in “guests from the interior.” I observed only one 
instance in which he contrasted Taiwan with “China,” while watching a local 
baseball game in Hengchun. As with guide Frank’s slip, mentioned in chapter 3, 
this occurred later in the tour, after rapport between guide and guest had been 
established, and no one commented on it.

Selective use of territorial terms like “the mainland” is not unusual in Tai-
wanese political discourse, especially among Chinese nationalists and among 
Taiwanese who conduct business or other forms of exchange in China. However, 
our guide’s frequent use of phrases like “our China” and “our former premier, 
Wen Jiabao,” went beyond the usual bounds of mainstream speech in Taiwan’s 
post–martial law era. While he frequently contrasted Taiwan and mainland 
China as places or societies, he rarely contrasted individual Taiwanese and main-
land Chinese as people or as ethnonational subjects. His frequent use of “we 
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Chinese people” (women Zhongguoren), whether to claim the inevitability of po-
litical unification or to make more banal comments on food preferences, reca-
pitulated the informal stance shared by both the KMT and the CCP that 
Taiwanese and Chinese are “fraternal nationalities” (xiongdi minzu).

Although the guide emphasized ethnocultural commonalities, he could not 
avoid mentioning institutional differences between Taiwan and China. In so do-
ing, he usually valorized the supposed efficiency of China’s one-party system and 
conversely lamented the inefficiency and contentiousness of Taiwan’s multiparty 
system. His refrain “Taiwan is too democratic” was repeated at least five times 
during the trip, usually to nods of approval from the tourists, at least when they 
were paying attention. However, he did occasionally praise Taiwan’s relatively 
high degree of “freedom” and religious tolerance, which enabled a more “hu-
mane” (you renqingwei) society, even as he advised guests to steer clear of Falun 
Gong demonstrators.

Citing overlapping KMT and CCP discourses of ethnic unity in opposition 
to a common enemy, and reflecting his own military background, the guide fre-
quently criticized Japan’s past and present role in Taiwan. He also deployed the 
specter of Japan, Japanese colonial education, and putative Japanese ethnic iden-
tification as a trope to criticize Lee Teng-hui, the DPP, and Taiwanese national-
ism and independence activism more generally. This served to bond him 
intersubjectively with the tourists as fellow Chinese ethnonationals, to “cater” 
(yinghe, as he told me privately) to their assumed racial biases, to evoke recon-
structed shared memories of war atrocities, and to appeal to their shared terri-
torial imagination of “one China.”

Another example of the guide’s selective historical narration was his frequent 
invocation of the phrase “sixty-five years of separation between the mainland and 
Taiwan,” referring to the post-1949 period of division between the PRC in main-
land China and the ROC in Taiwan. This phrase elides the fifty years of Japanese 
colonial administration that he so frequently criticized, which would add half a 
century to the supposed sixty-five years of territorial division. A further problem-
atic assertion here is the guide’s claim that Taiwan was ever fully subject to “Chi-
nese rule,” which is questioned by historical analyses that suggest that Qing rule 
of Taiwan was hesitant and incomplete at best (Teng 2004; Shepherd 1993) and 
further complicated by the Qing’s legacy as a Manchu-dominated, multiethnic 
conquest dynasty that issued from China’s geographical periphery.

The explicitness of the guide’s stances belied his private comments to me that 
he did not like discussing politics with guests. His ideological commitments were 
evident not only from his conduct of the tour but also from his membership in 
the pro-unification New Tongmenghui association. He did not mention this or-
ganization to the other tourists, as far as I observed, but he certainly engaged 
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them in political conversation. Jerry’s ideology makes him an outlier in Taiwan-
ese society. It was also somewhat extreme for his industry, even given its gen-
eral alignment with the pan-blue KMT camp. Still, it served him well in his work 
guiding Chinese tour groups. His frequent criticisms of the DPP, of Taiwan in-
dependence activism and democratic governance, and of Japan’s colonial admin-
istration and present leadership were certainly a form of theater. But what he 
left unsaid was at least as important. His elisions of KMT human rights abuses, 
illegal land appropriations, widespread public opposition to unification with 
China, and the well-documented and inexorable increase in Taiwanese national 
identification were not only a practical matter of tour management but also a 
personal, political choice with profound impact on guests’ perception of Taiwan-
ese history and contemporary public opinion.

It is difficult to know how differently Jerry would present his opinions to a 
nontourist audience of Taiwanese people—I can only speculate as to whether he 
would talk about “Japanese devils” and “our Premier Wen Jiabao.” What seems 
clear, however, is that his hyperbolic semipublic performances of Chinese na-
tionalism were consistent enough with his own personal stance.

Ethnic Elisions
The guide rarely mentioned the names of post-1949 Taiwan’s most salient quasi-
ethnic divisions, that of the mainlander (waishengren) and Taiwanese (bensh-
engren). This is not surprising, as these terms are Taiwan-specific and can produce 
a politically charged affect of opposition and discomfort, which the guide usually 
tried to avoid. Instead, he spoke more in terms that would be comprehensible to 
Chinese tourists, for example, “old soldiers.”

The guide also made a point of introducing the tourists not only to Taiwan-
born descendants of mainlanders but also to resident Chinese nationals. Exam-
ples include the Chinese immigrant at the Kenting seafood stall, married to a 
Taiwanese, as well as salespeople at other sites on the east coast. He did this, he 
told me in one-on-one conversation, to make the tourists feel more at home.

Remarkably, when referring to indigenous Taiwanese, the guide frequently 
used ethnic terms that are heard only in China and not in Taiwan, including “High 
Mountain ethnicity” (gaoshanzu; the PRC’s official designation) to refer to all of 
Taiwan’s many indigenous groups, as well as “minority nationalities” (shaoshu 
minzu). He also occasionally referred to them as the unique hybrid term “High 
Mountain indigenous” people (gaoshan yuanzhumin), as indigenous people (yu-
anzhumin; the most standard usage in Taiwan), and sometimes by their individual 
tribal names, such as Amis or Truku. While his usage was inconsistent, it indi-
cated his cognizance and flexible deployment of PRC ethnic designations.
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The tourists themselves did not express any interest in indigenous issues or 
history. As Sun said, “We have ethnic minorities in the mainland too, but I don’t 
know too much about them either.” To Sun and the others, indigenous peoples 
were just another component, not particularly significant, of the Han-dominated 
multiethnic menagerie of “Chinese nationalities.”

Blurring Business and Leisure
At the start of the tour, Sun told me that he and his colleagues were sent by his 
Taiwanese boss as an incentive for good job performance as well as to gain a bet-
ter understanding of Taiwan, where their company was headquartered. Sun 
and his colleagues stayed within the confines of the tour group and its itinerary 
for nearly the entire duration, apart from joining a company dinner in Kaohsi-
ung and making their own shopping trip. The morning after their dinner, their 
Taiwanese colleagues delivered several boxes that were labeled as Taiwanese con-
fectionaries for them to bring back to China.

While the construction workers’ primary purpose indeed seemed to be lei-
sure, they still took the opportunity to conduct some business and material ex-
change. The only conclusion that can be inferred from this is that other Chinese 
visitors who are counted as leisure tourists also likely mixed work and pleasure. 
This turns out to be at least as true for independent tourists who are not bound 
to tight tour schedules.

Intragroup Interaction
Our tour group neatly divided into three pieces: The five Subei construction 
workers, the Shanghainese family of four, and the guide and driver. As an indi-
vidual traveler and an unusual “Western” presence on such a trip, I floated freely 
between these subgroups. When visiting larger sites, after the guide completed 
his basic introduction, we typically split into two parts—the family and the con-
struction workers, whom I shared time with evenly when I was not speaking 
with the guide or site vendors or staff. During lunch and dinner, all guests, in-
cluding the family and children, usually shared a table. The guide and driver 
would eat separately after seating us and explaining anything exceptional about 
the meal. As we ate, we usually discussed the food, the sites, and our impres-
sions of the tour and of Taiwan. More infrequently, we would talk about our per-
sonal backgrounds.

The guests were mostly polite to one another and took care to ensure that 
everyone had enough to eat of each dish. The construction workers were also 
patient with the children, who would occasionally make a mess or a loud noise, 
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eat food out of sequence, or rapidly spin the table’s serving wheel in ways that 
inconvenienced other diners. Explicit discussion of political topics never took 
place between the family and the construction workers. However, in smaller 
groups, for example, during breakfast or while watching TV with the construc-
tion workers, Taiwanese politics came up as a topic of common conversation. 
The guide’s refrain “Taiwan is too democratic” was noted and repeated. As the 
only “foreigner” on this trip, and indeed the only foreigner any of my fellow tour-
ists had ever spoken with, I was often asked to provide my “American” opinion 
on these questions. I tactically chose stances that I presumed would be inoffen-
sive to them, to the point of occasionally overcompensating by criticizing US 
politicians. In this way, not entirely unlike Jerry, I became a performer as well, 
avoiding conflict by saying things I thought the guests would want to hear while 
maintaining sufficient consistency with my own ideology.

Shopping for Unification
KMT imagery pervaded most of our shopping destinations. Well-known brand-
name stores such as the Chinese-invested pineapple cake shop Vigor Kobo, as 
well as smaller eateries and shops like the Beiping Restaurant and the Alishan 
lunch stop/tea shop, placed signed photos of President Ma and Mayor Hau in 
prominent positions. At no point did we see anything similar with DPP or other 
opposition leaders.

The most striking example of party influence was of course provided at the 
KMT-operated jade store in Hualien, which not only featured portraits of both 
KMT and CCP leaders but also employed staff who claimed that “buying [their] 
vases [would] help support peaceful unification.” The guide had indirectly 
primed this store’s sales pitch for several days by claiming that the former DPP 
administration had cut veterans benefits, by repeatedly pointing out veterans 
hospitals and residential complexes along the roadside, and by introducing us 
to mainland veterans whenever possible. On the bus, he claimed that 25 percent 
of profits from the shop would be distributed to veterans who no longer received 
state support. However, the salespeople made no such claim. When I asked them 
individually, they said that they did not know details but that the store and the 
KMT certainly “support our troops.” Unlike Jerry, they made their sales pitch 
by presenting the store or the KMT not as a veterans welfare agency but as a com-
mercial avenue to realize the political unification of China and Taiwan.

As pointed out in chapter 2, to “peddle politics through business” (yi shang cu 
zheng) has been part of China’s strategy to financially entice Taiwanese to sup-
port unification at least since the Hu Jintao era (S. Kastner 2006). This shop, how-
ever, was a novel example of the converse—using politics to peddle business—in 
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this case, deploying discourses of unification and ethnonational affiliation to en-
tice Chinese tourists to further enrich the KMT. Remarkably, no one in my group 
bought anything, precisely due to the apparent similarity of this store’s hard sell 
approach to those prevalent in China.

Other shopping stops routinely emphasized ethnocultural commonalities be-
tween China and Taiwan while also sporting KMT iconography. Examples in-
clude the Alishan tea shop, whose products featured a photo and signature of 
President Ma on the box, as well as Teresa Teng’s music, which was said to have 
universal appeal to Chinese people on both sides of the strait. While these stores 
used assumed affiliations to stimulate sales, they stopped short of claiming that 
tourist spending supported a wider political project. However, Vigor Kobo’s sta-
tus as a Chinese-Taiwanese joint venture did allow Jerry to present it as an ex-
ample of the “peaceful development of cross-strait relations.”

Throughout this particular tour, Chinese tourist spending was directed to-
ward KMT and KMT-supporting businesses, unevenly benefiting Taiwan’s pri-
vate sector, to the detriment of non-KMT-aligned interests. I found the 
explicitness of this partisanship surprising, even if it was consistent with the po-
sitions of travel industry trade association executives who expressed support 
for the KMT and affiliated politicians in interviews, as discussed in chapter 2.

On the basis of this tour experience, the contours and affective contents of 
which are generally consistent with my interviews with other tourists, it seems 
fair to conclude that the group tour structure generally reproduced the effect of 
being in China for most tourists. This effect was consistent throughout the trip, 
despite its many unscripted and unpredictable moments. Put another way, cross-
strait group tourist sites, and the spaces in between, were effectively stage-man-
aged and mediated to avoid expressions of dissonance or conflict between the 
pro-unification ideologies of most Chinese guests and the anti-unification sen-
timents of most Taiwanese hosts. Even when they walked through the streets of 
Taiwan unescorted, these tourists remained experientially ensconced in “one 
China.”
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In May 2012, Han Han, China’s most popular blogger, published a post titled 
“Winds of the Pacific” (Taipingyang zhi feng), about his recent trip to Taiwan:

I don’t want to delve into the politics. As a writer from the mainland, 
I just feel lost. A pervasive feeling of loss. The society I grew up in spent 
a few decades teaching us to be violent and vengeful, and then a few 
more decades teaching us to be selfish and greedy. Our parents de-
stroyed our culture, our ethics, our ability to trust, our faith and con-
sensus, but failed to build the utopia that was promised. We may have 
no choice but to keep doing the same things. As a writer, I have to con-
stantly worry about whether my words will step on some line some-
where. I assume people have ulterior motives when they treat me with 
warmth. Other than self-survival and competition, we have lost inter-
est in everything else. This is how we have come to define ourselves. . . .

Yes, I have to thank Hong Kong and Taiwan, for protecting Chinese 
civilization. Even when we have the Ritz Carlton and the Peninsula, Gu-
cci and Louis Vuitton, wives of local officials with more money than their 
leaders, movie budgets 20 or 30 times theirs, the World’s Fair and the 
Olympics, but, on the streets of Taipei, I didn’t feel any bit of pride. What-
ever we have, they already had; whatever we are proud of, their taxpayers 
will never approve; whatever we should be proud of, we’ve already lost.1

Despite his disclaimer, Han’s post is nothing if not political. He may skirt the 
question of Taiwan independence, but he uses the island imaginary as a tinted 
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mirror for what the People’s Republic of China (PRC) could be but is not, or was 
but is no longer. Filled with anecdotes of the kindness of strangers—the taxi 
driver who returned a phone that Han had dropped in the backseat or the eye-
wear store owner who guilelessly gave Han’s friend a free pair of contact lenses—
Han’s post treats Taiwan not as a renegade province under the thumb of the 
United States or as an exotic tourist destination, but as a rhetorical device for an 
indirect critique of the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) role in the corruption 
of “Chinese values.” Han’s taxi driver was not just a taxi driver—in the retelling, 
the cabbie came to represent the supposed generous spirit of all Taiwanese peo-
ple. Except, in Han’s reading, the driver’s generosity was not so much Taiwanese 
as it was Chinese, free of the corrupting influence of the CCP. Han therefore sug-
gests that he was helped not by a Taiwanese as much as by a more authentic Chi-
nese subject. Taiwan’s history as a Japanese colony and US protectorate, as well as 
its many other specificities and contingencies, are elided in this account.

Han’s account contrasts strikingly with that of Liping, a nineteen-year-old 
woman from Henan Province. In July 2013, Liping attended a talk about dissi-
dent artist Ai Weiwei by a professor from Hong Kong University held at Taipei’s 
famed Eslite Bookstore. Liping had never heard of Ai, despite his international 
renown and his contribution to the design of the Beijing 2008 Summer Olym-
pics’ “Bird’s Nest” stadium, a symbol of national pride. She returned from Tai-
wan to China with a newfound appreciation for the limits of her knowledge about 
her own country.

I had first met Liping a few weeks before her trip while I was browsing in the 
small Shanghai art museum where she volunteered. During our initial casual 
conversation, in which she asked routine questions about what I was doing in 
China, she told me that she would be going to Taiwan soon as an independent 
tourist. After explaining my research and eliciting her interest and consent, the 
conversation quickly transitioned into a semi-structured interview. During her 
trip we stayed in touch through the instant messaging app WeChat and had an-
other follow-up interview on her return to Shanghai: “There was so much I 
learned that I didn’t know about, about Taiwan, about mainland China. I didn’t 
know about these artists being under house arrest. I didn’t know that Taiwan 
had such a vibrant arts scene . . . ​well, I knew about Eslite before I went there—
it’s a famous place for us—but I didn’t realize how many books I’d see that I 
didn’t know about or that there’d be these talks on people like Ai Weiwei. Wow, 
he’s really extraordinary.”2

Liping’s reflection sounded almost too neatly dramatic to be true. More than 
Han’s account, which more or less recapitulated a conventional story about Tai-
wan as a purer part of China, Liping’s tale could be spun as an example of the 
CCP’s worst nightmare, as a sign that independent tourists would inevitably find 
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their way into scenes and spaces that would subvert hegemonic party narratives. 
Yet, Liping’s tale was but one of many I recount in this chapter, which focuses as 
much on ambiguity and contradiction as on coherent, progressive stories of 
“awakening” or “uncovering” a hidden truth.

The following account is composed of observational and interview data col-
lected between June 2012 and April 2015. While I made efforts to ensure a range of 
ages, genders, and sending regions in the sample, it makes no claims to being an 
exhaustive or even representative survey. Instead, I wish to highlight and discuss 
the variety and diversity of independent tourist narratives and interpretations 
of Taiwan’s political history and trajectory and to tease out factors that likely af-
fected their perceptions and statements. In so doing, I trace the social circuits and 
territorial narratives remade through the practices of independent tourism.

Interview subjects were recruited through a variety of online and off-line 
channels. Online, I participated in social networks and instant messaging soft-
ware platforms, including Facebook, WeChat, Line, Skout, and Couchsurfing. 
Through the posts of friends on these sites, but more frequently via new con-
tacts with no known prior connections to my own social networks, I recruited 
roughly half of my interview subjects. The remainder were found off-line via a 
variety of venues and channels, including direct recruitment at airports, tourist 
sites, or cultural events; introductions from mutual Taiwanese friends and ac-
quaintances; and snowballing introductions from past interview participants. 
It is worth noting that the diversity of their perspectives speaks as much about 
the different spaces within Taiwan as it does about the diversity of the class, gen-
erational, and educational backgrounds of the tourists themselves. For this rea-
son, I include basic biographical details about the tourists and the background 
to the interviews, as appropriate and available, to help situate their stories and 
provide interpretive context.

Like the ethnography of a group tour in chapter 4, my raced, gendered, and 
nationalized positionality affected the conduct and interpretation of these in-
terviews. The physical settings, as well as the recruitment sites, also influenced 
the outcomes. For example, interviewees at independent music festivals or in-
digenous folk shows tended to be younger than the mean. Some attended such 
events along with Taiwanese acquaintances or had particular interest in Taiwan-
ese cultural or performing arts. At these events, recruitment sometimes pro-
ceeded during group conversation within a mixed group of Chinese tourists and 
Taiwanese attendees, which may have prompted responses meant to be more ac-
commodating of Taiwanese sentiment.

For example, as related in chapter 3, during a mid-concert interview in Du-
lan, Mingqi, a twenty-two-year-old female college student from Chengdu, Sich-
uan, described Taiwan as “an island in the Pacific.” This phrasing made no 
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reference to its proximity to mainland China or its cultural and national legacy, 
purported or otherwise. That Mingqi, a PRC citizen, spoke to me in the language 
of a Taiwanese nationalist showed a remarkable familiarity with local territo-
rial terminology. Her geographical framing, which centered Taiwan and ignored 
China, was right at home in this venue.

But meetings in pro-Taiwan spaces or introductions from Taiwanese personal 
acquaintances did not guarantee respondents would necessarily exhibit a concilia-
tory or Taiwan-centric attitude. For example, Zhimin, a forty-four-year-old male 
urban planning professor from Shanghai Tongji University introduced to me by 
his Taiwanese colleague, a personal acquaintance, provided perhaps the most pri-
mordial and violent rationale for unification I heard in any interview:

Taiwan is basically free and independent now. And I can see why they’d 
want to stay that way. Life here is nicer, more comfortable, cleaner, 
warmer. . . . ​It’s probably better for Taiwan now to maintain the status 
quo, and that’s good for China because, eventually, Taiwan and main-
land China will have to reunite. Why? It’s in Taiwan’s ultimate inter-
ests, it’s in the interests of all Chinese people worldwide. There’s a 
resource war coming. There’s just not enough water or energy to sup-
port the whole world’s population. There’s going to be great conflict, 
even war ahead. There will be two main sides, the US, Europe, and 
Japan versus China and the Chinese people of the world. Taiwan will 
need to ally with mainland China on this one. They will, it’s just a ques-
tion of whether it’s sooner or later. It’s in their interests, it’s in their blood. 
When this showdown happens, all the Chinese people of the world will 
feel this struggle [douzheng] in their blood.3

While the apocalyptic tone of Zhimin’s vision was exceptional, his contention 
that temporary maintenance of the status quo followed by eventual unification 
was both inevitable and preferable to immediate unification or independence was 
shared by several other wealthy and well-educated informants with no connec-
tion to my social networks and who had few if any Taiwanese friends. For exam-
ple, Ping and Lu, a late-twenties professional couple from Shanghai, whom I had 
first recruited at Dulan’s Water Running Up site and followed up with later in a 
café in their luxury Taipei hotel, explained:

Lu: Taiwan is a pretty nice place now I think. Life here doesn’t seem as 
fast-paced as in Shanghai. It’s comfortable, people are friendly. I feel 
relaxed here, not stressed. . . .

Ping: Yes, I agree. Maybe this sounds strange to say, but I actually think 
it’s good that Taiwan is more or less free to be on its own right now, 
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different from the mainland. It makes Taiwan a nicer place to be, 
and eventually when Taiwan unifies with China, that means it’ll be 
better for China too, since we’re all one family anyway. It doesn’t 
need to happen now, or in the next ten or even twenty years, but it 
will happen, there’s no doubt about it. . . . ​I don’t think it really mat-
ters what people in Taiwan want. Taiwan is so small anyway.4

Other people recruited via random online channels divulged interpretations 
of the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) that, while increasingly unpopular with 
contemporary Taiwanese youth, shared affinities with small subcultures of Re-
public of China (ROC) nostalgia on the mainland. For example, Lijun, a twenty-
six-year-old female accountant from Guangzhou, speculated about how different 
modern Chinese history might have been had the KMT defeated the CCP and 
wondered if China might still be as authentically Chinese as she felt Taiwan is 
today: “People here seem more honest. The street names in Taipei have these 
kinds of Confucian attitudes in them. The Eight Virtues [ba de], loyalty and filial 
piety [zhongxiao] and so on. This place is more Chinese than China. I think the 
KMT has preserved Chinese culture much better here. There was no Cultural 
Revolution here . . . ​and there are temples everywhere. Sometimes I think that 
the KMT should make a deal with the CCP and offer to come back and raise 
China’s cultural level.”5 Lijun’s analysis dovetailed neatly with the KMT’s hege-
monic discourse. While a minority opinion, hers would have pleased President 
Ma Ying-jeou, who championed Taiwan as the standard-bearer of Chinese 
culture.

The remainder of this chapter is flexibly structured around emergent key-
words and tourist types and further plumbs the evident variety of interpreta-
tion reflected in the above remarks.

Taiwan as “Small, Fresh,  
and New”—and Japanese?
Nearly all respondents under thirty-five years old described Taiwan in general, 
and in particular its bed-and-breakfast inns and youth culture event spaces, as 
xiaoqingxin, a Chinese neologism that defies concise translation into English. 
Like the related term “petit bourgeois” or “little capitalist” (xiaozi), this term is 
frequently used by middle-class Chinese youth but relatively little heard in Tai-
wan. Literally, it is a contraction of the words for “small,” “fresh,” and “new.” 
Xiaoqingxin first entered the Chinese lexicon to describe indie pop music that 
evokes a warm, carefree mood, often with feminine vocal textures (Ding 2012). 
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Typical Chinese-language examples are the songs of Taiwanese musicians Cheer 
Chen or Soda Green. The term was later extended to refer to literature, includ-
ing the works of Japanese writer Haruki Murakami, as well as clothing with min-
imalist or floral designs and natural fabrics.

Xiaoqingxin quickly transcended its initial sensory modalities, expanding 
from sound to image and eventually on to describe the affective qualities of 
spaces. These include not only retail shops and bed-and-breakfasts but also par-
ticular regions and even the entire whole of Taiwan. For example, said Ju, a cloth-
ing retail worker from Hangzhou, “Taiwan is so xiaoqingxin. I feel like I can 
really relax here.”6 A similar sentiment was shared by Lu, the Shanghai-based 
professional quoted earlier: “I really like the east coast. It gives me such a xiao-
qingxin feeling. It’s natural, relaxed, comfortable. I think I’ll go there more of-
ten for vacations.” Sometimes xiaoqingxin was used pejoratively, particularly by 
men. “The food here is good, but the hotels are a little bit, a little bit too . . . ​cute . . . ​
xiaoqingxin. This is a destination that more women will enjoy,” said a thirty-
eight-year-old male accountant from Beijing.7

While xiaoqingxin was among the most frequently used adjectives for Taiwan 
by independent tourists, rarely if ever did my interviewed group tourists say xiao-
qingxin. While some of the words that group tourists used included “warm” 
(wenxin), “comfortable” (shufu), “friendly” (qinqie)—words that do not conflict 
with xiaoqingxin—few ever used xiaoqingxin itself. While this can be partly 
attributed to generational differences—particularly evident in their different mu-
sic tastes and fashion sensibilities—it is also likely due to the very different spaces 
they experienced and produced within Taiwan. The mass-market hotels of the 
group tourist circuit presented stark stylistic contrasts with the smaller inns fa-
vored by many independent tourists. Even more memorable than the hotels, the 
obligatory commission-based shops responsible for the bulk of tour operator 
profits were often large, pushy, and hastily constructed. They were not at all “small 
and fresh,” as opposed to many of the smaller boutique outlets and pop-up stores 
along the east coast or in commercial areas that were more popular with younger 
shoppers, such as Taipei’s university districts or Taitung’s Dulan.

Incipient xiaoqingxin-ification of Taiwanese spaces and shops was a cause 
of concern for some Taiwanese culture workers, who feared the gentrification of 
established centers of new youth culture, like Shida, the area around National 
Taiwan Normal University, which had incubated Taiwan’s underground music 
scene in the 1990s and 2000s. By the late 2000s, Shida had become a site of strug-
gle between entertainment venues, night market vendors, local resident associ-
ations, and real estate developers bidding on “urban redevelopment projects” 
(Frazier 2012). Underworld, Shida’s landmark live music space, was forced to 
close in 2013 due to newly aggressive enforcement of old permit violations. In 
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its place arose a new lifestyle outlet derided by Claire, a Taiwanese singer-song-
writer and independence activist: “Underworld, and Shida in general, used to 
be so exciting. Now Underworld is closed and the area around is filling up with 
all these xiaoqingxin stores. I don’t know, maybe they’re aimed at Chinese tour-
ists. Sometimes I feel like I don’t even recognize this neighborhood anymore.”8 
For tourists with relatively extensive international travel and cultural experience, 
the cute, or kawaii (“cute” in Japanese), aspects of the xiaoqingxin aesthetic also 
evoked Taiwan’s complicated relationship with Japan. This is a sensitive issue for 
Chinese visitors, but not one about which each was equally aware. For example, 
Jing, a twenty-eight-year-old solo female tourist, expressed shock when I asked 
her how she felt about Japan’s colonial legacy:

Me: Do you see any Japanese influence in Taiwan?
Jing: I see a lot of fashion trends here that seem to come from Japan, 

but clearly Taiwan is Chinese. I mean, it’s always been a part of 
China.

Me: Even during the period of Japanese rule?
Jing: Taiwan was colonized by Japan? Really? Are you sure? Why didn’t 

I know about that?
Me: Yes, for fifty years. Who did you think was administering Taiwan 

in the early twentieth century, or during World War II, or the war 
between the KMT and CCP?

Jing: I don’t know. I guess I thought it was just always part of the Re-
public of China. But you’re saying it was Japan? Wow. Really, I had 
no idea. How could I not know that?9

Jing, who was college educated and worked for an international marketing 
company based in Shenzhen, China’s wealthiest city, on the border with Hong 
Kong, had already spent three full days in Taipei and visited landmarks built 
during the Japanese period, including the Presidential Office. Following this trip, 
she returned twice to Taiwan to explore the east coast, which she described in a 
WeChat conversation: “So slow and beautiful and sunny and xiaoqingxin . . . ​it’s 
almost like a different country. It’s kind of like what I imagine Hawaii to be like.”

Other visitors were more cognizant of Japan’s influence on Taiwan and used 
it to provide an interpretive and comparative frame. For example, Chiyun, 
a thirty-seven-year-old male accountant and the colleague of a Chinese acquain-
tance, described Taipei’s Ximending shopping district in the following terms: 
“It looks kind of like Shinjuku, with all the signs and flashing lights and Japa-
nese brands everywhere. Then again, we have all this flashiness [huali] in our 
shopping districts too. But still, maybe because the only other overseas [haiwai] 
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place I’ve been to besides Taiwan is Japan, this sort of looks a bit like that. Plus 
I can tell that people here still sort of identify with Japan . . . ​like, Lee Teng-hui. 
He still speaks Japanese all the time, right? I don’t know why.”10

Without the presence of a tour guide like Jerry to redirect the conversation, 
Chiyun’s contrast of Taiwan with Japan became simultaneously banal and politi-
cally charged—banal because it discusses mere visual surfaces and is based on 
limited personal experiences, as he had no other overseas place to compare it to. 
Yet, his quick subsequent mention of Lee, who is widely reviled in China, touched 
on a key geopolitical and cultural legacy of Taiwanese leaders that he found dis-
comforting. This tension is familiar to other Chinese tourists who grapple with 
the contradiction between fondness for contemporary Japanese youth and fash-
ion culture and resentment over past Japanese colonial occupations and military 
invasions. These legacies are instrumental to narratives of national humiliation, 
especially those that use Taiwan and Japan in service to patriotic education. This 
tension animated the account of Zhimin, the Shanghai professor who predicted a 
future global race war and environmental apocalypse. He reflected:

Taiwan seems a lot closer to Japan. It’s like the people here wish they were 
Japanese. I’ve been to both of them a lot. You know, I’m an urban plan-
ning professor, so I can see how Taiwanese urban spaces are a lot like 
Japan’s, and of course there are old Japanese buildings all over the 
place. . . . ​Right now it makes sense that Taiwan would feel closer to 
Japan. Japan is still richer and more advanced than China, and Taiwan 
was colonized by it. But we’re bigger, we’re stronger, we’ve got a more 
ancient history. Taiwan will have to come around and return eventually.

Many independent tourists observed Taiwan’s resemblances to Japan. Even 
those like Jing, who was naive about Taiwan’s colonial history, still noticed the 
influence of Japan’s youth and fashion cultures. Yet, very few group tourists, both 
in my Shanghai group tour and in my other interviews and conversations at tourist 
sites, commented on Japan and Japanese influence. I propose the following two-
fold explanation for this discrepancy: First, independent tourists come from a 
more limited set of wealthier cities and have other higher barriers to entry. This 
attracts a class of people who are more likely to have traveled to or otherwise 
gained deeper firsthand impressions of Japan. Second, group tour guides typi-
cally centered China and displaced Japan in their representation of Taiwan’s his-
tory. As one example, guide Jerry did frequently talk about the Japanese colonial 
administration in critical terms, but his primary ethnic narrative focused on 
similarities and continuities between Taiwan and China. In chapter 3, I noted 
similar behavior from Frank, who did not otherwise present himself as an 
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aggressive Chinese nationalist. Other tour guides generally confirmed in inter-
views that they invoked Japan only when necessary and aimed to keep China at 
the center of their narration of Taiwanese history.

For independent tourists, there is a further layer of irony to the blurring of 
Japan and China as cultural origin-points of contemporary Taiwan: many of the 
more “civilized” qualities that the independent tourist Han attributes to a purer 
version of Chinese culture could just as easily be ascribed to colonial and con-
temporary Japanese cultural influence, and often are by Taiwanese themselves. 
But Han, like many group tourists, was sufficiently invested in the Chinese na-
tional narrative to not even consider this concordance.

“Warm,” “Friendly,” “Civilized” 
—and Feminine?
The affective power of Han’s popular blog post, which opens this chapter, is pred-
icated on a presentation of Taiwan as a place that has preserved the “warmth” 
and “friendliness” of “traditional Chinese culture.” A variety of my Chinese 
tourist informants likewise reported Taiwan to be a warm (wenxin), friendly (req-
ing), and civilized (wenming) place. “Warm” and “friendly” are everyday words 
in Taiwan, but “civilized” has a sharply political implication in contemporary 
China, where it has been used as a keyword in nationwide campaigns to pro-
duce citizen-subjects that dutifully comport themselves toward meeting the bio-
political objectives of the Chinese state (Tomba 2009). This of course recalls 
much older discourses in imperial China that contrasted civilized metropolitan 
subjects with the barbarian outsiders (Callahan 2005). Civilizational discourse 
found further purchase in more recent campaigns that aimed to “improve” the 
“quality” (suzhi) of Chinese at home and while abroad as tourist “ambassadors” 
(Chio 2010).

Tourists spoke about Taiwan’s supposedly civilized qualities in different ways. 
Some supported Han Han’s thesis that Taiwanese were simply more authentic 
Chinese. Others, however, invoked a more developmentalist discourse that pre-
sented Taiwan as having achieved a more advanced cultural level, with higher-
“quality” people, and as therefore more “civilized” than China, even if its physical 
infrastructure already lagged behind that of China’s first-tier cities. In almost 
all such cases, these tourists used Taiwan as an example for China to learn from, 
even if they acknowledged that Taiwan might have lost its relative economic 
advantage.

Younger respondents used loaded terms like “civilized” less frequently than 
middle-aged or older respondents. For example, a forty-six-year-old male ac-
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countant observed, “Taiwanese seem more civilized in general than people in 
the mainland. They talk more softly and don’t litter trash on the streets. In fact, 
it’s pretty amazing that Taipei is as clean as it is given how hard it can be to find 
a trash can around here.”11 A twenty-three-year-old recent female graduate from 
Nanjing University made a similar observation without explicitly using the word: 
“The pace of life here is a lot more relaxed. People don’t seem as worried about 
their careers. I see cafés everywhere, bars. Maybe it’s because there’s no better 
jobs for them to do here besides those . . . ​so that many of the people here go to 
the mainland to find work. But maybe it’s worth it for the people here who can 
stay. People here are friendlier and more leisurely. I’m going to have to come back 
more often when my stress level gets too high.”12

Like the xiaoqingxin qualities discussed above, the warmth and friendliness 
of Taiwanese people was often gendered in the accounts of both male and fe-
male tourists, who often commented on the softness (wenrou) of the visual pre-
sentation and speech patterns of Taiwan’s women and even some of its men.13 
Few respondents hazarded any effort at causal explanation beyond a simple geo-
graphical determinism in which Taiwan’s island topography and safer urban 
environments were supposed to engender a kind of gentility. By comparison, 
many of them conjectured that China’s rapid modernization, migration patterns, 
family planning enforcement, and communist ideology had bred out the tradi-
tional femininity of its women. For example, Zhu, a male manager at a logistics 
company, observed: “Women here are so soft. They’re not fierce [qianghan] like 
our women, particularly Shanghainese women. I guess Taiwan didn’t have such 
a quick modernization, or it modernized earlier, and so women don’t need to 
fight so hard to get ahead professionally. Or maybe, because there are bigger fam-
ilies here . . . ​the women are more traditional?”14

The supposedly “soft” attributes of Taiwanese women were not universally 
praised; some tourists found it phony, affected (zuozuo de), or irritating and said 
they preferred the “directness” of women in the mainland. It is also worth not-
ing the irony in their perception of Taiwanese women as being more tradition-
ally feminine, given that Taiwan would rank as the second-most “gender-equal” 
society in the world, far higher than China, if measured by the United Nations 
Gender Inequality Index (J. Liu 2013).

Military fantasy further layers the way that the geo-coding of gender can re-
press Taiwanese subjectivity and resurface as a mode of wish fulfillment for 
male protagonists. For example, Zhimin, the apocalyptic professor from Shang-
hai, said, “Can you imagine the men here fighting? I know there’s still conscrip-
tion and forced military service, for now, but the guys here are too gentle. They 
wouldn’t stand a chance against our men.” Here, a patriarchal militarism asserted 
the inevitability of Taiwan’s domination.
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“Free,” “Democratic,”  
and Falling Behind?
Taiwan’s democratic system was assessed variably by the tourists I interviewed. 
Some agreed with the guide and group tourists of chapter 4 that Taiwan is “too 
democratic.” Others suggested that Taiwan is not truly democratic and that the 
elections are a sham and controlled by domestic corporate or external—usually 
US—interests. Others expressed admiration for Taiwan’s spirited election cul-
ture. Few of them saw any essential contradictions between democratic practice 
and Chinese ethnonational identity, although they usually highlighted the imag-
ined “impossibility” of a similar system working in contemporary China. Many 
of them offered critical observations of the role of the media in election cam-
paigns. For example, a thirty-three-year-old male civil engineer from Xiamen, 
said: “I’ve been to Taiwan five times in the last two years and it seems like there’s 
always an election going on. There are noisy electioneering trucks, fireworks, bill-
boards . . . ​TV shows with critics ruthlessly attacking the politicians. How can 
people here keep up with it all? It’s impressive that these people [pundits] who 
analyze and criticize can be so incisive, but I think it’s not good for Taiwan’s im-
age as a whole. The attacks on politicians are so personal. And if the president is 
called a dog or whatever, what does that say about Taiwan as a country?”15

Another, Zhihao, argued that China’s political system was superior to not only 
Taiwan’s but also that of the United States and that self-interested Taiwanese 
would be forced to realign:

I think that Taiwan’s political system on the whole probably makes Tai-
wan a nicer place to live right now than the mainland, but in the long 
term it’s not competitive. We can build things so much faster—high-
ways, buildings, industry. There’s no way Taiwan can keep up with that, 
and it’s not just because Taiwan is small. You see too that the US su-
perpower is also falling behind China. Our system is just better, more 
efficient, faster. And it’s more culturally suited to Chinese people 
[Zhongguoren] too. We’ve been an empire in the past, and Confucian. 
And we just do things differently, and you see even Africa and all these 
other poor countries want to do business with us now and not the US. 
Taiwanese people will eventually see this. They’re practical and want 
to be prosperous. They won’t look to the US for support forever. The US 
won’t be able to keep up anyway.16

The thrust and nuance of Zhihao’s analysis was typical of most independent 
tourists I spoke with. Unlike many group tourists, he had spent enough time ob-
serving Taiwan to note that most people in Taiwan have no desire to be an-
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nexed by China nor to adopt its political system. But he still supported a goal of 
eventual unification and believed that Taiwanese would inevitably find that it 
was in their self-interest to agree with him.

There were exceptions to this narrative, including people who posited that 
China could learn from Taiwan’s media and election system. Some of these re-
flections were couched in a kind of nostalgia for a pre-communist China. For 
example, Jing, whom we met earlier, said, “If the ROC still governed China, it 
would probably be like Taiwan is today—both Chinese and democratic.” An-
other respondent, introduced to me by her American Airbnb host, acknowl-
edged that there might be something culturally novel or distinctive about 
Taiwan’s grassroots democratization: “I’ve read a little about Taiwan’s democ-
ratization and also the 228 Incident. Maybe it’s because I stayed in the Airbnb 
of a foreigner and she had this book on her shelf about it and also all these anti-
nuclear banners on the wall. It seems like some Taiwanese are really proud of 
their political system. It’s too bad that some of them use that to think they aren’t 
Chinese or part of China. That’s a bit too much. But still, the CCP will probably 
have to learn from the KMT if it wants to keep power.”17 These last responses are 
basically consistent with those of Lu and Ping, the Shanghai-based professional 
couple, who thought that it was in China’s long-term interest for Taiwan to stay 
autonomous and democratic for a few more decades before uniting with China.

Youth Music Culture
Many independent tourists came to Taiwan to explore its pop and other music 
scenes, which have been popular in China at least since the 1980s (T. Gold 1993). 
Taiwan’s festivals and live music houses quite literally perform culture and pol-
itics on a multidimensional stage, affording Chinese visitors an opportunity for 
more spontaneous and unmediated interaction and engagement than at desig-
nated tourist sites. Components of this tourist circuit include Taipei’s live mu-
sic venues; pilgrimages to annual festivals throughout the island, such as Spring 
Scream in Kenting; and journeys throughout the year to towns like Dulan that 
are known for local folk music cultures.

Witch House, a small independent music venue and café near National Tai-
wan University, is a Taipei hot spot noted in a number of online Chinese tour-
ism blogs. According to Bully, the bookings manager, by 2012 the space had 
become popular with young Chinese independent tourists even during the day-
time, when there were no scheduled live performances: “They show up just to 
take selfies. There are so many of them, we see them all the time now. Every day, 
really. Probably more come just to take photos than to actually see the shows.”18 
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Other popular live music venues included the Wall and Revolver, both located 
in university districts. Dulan, a much more remote destination, drew a more 
committed and selective set of music and culture tourists than the capital.

Spring Scream and Spring Wave, held in the southern beach town of Kent-
ing during the national Tomb Sweeping Holiday in early April, are two of Tai-
wan’s best-known annual music festivals. Other draws include electronic music 
events scheduled throughout the year, such as Earth Fest and Green Ecstasy. 
Many of the tourists I interviewed at the Kenting events were Chinese univer-
sity students who came to visit their classmates on exchange at Taiwanese uni-
versities and timed their trips around the holiday festivals.

Spring Scream, the longest-running independent rock festival in Taiwan, if 
not all of Asia, was founded in 1995 by two Taiwan-based American expatri-
ates, Jimi Moe and Wade Davis. Spring Scream catalyzed Kenting’s transforma-
tion from a sleepy beach village into a tourist destination and helped launch 
many Mandarin-speaking acts that later became popular in China. Still run by 
its original founders, although in many ways overshadowed by newer, larger, cor-
porate-sponsored pop or electronic music festivals such as Spring Wave, Spring 
Scream draws primarily independent Taiwanese bands.

While Spring Scream is not itself an explicitly political event, it and other 
nodes of Taiwan’s independent music scene have long been cultural incubators 
for political activism, including pro-independence and pro-environmental ad-
vocacy. The most famous personal example of musical and political convergence 
may well be Freddy Lim, the lead singer for the death metal band Chthonic and 
cofounder of the former Taipei music venue, The Wall (along with Jimi Moe). 
A  cultural and political entrepreneur, Lim founded the Formoz rock festival, 
staged pro-independence music events in front of the Presidential Office during 
the Chen Shui-bian presidency, and served as the director of Amnesty Interna-
tional’s Taiwan chapter. In 2015, he cofounded the New Power Party with other 
Sunflower Movement–affiliated figures, won a hotly contested legislative seat in 
the January 2016 elections, and was reelected in 2020. Another example of the 
overlap between politics and music is the group Radicalization (Jijin Zhenxian), 
a music and design collective specializing in pro-independence and pro–direct 
action clothing and paraphernalia. Its most popular T-shirt—a black back-
ground with white bilingual text reading “Fuck the government, Ziji guojia ziji 
jiu [Save your own country]”—became iconic during the Sunflower Movement. 
Its products, both authentic and counterfeit, are sold at many street rallies and 
music festivals, including Spring Scream.

Starting in 2007, Spring Scream took place in a reserved section at Eluanbi 
Lighthouse, a national park on the southern tip of Taiwan frequently visited by 
Chinese tourists—my August 2014 “Southern Jiangsu VIP” tour group was no 
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exception. During the festival weekend, about half of the park was roped off for 
ticketed revelers and guarded by festival staff and volunteers. Tourism proceeded 
as usual within the rest of the park outside the festival grounds, with the usual 
assortment of buses, guided groups, and smaller numbers of independent tour-
ists. Of the fifteen tourists I spoke with in the park in 2015, few knew about the 
festival inside, although they were curious about the excitement and commo-
tion they could hear spilling into the rest of the park.

At one of the festival stages, a punk band led the crowd in a brief “Fuck China!” 
chant. A few paces away was Radicalization’s booth, selling its growing stable of 
political gear, including a T-shirt whose back read (in English) “Taiwan is not a 
part of China” and whose front read (in Chinese) “The interior of Taiwan is Nan-
tou” (Taiwan de neidi shi Nantou), a political geographic joke that poked fun at 
Taiwanese performers who, when catering to the China market, refer to China 
as the “interior” instead of Nantou County, which marks the geographical center 
of Taiwan Island.19

All of the Chinese festival attendees I interviewed were under thirty years old. 
Many were college students visiting classmates who were on exchange programs 
in Taiwan. None of them wanted to talk politics, and several of them were con-
fused and disappointed that they had accidentally bought tickets for the older 
and smaller Spring Scream, the name of which continues to be conflated by the 
media with all of Kenting’s many happenings that holiday weekend, instead of 
the larger and more pop music-oriented Spring Wave.

Despite the overt political language of some of the performers and booths, the 
vast majority of music and vending celebrated themes of peace and love and fun 
and community spirit. All the tourists that I interviewed chose to highlight these 
gentler qualities of the event and Kenting’s beach holiday appeal. For example, 
Yiming, a twenty-two-year-old male student from Guangzhou who was visiting 
his Taichung-based schoolmates for spring break, said, “This festival is sort of 
different than what takes place back in the interior. I can tell that this event has 
been going on a while. People know each other. It’s friendly and safe. People aren’t 
trying to sell me stuff. . . . ​Well, there’s beer, but it’s not advertised all over the 
place, and it’s cheap! I don’t know. I think this is the real Kenting spirit.”20

Another respondent, Zhang, observed a kind of “cliquey” quality to Spring 
Scream’s culture and linked this to Taiwan’s island geography: “Yes this is fun 
enough, but I feel like it’s hard to really fit in to this festival without playing gui-
tar and singing or something. It’s inward-looking, kind of like I feel Taiwan is. 
Maybe it has something to do with Taiwan being a small island.”21

Zhang himself came from a wealthy, mobile, and educated family from 
Guangdong Province and had traveled to Japan, Thailand, and Europe before 
Taiwan. To him, Taiwan seemed insular and noncosmopolitan, despite the large 
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number of international and expatriate attendees visible at Spring Scream dur-
ing our interview. Perhaps this view indeed owed to the focus on local culture 
and identity evident throughout the festival.

At Spring Scream and other music events, few tourists I spoke with explic-
itly objected to the expression of “local” (bentu) sentiment, but at Mono Circus, 
a small electronic music festival held for the first time in Nantou County in 
June 2015, I observed a twenty-two-year-old Inner Mongolian male tourist nearly 
get into a fistfight with festival co-organizers who refused to humor his casual 
assertion, made over beers, that “We are all Chinese people.” My interview with 
the tourist, who had learned about the festival by a chance meeting with an at-
tendee on a train, turned into an attempt to demonstrate to me that Taiwan has 
belonged to China since the Ming dynasty.

With Kenting’s Spring Scream drawing Chinese tourists across the strait, the 
“soft power” of Taiwan’s music culture industry did not go unnoticed by pro-
unification forces. July and August 2015 saw the first “Cross-Strait Youth Scream” 
event on Guanyinshan beach in Xiamen, Fujian. The website of one of the two 
organizing agencies, Jiuzhou Culture Broadcasting Center, an outfit run by 
China’s Taiwan Affairs Office and dedicated to “opening cross-strait cultural ex-
changes,” described the event as a “new platform for cross-strait youth to express 
their love of cross-strait peace, freedom, and trendiness [ziyou shishang] and 
quest for a musical life.”22 The alleged participation of former Taiwan govern-
ment officials, including an ex-official of the Mainland Affairs Council, drew 
criticism from Democratic Progressive Party legislators and briefly garnered 
newspaper headlines in Taiwan (Hung and Yang 2015). None of the Chinese 
tourists or Taiwanese musicians or fans I interviewed in 2015 had even heard of 
this event, much less planned to attend it. Meanwhile, the two founders of Spring 
Scream expressed bemused displeasure on their Facebook pages about yet an-
other unauthorized appropriation of their event name.

An Apolitical Rejoinder: The Banality  
of Family Visitation
I turn now from the culturally and politically pregnant themes of the previous 
sections to something more banal but important and understudied: a significant 
number of independent visitors to Taiwan include relatives of (usually female) 
Chinese nationals who have married Taiwanese. Strictly speaking, these people 
were not leisure tourists per se, but on the basis of my repeated trips to Taipei 
Songshan Airport to conduct randomized interview subject recruitment at dif-
ferent times of day, they represented a considerable number of the people visit-
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ing under permit regimes designed for independent tourists. There has been little 
attention paid to these familial visits, although concerns about unauthorized use 
of independent tourist permits to facilitate travel for other kinds of purposes, 
including espionage or eventual labor migration, had been raised by politicians 
and pundits (Cole 2010; V. Chao 2011).

The twelve such visitors that consented to interviews included eight parents 
and four siblings of Chinese women who had married into Taiwan. The major-
ity of these visitors spent over two weeks in Taiwan, longer than typical leisure 
tourists, but used little of that time for sightseeing. While all eight of the par-
ents were visiting Taiwan for the first time, they expressed much more interest 
in spending time with their daughters than in visiting local tourist sites. All of 
them shared positive impressions of Taiwan, more or less in line with the “warm, 
friendly, and civilized” themes outlined above. The siblings expressed little in-
terest in moving to Taiwan, let alone much confidence in its economic future. A 
sixteen-year-old brother offered a typical response: “I’m going to go back to Tian-
jin to start a trading company. There’s a lot more going on back home. It’s kind 
of boring here and not as modern as I expected.”23

Such visitation is a functional continuation of the mobility reforms of the late 
1980s and the 1990s, when both Chinese and Taiwanese administrations finally 
permitted visitation between family members. However, all of the twelve inter-
viewees used the newer travel permits aimed at independent tourists, which, 
they explained, were much easier to obtain. In institutional and regulatory terms, 
this demonstrates another, likely unintentional instrumentality of tourism 
development—the nominal opening of independent leisure tourism extended 
and co-opted older forms of permitted travel.

If what they said is taken at face value, then rather than validating the fears 
of more strident Taiwanese nationalists who fear job loss to Chinese migrant or 
immigrant workers and the possible growth of a pro-unification voting bloc, 
these Chinese visitors expressed no desire to stay in or affect Taiwan in any way, 
apart from visiting their relatives. Their attitude provides an important if mun-
dane counterpoint to the tensions explored in this book—in short, a significant 
number of Chinese visitors simply did not care all that much about “politics” 
and were largely indifferent to difference.

The Political Indeterminacy  
of Independent Tourism
This chapter has recounted and analyzed a diverse set of interview and ethno-
graphic data to extract keywords and themes in the experiences recounted by 
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individual Chinese travelers. Particular themes included Taiwan as “small, fresh, 
and new”; warm, friendly, and civilized; and free and democratic. Many of these 
traits and qualities interwove with discussions of Taiwan’s Japanese colonial her-
itage and China’s own economic modernization and political development. 
Such themes were articulated variably, and occasionally explosively, in the spaces 
of Taiwan’s sometimes-radical music culture.

On average, the independent tourists I interviewed expressed a wider range 
of opinions than group tourists. While the vast majority supported China’s 
claims to Taiwan, several suggested that Taiwan’s current de facto independence 
would be good for both Taiwan and China in the long run, assuming an ulti-
mate trajectory of unification. Several, such as Mingqi in Dulan, were content 
to allow Taiwanese to determine their own political future. Some independent 
tourists underwent politically and aesthetically transformative experiences, like 
Liping, the young art museum volunteer who first learned about dissident artist 
Ai Weiwei at a Taipei bookstore. Others used Taiwan to imagine an idealized, 
nostalgic version of a purer Chinese world, like the blogger Han. Some brave 
younger students entered into the more visceral, messier fray of events like Spring 
Scream, which mixed the playful appeal of independent music with pro-inde-
pendence politics.

The territorial narratives of these tourists are diverse and resist easy typolo-
gies. On the one hand, even many of those who appreciated Taiwan’s current de 
facto independence still hoped for or assumed the inevitability of unification 
with China. On the other hand, many of those who expressed the most sympa-
thy or support for Taiwan independence had engaged with Taiwanese friends at 
music and other cultural events, suggesting that the interpersonal circuits formed 
through the practice of independent tourism had the capacity for territorial re-
socialization. That said, it is just as possible that tourists’ pre-trip ideologies 
may have influenced the places and people they chose to visit.

In some of these cases, freed from the constraints of group tourism, indepen-
dent tourists stepped away from the standard sites and temporarily transcended 
their tour book itineraries. However, others, including the family tourists inter-
viewed at Songshan Airport, claimed to have barely even left the house and 
showed little interest in anything distinctively “Taiwanese.” Taiwan’s heterotopic 
qualities allowed them to draw from and project a wide variety of territorial 
imaginaries, which said as much about the tourists themselves and where they 
came from as it did about Taiwan.

What conclusions can be drawn from this chapter’s discussion of the attitudes, 
behaviors, and travel circuits of independent tourists? Some Taiwan indepen-
dence advocates have suggested that opening the gates to increased independent 
tourism would cause security breaches and economic threats. While my research 



	The  Varieties of Independent Tourist Experience	 117

was not designed to uncover such threats, my results suggest that many family 
visitors cared little about “politics.” Meanwhile, there was also scant evidence to 
support the claims of Ma Ying-jeou and others who suggested that Taiwan’s dem-
ocratic values would somehow be absorbed by Chinese tourists and thereby lead 
to social and political transformation across the strait.

Independent tourism therefore functions as a disorganized political technol-
ogy of state territorialization that produces multiple, divergent imaginaries of 
Taiwan and China. In some cases, it caused what might be termed a territorial 
resocialization in which tourists changed their pre-trip stances toward Taiwan 
and even reimagined themselves as different kinds of Chinese subjects. In other 
cases, it consolidated a Chinese subjectivity and confirmed a priori hopes for 
territorial “unification,” even if it subtly adjusted or deferred the desired time-
line or mechanisms for such an outcome.

As for Taiwanese hosts, many said they preferred independent tourists to 
group tourists and actively avoided group tourist shopping destinations. But oth-
ers, such as the activist musician, Claire, expressed dismay about the commer-
cial and aesthetic impacts of independent tourists. While such impacts can be 
observed in the commercial territorializations of the tourist industry anywhere, 
in the case of Taiwan, it is often still inflected through a politics of opposition to 
China’s territorial claims. Chapter 6 examines how Ma’s continued push for 
China-centric economic policies, including tourism development, did not just 
trigger the profound renewal of such oppositional politics, but prefigured a rad-
ically different future for Taiwan.
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Between 2008 and 2014, inbound Chinese tourism transformed from a pur-
ported breakthrough achievement of the Ma Ying-jeou administration into an 
unspoken but implicit target of the largest protest in Taiwanese history. This pro-
test, the Sunflower Movement, was sparked by a trade deal with China that in-
cluded major tourism provisions. What began as a student-led occupation of 
parliament climaxed with a rally of nearly half a million supporters in front of 
the Presidential Office, which saw the controversial trade bill successfully 
quashed and withdrawn from parliament after twenty-four days. Later the same 
year in Hong Kong, the Umbrella Movement, a call for democratic reforms, grew 
into a seventy-nine-day street occupation of three different urban sites, making 
it then the biggest protest movement in Hong Kong’s history. Its demands for 
“genuine universal suffrage” and open elections were not met, but Hong Kong’s 
political society was permanently transformed.

Only two years after these uprisings, the Taiwanese tourism industry staged 
its own protest of ten thousand participants in the face of a steep drop in Chi-
nese tourism. This decline in tourism was likely directed by the Chinese gov-
ernment in retaliation to the Democratic Progressive Party’s (DPP) landslide win 
in the 2016 presidential and legislative elections. This election represented a de-
cisive rejection of Ma’s China-centric policy and accorded with the position ad-
vocated by Sunflower activists and their allies. In response to the drop in their 
revenues, China-oriented tourism industry cartels demanded a financial bail-
out and called for changes to Taiwan’s new cross-strait policy. Their implicit de-
mand was for the new president, Tsai Ing-wen, to accept the 1992 Consensus 
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and the “One China” principle, positions that had become unacceptable to the 
majority of Taiwanese.

This chapter, informed by participant-observation and interviews conducted 
from within these protests and election campaigns, traces the wild twists and 
turns of this dramatic political arc to narrate the wider shifts that took place dur-
ing and after the ethnographic episodes of chapters 3–5. While a full account-
ing of the Sunflower and Umbrella Movements and of the political situation in 
Hong Kong as a whole is beyond the scope of this book, I provide brief over-
views here to allow for a cogent and colorful comparative argument.1

Although the sovereign status of Hong Kong is fundamentally different from 
that of Taiwan, the Umbrella Movement was in many ways a response to simi-
lar concerns about Chinese political influence. As put by Sunflower activist Chen 
Wei-ting, “The driving force behind the two movements was the Chinese Com-
munist Party . . . ​I realize that we are facing similar problems” (Tsoi 2014). The 
popular slogan “Today Hong Kong, tomorrow Taiwan” exemplified shared con-
cerns and responses. Umbrella activists employed tactics that resembled, out-
scaled, and outlasted the Sunflower Movement’s, even if they did not win any 
policy concessions. Unique, however, to Hong Kong was a series of protests 
against Chinese tourists that both preceded and immediately followed the mass 
movement, suggesting that reactions to tourism can be read as a barometer of 
public feeling toward mainland China. It also suggests that discontent was fu-
eled in part, as I will argue, by tourism-driven sociopolitical friction.

A central puzzle I address in this chapter is why Chinese tourism was not an 
overt point of contention for Taiwan’s Sunflower Movement but was much more 
at issue in and around the Umbrella Movement. This may appear counterintui-
tive at first glance, because the Sunflower Movement was sparked by a trade deal 
that included major tourism provisions, while the Umbrella Movement’s major 
demands were for universal suffrage and election reforms that had no direct con-
nections to Chinese tourism. This situation makes more sense when contextu-
alized by the variable impacts of Chinese tourism on both destinations, as well 
as by structural differences in the abilities of Taiwanese and Hong Kongers to 
determine their own political fate.

The remainder of the discussion examines the implementation and repre-
sentation of the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) retaliatory cuts to outbound 
tourism, its instrumentalization of Taiwan’s tourism industry as a tool of politi-
cal warfare, and the effects of these campaigns on Taiwan’s electorate. I explain 
how Taiwan’s tourism industry protest, which implicitly demanded that Taiwan’s 
new president accept a domestically unpopular “One China” principle, evinced 
a remarkable geopolitical convergence with China’s territorial project, yet failed 
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to sway the outcome of the 2020 election, in which the DPP retained the presi-
dency by an even wider margin.

Chinese Tourism and Taiwan’s  
Sunflower Movement
The rise and fall of cross-strait tourism corresponds with the 2008 beginning 
and 2016 end of the Ma administration. Ma’s early administration instigated a 
succession of trade deals with China and a rapid increase in Chinese tourism, 
one of the marquee early “successes” of his China-focused policy. But a few years 
later, Ma had become notoriously unpopular, and his presidency was left in tat-
ters by a popular revolt against a key policy goal, the passage of the Cross-Strait 
Services Trade Agreement (hereafter referred to as the Services Trade Agree-
ment). This free trade agreement would have significantly liberalized cross-
strait investment and the ownership of politically sensitive sectors, including 
tourism. Had it been ratified, the agreement would have wrought the biggest 
structural change to the cross-strait tourism economy since the opening of lei-
sure tourism in 2008.

While the intensity of the public backlash against the Services Trade Agree-
ment was astonishing, it did not come out of nowhere. Ma had ascended to the 
presidency in an electoral landslide, after eight years of the embattled DPP ad-
ministration of Chen Shui-bian. However, Ma lost momentum following a se-
ries of blunders and the failure of his China-centric policy to tangibly improve 
Taiwan’s economy. He barely won reelection in 2012 against the DPP’s Tsai, 
a legal scholar who served as head of the Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) under 
Chen and earlier helped negotiate Taiwan’s accession to the World Trade Orga-
nization under President Lee Teng-hui. By late 2013, even though his approval 
rating had fallen to just 9 percent, Ma continued to pin his legacy on the con-
solidation of closer ties with China. During these years, Taiwan’s civil society 
remobilized and built capacity for new nongovernmental organization (NGO) 
and student-led social movements, which organized uneasily alongside the DPP, 
sometimes in concert and sometimes in conflict (Ho 2014).

Although Ma promised that economic growth and political stability would 
follow from the signing of trade deals with China, by 2014 few economic divi-
dends were evident to the majority of Taiwanese, increased tourist numbers not-
withstanding. Taipei housing had become unaffordable for many residents 
(Y.-L. Chen 2015) and new college graduates faced limited job prospects and low 
salaries (Dou and Luk 2014). Given the Chinese Nationalist Party’s (KMT) large 
parliamentary majority, however, it was hard to anticipate any major policy re-
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orientation. No one could have foreseen that an arcane trade deal would become 
the flash point.

The Services Trade Agreement was negotiated and signed behind closed doors 
in Shanghai on July 21, 2013, by representatives from Taiwan’s semiofficial agency 
for cross-strait engagement, the Straits Exchange Foundation, and its Chinese 
counterpart, the Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits. The agree-
ment would have opened eighty sectors of China’s economy to Taiwanese in-
vestment and sixty-four sectors of Taiwan’s economy to Chinese investment, 
including hotels, tourism, publishing, and medical services. It was one in a series 
that followed the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA), a deal 
for increased economic integration between Taiwan and China that had been 
signed in 2009 (Hsieh 2011). Both ECFA and the Services Trade Agreement were 
presented by the Ma administration as boons for Taiwan’s economy, despite the 
government’s own Chung-Hua Institution for Economic Research estimating 
in 2013 that the latter would deliver only a 0.025–0.034 percent increase in 
Taiwan’s annual gross domestic product.

The Services Trade Agreement would have allowed an unlimited number of 
mainland Chinese companies to incorporate sole proprietorships, joint ventures, 
partnerships, and branches for hotels and restaurants and is designated for 
“sightseeing” (guanguang) purposes. As for travel agencies, it would have per-
mitted China–based companies to establish up to three “commercial presences” 
within Taiwan, putting them in direct competition with domestic operators. Go-
ing in the other direction, the agreement would have permitted an unlimited 
number of Taiwanese companies to conduct similar activities in mainland China. 
While permission for an unlimited number of Taiwanese companies to operate 
in China versus a limit of three Chinese companies to operate in Taiwan may 
appear advantageous to Taiwan at first glance, the much larger scale and capi-
talization of China’s operators constituted a serious competitive threat to Tai-
wan’s industry. Yet, according to Yao Ta-kuang, the head of the Travel Agent 
Association of the Republic of China (ROC), Taiwan’s tourism trade associations 
generally supported the agreement because they assumed that more bilateral 
trade and investment would grow the industry as a whole.2

From its inception, critics and activists decried the treaty’s secretive negotia-
tion as an example of undemocratic and underhanded politics. They expressed 
particular concern for the impact that greater Chinese penetration of Taiwan’s 
economy would have on the island’s small- and medium-sized businesses, me-
dia culture, and freedom of expression. Advocates of Taiwanese sovereignty and 
democracy argued that this trade bill had ominous implications for national se-
curity and self-determination. Others suggested that a deeply unpopular presi-
dent had no mandate to enact such major legislation. Throughout, Ma himself 
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was the primary target of popular discontent in his capacity not only as ROC 
president but also as chairman of the KMT, a dual role that empowered him to 
use his party’s internal disciplinary mechanisms to force KMT legislators to sup-
port the bill.

Yet, despite such criticisms, and a hunger strike conducted by several DPP 
members with social activist backgrounds, the general public was not paying 
much attention yet. Even the DPP leadership had taken an ambiguous stance, 
beset by internal divisions, lacking a clear cross-strait economic policy agenda, 
and caught between the clashing interests of capital and grassroots voters. Al-
though the DPP caucus had demanded a thorough review of the Services Trade 
Agreement, most individual legislators declined to take a strong position against 
the treaty. Possible conflicts of interest abounded—rumors of personal or busi-
ness relationships between not only KMT but also prominent DPP figures and 
Chinese interests were not uncommon, especially about politicians who had 
proved willing to make compromises to boost industrial sectors including tour-
ism and hospitality (R. Lin 2012a).

This ambivalence began to evaporate on March 17, 2014, the day that KMT leg-
islators reneged on a June 2013 agreement with the DPP to conduct an item-by-item 
legislative committee review of the Services Trade Agreement. Instead of conduct-
ing the procedure as promised, the committee convener unilaterally declared that 
the review period had already ended after a mere thirty seconds and that the bill 
would soon be submitted to a plenary session. Had the chamber not been stormed 
the following evening, it was all but certain that the KMT-dominated legisla-
ture would have passed the bill for a signature from President Ma.

On the night of March 18, a motley crew led by activists from the Black 
Island Nation Youth Front (Heise Daoguo Qingnian Zhenxian), a loosely orga-
nized student political action committee formed the previous year, stormed the 
assembly hall of the Legislative Yuan. The several hundred occupiers repelled 
police efforts to eject them, escorted out the few officers on duty, and barricaded 
the doors with seats tied together with rope. The movement found its moniker 
after a supportive local florist donated a case of fresh sunflowers to the front lines, 
meant metaphorically to cast light on the opaque “black box” (heixiang) trade 
deal negotiations.

The broad geopolitical implications of a protest against ostensible KMT col-
lusion with China were not lost on 1989 Tiananmen Square protest leaders Wang 
Dan and Wu’er Kaixi, both long based in Taiwan, who briefly entered the Leg-
islative Yuan on March 19 to announce their support for the students. Lower-
profile figures inside the Legislative Yuan included several locally enrolled 
students from Hong Kong and mainland China, who had entered the building 
with their classmates. “Yes, I’m not supposed to be here, but I’m curious what 
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this is all about—this couldn’t happen in China!” a nineteen-year-old female fi-
nance student from Henan told me on March 20.

The courtyard and streets outside the Legislative Yuan, in central Taipei, soon 
swelled with supporters and an increasingly sophisticated collection of new stu-
dent and civic groups, encompassing food distribution networks, provision of 
blankets and raincoats for nights with cold and wet weather, mobile recharging 
and Wi-Fi access centers, and free speech zones. Academics from across Taiwan 
held outdoor classes, and a protester tent city with distinctive neighborhoods 
mushroomed in the adjacent lanes and alleyways.

Despite the domestic media’s initial focus on minor property damage, public 
opinion quickly swung behind the movement leaders’ call for the Services Trade 
Agreement to be sent back for review, with even pro-blue media outlets such as 
TVBS polling a majority of Taiwanese as supportive of the movement’s goals. 
Growing popular support empowered occupation leaders to expand their de-
mands. With the legal scholar Huang Kuo-chang and NGO representatives occu-
pying decisive roles in an emergent strategy group, the demand for a review of the 
Services Trade Agreement extended to a demand for the government to create an 
oversight body for the public review of all future cross-strait agreements. Huang 
argued that because existing law, based on an anachronistic ROC constitution, 
still treated the “Mainland Area” and the “Taiwan Area” as separate jurisdic-
tions within the same country, there was no proper legal procedure for a re-
view of a treaty-like instrument such as the Services Trade Agreement. He 
maintained that short of writing a new constitution—no easy task—an oversight 
body would at least draw more public input into the drafting and passage of cross-
strait agreements.

After peaking in a massive public rally in front of the Presidential Office on 
March 30 with approximately five hundred thousand participants, the Sunflower 
Movement started to wind down on April 6 after Wang Jin-pyng, the Speaker of 
the Legislative Yuan and a political foe of Ma despite their many shared years of 
service to the KMT, declared that the contentious bill would not be passed before 
a supervisory mechanism was put in place, as demanded by movement partici-
pants. By April 10, the Sunflower activists inside the legislature cleaned up the 
chamber and left the building, holding a tightly choreographed public ceremony 
in the street outside to conclude the occupation and thank their supporters.

Although the DPP took a backseat to the protesters throughout the Sunflower 
Movement and gave them only tacit support, the party had much to gain from 
the hobbling of Ma and the KMT. Still unpopular, the KMT soon suffered an 
unprecedented and perhaps permanently crippling defeat in the “nine in one” 
midterm local elections on November 29, 2014. Despite ample campaign coffers, 
KMT mayoral candidates were defeated in their traditional northern strongholds 
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of Taipei, Taoyuan, and Hsinchu, turning the conventional wisdom about Tai-
wan’s electoral geography on its head. Popular DPP incumbents were handily 
reelected in the south. The DPP earned 47.6 percent of the nationwide vote com-
pared to the KMT’s 40.7 percent, not including Taipei, which elected an inde-
pendent tacitly allied with the DPP-led pan-green coalition, but who maintained 
a cagey distance, like many of the Sunflower activists who joined in to support 
his campaign.

The KMT’s loss followed the Sunflower Movement and a widespread percep-
tion of the disappointing and unevenly distributed economic benefits that had 
followed from Ma’s attempts to hitch Taiwan’s wagon to a now slowing Chinese 
economy, even as the number of Chinese visitors to Taiwan surged (Huang 2014). 
In the twilight of his presidency, Ma’s dream of a “peace treaty” with China based 
on a “One China” principle disintegrated, especially after China’s president Xi 
Jinping reiterated in September 2014 that “One Country, Two Systems” is the only 
model for cross-strait political relations acceptable to the PRC. In light of the si-
multaneous unrest in Hong Kong, a territory intended to showcase the successful 
implementation of the “One Country, Two Systems” scheme to Taiwan, the two 
leaders’ collective cross-strait efforts may be remembered not as achieving politi-
cal unification, but rather as the precipitous electoral collapse of the KMT.

Although tourism provisions constituted a major part of the Services Trade 
Agreement, tourism attracted far less attention from Sunflower activists than 
provisions regarding other sectors such as publishing, medical services, and tele-
communications. In my dozens of formal and informal interviews with activ-
ists within and around the Legislative Yuan, few people mentioned tourism as a 
major motivating factor for their protest participation. Still, the importance of 
tourism was acknowledged by some of the movement’s highest-profile spokes-
people. For example, during his court trial on March 25, 2015, protest leader 
Chen Wei-ting asked, “What would Taiwan be like now if we hadn’t organized 
those protests? All these industries—publishing, telecoms, tourism—would have 
been bought up by large Chinese interests” (M. Gold 2015).3

More potent than the specific effects on tourism or even on more sensitive sec-
tors was a widely shared perception that the legally dubious attempts to pass the 
trade agreement were an example of the unaccountability and opacity of collu-
sion between the KMT and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Sunflower ac-
tivists characterized party-to-party negotiations and agreements as an existential 
threat to Taiwan’s democracy, de facto independence, and viability as a nation-
state. These are of course issues constantly at play in the government’s and the 
tourism industry’s ambiguous performances of Taiwan as a part of China.

As opposed to what would unfold later in Hong Kong, it seems fair, however, 
based on a counterfactual inference, to speculate that the Sunflower Movement 
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and the ensuing political transition may have spared Chinese tourists from the 
more direct attention of pro-Taiwan independence or anti-China demonstrators. 
Although Taiwanese nationalists counterdemonstrated against pro-PRC activ-
ists at iconic sites such as Taipei 101, they never targeted Chinese tourists with 
an aggressive direct action campaign. Indeed, Lai Fang-cheng, the convener of 
the most visible group of independence demonstrators, the Taiwan Indepen-
dence Revolutionary Army, took pains to represent his group as “sane and dig-
nified” and nonviolent, as noted in chapter 3.

Rather than cast Chinese tourists as (un)witting proxies of the PRC, Sunflower 
and allied activists directly targeted the policies and legislative maneuvers of the 
KMT, which they portrayed as aligning with the CCP to the detriment of the Tai-
wanese people. This approach worked to mobilize students and other members of 
civil society who might otherwise have remained apathetic or weakly supportive of 
the DPP, whose politicians had taken an ambiguous stance toward cross-strait eco-
nomic policy, in part due to considerations of their constituents’ business interests.

Therefore, in a paradoxical fashion, by indirectly stoking the fears of activ-
ists, tourism’s political instrumentality (as manifest in the Services Trade Agree-
ment) and the post-Ma drop in inbound Chinese tourism arguably neutralized 
the potential for tourism to provoke direct street conflict between activists and 
Chinese visitors. As suggested by the following case of Hong Kong, if popular 
support for the Sunflower Movement had not put the brakes on Ma’s cross-strait 
policy, it is not unlikely that frustrated activists may have targeted Chinese tour-
ists as an outlet for frustrations about Taiwan’s trajectory vis-à-vis China.

“Today Hong Kong, Tomorrow Taiwan”?  
A Comparison and Conjuncture
“Today Hong Kong, tomorrow Taiwan” was a slogan that, although coined before 
the Sunflower Movement, spread ever more vigorously during the occupation 
as a warning to Taiwanese civil society. It implied that the “One Country, Two 
Systems” scheme—a PRC policy framework originally developed to apply to 
Taiwan but implemented first in Hong Kong and Macao (Cooney 1997)—would 
not serve Taiwan’s interest (Tsoi 2014). The phrase popped up on stickers through-
out the indoor and outdoor spaces of the Sunflower Movement, was exhorted dur-
ing talks and lectures in free speech zones, and debated in popular media outlets. 
The slogan found renewed purchase a few months later during the 2014 Umbrella 
Movement.

The Umbrella Movement was triggered by the Beijing authorities’ August 2014 
refusal to permit civil nominations for the election of the chief executive of the 
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Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. This decision denied Hong Kong vot-
ers the ability to freely elect their own leaders, forcing them to choose instead be-
tween three candidates preselected by a committee that was ultimately controlled 
by the leadership in Beijing. The decision darkened an already gloomy political 
and economic mood, encapsulated by a popular song and spin-off slogan, “The 
city is dying, you know.” A “declinist culture meme,” this song sprang from the 
hit local television show When Heaven Burns and proliferated throughout spaces 
of resistance well before the advent of the Umbrella Movement (Garrett 2013a, 
115). The show’s theme song was adopted as the anthem of the Anti–​Moral and 
National Education Campaign (Huang and Rowen 2015), a student-led protest in 
2012 against CCP-directed Chinese nationalist indoctrination, before reappear-
ing during the Umbrella Movement.

It is remarkable that a place with as dense and vigorous a human landscape 
as Hong Kong could have already then been said to be dying, especially given 
the “Chinese tourist wave” (Siu, Lee, and Leung 2013) that had hit the city, which 
brought over a quarter billion arrivals of Chinese tourists after 2003. But the con-
centrated economic gains extracted from skyrocketing property values and 
blockbuster sales of milk powder and other commodities to mainland Chinese 
visitors were tainted by widespread fears about threats to Hong Kong’s culture 
and quality of life. Instead of thanking China for this “gift,” many locals instead 
complained of rising prices and trashed public spaces (Siu, Lee, and Leung 2013).

Furthermore, like Taiwan, Hong Kong faced rising income inequality, and 
young activists and international diplomats (Bush 2014) alike speculated that col-
lusion between local oligarchs and the CCP might be driving these political 
and economic woes. Hong Kong was among the most unequal economies in the 
world (Hu and Yun 2013) by many measures, including a 2011 Gini coefficient 
of 0.537—well above the 0.4 marker used by analysts to suggest the potential for 
social unrest. Activists seized on these fears to galvanize street-level and elec-
toral campaigns for more autonomy and social justice measures (Garrett 2013b; 
Garrett and Ho 2014).

These calls coincided with small protests staged against Chinese tourists in 
popular shopping districts, as well as widely circulated graphic depictions of 
these tourists as locusts raiding Hong Kong’s limited resources (Garrett and Ho 
2014). Nativist and localist movements thus rippled out in greater force as the 
“Chinese tourist wave” broke over Hong Kong. They included diverse ideologi-
cal elements, including nascent ethnonationalism and independence advocacy, 
as well as calls for structural economic adjustments and enhanced social wel-
fare programs (Veg 2017). These protests drew a significant amount of official 
opprobrium and media condemnation despite their relatively low attendance 
(Garrett 2014).
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A manifesto of sorts, read by some protesters and vociferously criticized by 
Hong Kong’s administration, had been Lingnan University professor Chin Wan’s 
book On the Hong Kong City-State (2011). Chin’s book, which called explicitly 
for Hong Kong independence, treated Chinese tourists and migrants as the most 
significant threat to the territory’s society and institutions. Chin’s analysis is es-
pecially remarkable for its concern that democratic reforms within China would 
actually work against the possibility of increased autonomy for Hong Kong, 
as such reforms would likely take a populist-nationalist turn and accelerate the 
“mainlandization” of Hong Kong, making Hong Kong not only economically 
and politically but also culturally indistinct from the rest of China. This is a strik-
ingly different interpretation than that of Taiwan’s Ma administration, which ar-
gued that cross-strait tourism would promote democracy in China and therefore 
somehow serve Taiwan’s interests.4

City University of Hong Kong professor Thomas Cheng concurred that tour-
ism and the backlash against it was part and parcel of the emergence of “radical 
politics” in Hong Kong, even if he did not share Chin’s concerns about democ-
ratization in the PRC:

Naturally when more than 40 million tourists from Mainland China 
visit Hong Kong every year, the territory becomes very crowded, caus-
ing resentment among the locals. While tourism is a major pillar of the 
economy, most Hong Kong people do not feel they have benefitted di-
rectly from it. Instead they believe that this influx has caused consid-
erable inconveniences. Commercial premises in districts most 
frequented by tourists tend to command higher rents, driving up prices 
and forcing the relocation of small businesses serving the locals. Main-
land tourists’ massive purchases of baby formula caused a shortage of 
supply for mothers with infants, resulting in an uproar and embarrass-
ment for the HKSAR [Hong Kong Special Administrative Region] 
government. Some Hong Kong people are upset that workers at expen-
sive luxury goods outlets treat Mandarin-speaking customers better. 
(J. Cheng 2014, 219)

Prior to the Umbrella Movement, these tensions manifested in various con-
tentious episodes, including the “Liberation of Sheung Shui,” a protest that tar-
geted not only individual leisure tourists but also the so-called parallel traders 
(shui huo), mainland Chinese smugglers who used tourist permits to enter Hong 
Kong in order to purchase commodities for resale in China. This vigorous trade 
led to product shortages and price increases for area residents. In fact, the parallel 
traders of Sheung Shui, an area near the mainland border, were the first to be 
called “locusts” by the local press (Bad Canto 2012). The “liberation” was carried 
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out by a loosely organized group of people, first acquainted online, who later 
met in person to make placards and shout slogans while marching through 
Sheung Shui shopping centers. The event provoked significant state opprobrium 
for the display of the British flag by some participants, which Beijing-friendly 
media outlets portrayed as a direct insult to the legitimacy of PRC rule over the 
former British colony. Other similar actions followed on Canton Road, in a more 
central location frequented by wealthier mainland shoppers (Garrett 2014).

Beyond the sincere calls for universal suffrage and genuine democracy, much 
of the affective force of the Umbrella Movement was indeed stoked by fears of 
“mainlandization.” Indeed, the vast majority of young protesters I interviewed 
while I resided within the occupation zones opposed what they explicitly de-
scribed as the cultural and political “mainlandization” of Hong Kong. They 
supported increased political autonomy and even independence in many cases. 
Many protesters appreciated the sense of linguistic familiarity and cultural kin-
ship they felt in the protest zones. For example, a twenty-six-year-old journalist 
said, “It’s nice to be here with each other, with just Hong Kong people. I don’t 
think I’ve heard so much pure Cantonese in weeks,” as we sat together folding 
origami umbrellas. “This is like the Hong Kong of my youth,” agreed a forty-
five-year-old salon worker. She clarified that she was referring not only to the 
high proportion of “locals” but also to the general everyday qualities of civility, 
order, and hygiene that she did not associate with mainland China.

Despite this, demonstrators generally treated the occasional visitor from 
mainland Chinese to the occupation zones with a mix of excitement, ambiva-
lence, and guarded respect. The Umbrella Movement, as well as the resumption 
of anti-tourist protests, thus demonstrated that mainland tourism to Hong Kong 
had prompted a dual dilemma for the CCP’s territorial program—not only did 
it spark resistance, but for a time it even threatened to incorporate a few brave 
tourists into its multiplying protests.

Once the brief window of cultural openness and possibility for cross-border 
solidarity pried open by some Umbrella demonstrators had closed, anti-tourist 
actions quickly recommenced, including new “liberations” of shopping areas 
closer to the mainland border, including the New Territories neighborhoods of 
Yuen Long, Tuen Mun, and Sha Tin. These were bolstered by the emergence of 
several new nativist or localist groups, including Hong Kong Indigenous, as well 
as the increased popularity that other allied localist groups like Civic Passion 
had gained through their participation in the occupation sites. Hong Kong In-
digenous was in fact formed by two Umbrella activists who described the move-
ment and its nonviolent tactics as a “complete and utter failure” (Tsoi and Wong 
2016). In this respect, the Umbrella Movement, coupled with the unyielding re-
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sponse of the CCP and Leung Chun-ying’s administration, contributed to the 
further polarization and radicalization of Hong Kong society, which looked set 
to escalate with further increases in tourism.

After the Umbrella Movement, some CCP-allied Hong Kong lawmakers no-
ticed such tensions and took steps to address them. At a March 2015 meeting of 
the National People’s Congress in Beijing, Michael Tien, a leader (with Regina 
Ip) of the pro-Beijing New People’s Party, observed: “It started out as a so-called 
congestion problem, crowd problem, tourism problem. It has now escalated to 
become a political problem, because those who object to the scheme are chant-
ing slogans of wanting independence. That is a very different matter; it has now 
alerted the highest echelons” (Sim 2015). Several weeks later, China’s Ministry 
of Public Security announced that residents in Shenzhen, neighboring Hong 
Kong, would be restricted to one visit to Hong Kong per week, as a measure to 
curb parallel trading (Li and Lin 2015).

Although the CCP showed some willingness to mitigate tourism impacts, it 
continued to squeeze Hong Kong civil society and democracy advocates by re-
interpreting the Basic Law to retroactively disqualify newly elected legislators 
on the grounds of being insufficiently patriotic. Many activists were imprisoned 
for various offenses, including student activist Nathan Law, the youngest legis-
lator to be elected in Hong Kong’s history, who was jailed for his role in the Um-
brella Movement. What became known as mainlandization thus accelerated 
after the Umbrella movement ended, with tourism-related tensions again serv-
ing as both barometer and proximate cause.

The mainlandization of Hong Kong was observed closely by Taiwanese before, 
during, and after the Umbrella Movement.5 Early in the Umbrella Movement, 
Sunflower activists demonstrated in solidarity with their Hong Kong counter-
parts.6 After student demonstrators in Hong Kong were met with police tear gas 
on September 28, 2014, Taiwanese activists, including Sunflower icon Chen Wei-
ting, stormed the Hong Kong trade office in Taipei. They decried police brutality 
and demanded a halt to all talks with China. They and 1989 Tiananmen Square 
protest veterans later staged demonstrations in Liberty Square. Lau Ka-yee, a 
women’s rights activist from Hong Kong, told the crowd, “Taiwanese often say 
that today’s Hong Kong will be tomorrow’s Taiwan. However, I think: ‘Today’s 
Hong Kong is today’s Taiwan’ is closer to the truth. People need to gain a sense of 
urgency” (Lii 2014). Several Taiwanese activists soon flew to Hong Kong to dem-
onstrate in solidarity, and many Hong Kong activists expressed support for Tai-
wan’s social movements to me in interviews. “If this doesn’t work, maybe we’ll try 
to emigrate to Taiwan,” was a half-serious refrain I heard directly from many 
Umbrella activists after I arrived in Hong Kong on September 30.
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Sunflower leader Lin Fei-fan’s reflection on the Umbrella Movement, pub-
lished in Foreign Policy as “Today’s Hong Kong, Today’s Taiwan” (2014), encap-
sulated the concerns of many Taiwanese and also noted the role of tourism:

The main goal of the “one country, two systems” policy by which China 
governs Hong Kong is to provide a template for Taiwan, but the devel-
opments of recent years clearly show China placing increasingly tight 
restrictions on Hong Kong’s self-governance. It’s not just that China has 
reneged on its promise that Hong Kong’s system would remain “un-
changed for 50 years.” A more serious problem is that conflicts within 
Hong Kong society have proliferated. The wealth disparity there can-
not be solved via existing structures, and the huge influx of mainland 
tourists, as well as mainlanders who become Hong Kong residents, have 
also created even more social problems. Taiwan faces similar concerns. 
We have seen that Taiwan and the Chinese government have signed a 
number of trade agreements exposing Taiwan to industrial outsourc-
ing, falling salaries, increases in the disparity between rich and poor, 
national security risks, and other crises.

In this passage, Lin nods toward Hong Kong’s problems with Chinese tourism, 
implying that Taiwan could face similar social strife.

Yet, apart from a raft of critical reports on social and popular media, Taiwan 
saw little to no specifically anti-Chinese tourist activism. There are spatial fac-
tors at play, such as Taiwan’s much greater land area, meaning that far fewer tour-
ists were spread out over a far larger range and caused relatively less disruption 
to the everyday lives of residents. A further factor is institutional and geopoliti-
cal: it is easy to speculate that, without the social pressure-release valve of the 
Sunflower Movement and the institutional capacity for reform and redirection 
soon exercised via the ballot box—and, for better or worse, the ensuing drop in 
inbound Chinese tourism—some radical Taiwanese activists would have fol-
lowed their Hong Kong counterparts and targeted Chinese tourists as proxies 
for the PRC and the KMT.

The DPP Wins and the Tourism  
Industry Gets Weaponized
The DPP swept to victory in the November 2014 midterm and January 2016 gen-
eral elections, winning not only the presidency but, for the first time ever, a legisla-
tive majority with 68 out of 113 total seats. They were complemented by five seats 
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won by the New Power Party, which had grown out of the Sunflower Movement 
and espoused a more strident pro-independence and social justice platform.

The DPP’s landslide came on the heels of eight years of an extraordinarily un-
popular Ma administration that had championed tourism from China, empha-
sized the “Chinese” in the ROC and the KMT, and attempted to recover an 
anachronistic legal representation of the ROC as sovereign over all of China. The 
popularity of the Sunflower Movement, the failure to pass the Services Trade 
Agreement, and the election of Tsai and a DPP-majority legislature signified Tai-
wan’s shift away from political and economic reliance on China and toward the 
development of relations with other territories.

Tsai, the DPP chair, had campaigned on a cautious approach to cross-strait 
issues, positioning her somewhere in the middle of the China-centric economic 
policy of Ma and the more assertively pro-independence stance of Chen Shui-
bian in his second term. Tsai consistently promised to “maintain the [cross-strait] 
status quo,” which implied support for maintaining the Chinese tourist trade. 
At a travel industry event in September 2015, Tsai had vowed not to limit tour-
ist numbers, stating, “Many people think the DPP does not welcome Chinese 
tourists. This is definitely not true.” She did call for improved tour quality and a 
proportional increase in independent tourist arrivals, a position that was fairly 
similar to that of the KMT (Yeh et al. 2015).

Tsai’s moderate stance suggested that the PRC’s deployment of tourism as a 
political and economic incentive for cooperation—as well as a tactical threat—
had already achieved some degree of consolidation. Indeed, it had already proved 
effective even with local DPP politicians. For example, Kaohsiung mayor Chen 
Chu, who had been imprisoned decades earlier for participation in pro-democ-
racy movements (Jacobs 2012), visited China in 2013 in part to stimulate more 
tourist arrivals after the earlier slowdowns. The year prior to Chen’s visit, about 
60 percent of international tourists in Kaohsiung had come from China, twice 
as high a percentage as the 2012 national average (R. Lin 2012a). Chen’s trip 
was motivated by previous controversies, which implicated tourists and the travel 
industry. In 2009, following a visit from the Dalai Lama and the Kaohsiung 
Film Festival’s screening of a documentary about exiled Uyighur leader Re-
biya Kadeer, who the PRC had labeled a terrorist, Chinese tourist numbers 
collapsed. Occupancy rates at Kaohsiung hotels dropped from 60 percent to 
30 percent, and department store and restaurant revenues plummeted. This led to 
“heavy pressure from local tourism operators” on Mayor Chen (M. Chan 2013). 
Taiwanese legislators and leaders launched a goodwill tour to court back the in-
dustry, and local officials cut public funding for the Kaohsiung Film Festival as a 
sign of contrition (R. Lin 2012b).



132	C HAPTER 6

Although Tsai declared her support for Chinese tourism, she did not cham-
pion it in the same way that Ma had. On the contrary, after her election, she sug-
gested that Taiwan should diversify its economic focus beyond China, and her 
transition team quickly began exploring trade agreements with other countries, 
including Japan. Tsai also developed the New Southbound Policy, renewing an 
earlier Lee-era initiative to promote bilateral trade and investment with South-
east Asian nations, and loosened travel restrictions for inbound tourists from a 
number of countries in the region.

Meanwhile, rumors swirled that Chinese authorities would cut outbound 
tourist numbers in retaliation for the Taiwanese electorate voting in the DPP. 
Sowing confusion over the cause and conduct of the cuts seemed to be part of 
the strategy. The likelihood of such diffuse yet direct retaliatory measures had 
been communicated earlier to me by a former high-level Ma cabinet official, who 
preferred to remain anonymous.7 According to Wu Pi-lian, a committee mem-
ber in the Travel Quality Assurance Association and president of Cheng An 
Travel Service, Chinese tourism companies were not given direct commands, 
but had been led to “infer the implicit orders” of government officials, accord-
ing to a March 5, 2016, report in China Post:

“According to what we know, their superiors would, after completing 
half a thought, say, ‘Do you understand what I mean?’ And the listen-
ers would say, ‘Yes, we do,’ ” Wu said. During the meetings, provincial-
level government officials and the tour operators had reached an 
understanding over the details of the plan through the use of applause, 
she said. “The authorities would say something like, ‘What are you 
thinking in terms of numbers? What is more reasonable?’ And the peo-
ple listening would not dare to name a number,” Wu said. “(The offi-
cials would say,) ‘Do you think that 800 is reasonable?’ And no one 
would reply. Then the officials would say, ‘If you think that this is fea-
sible, let us have a round of applause.’ ” (E. Lin 2016)

Other travel agents corroborated this story. For example, Ko Mu-chou, head 
of Sunrise Travel Service, confirmed that his Chinese industry partners revealed 
that their respective provincial government authorities had instructed them to 
limit group tours. One unnamed province’s tourism bureau had initially allowed 
each agency to send ten to thirty group tours monthly, but reduced that range 
to only one to three groups by December 2015, according to a report published 
December 23, 2015, in the online outlet Initium. Roget Hsu, the former secre-
tary-general of Taiwan’s Travel Agent Association, was quoted in an October 26, 
2016, report by Voice of America Chinese as saying that in January of that year, 
Chinese travel agencies had “verbally informed” Taiwan travel agencies that they 



	W AVES OF TOURISTS, WAVES OF PROTEST	 133

“would be limiting the number of tourists, and the number of Chinese group 
tours [would] be cut by one-quarter or one-third. Not only that, the number of 
independent tourists would also be affected.”

The rumors prompted concern from government officials and industry lead-
ers and ultimately a denial from both the Taiwan Tourism Bureau and Chinese 
authorities. Tourist numbers had undeniably dropped ahead of the election, but 
a Beijing official attributed this to tourists choosing to stay away due to the 
“highly politicized atmosphere,” according to a Reuters report from January 13, 
2016. Whether this particular episode was due to tourist “choice” or state or cor-
porate policy is hard to determine conclusively. Other tensions notwithstand-
ing, the drop was not unlike those that preceded earlier presidential elections, 
during which tourist numbers were kept down and return flights from China to 
Taiwan were heavily discounted, leading to broad speculation that the CCP was 
encouraging China-based Taiwanese businesspeople to return home to vote, pre-
sumably for the KMT (J. Kastner 2011).

Tourist numbers had in fact rebounded somewhat by late January, shortly af-
ter the election, and the Tourism Bureau publicly claimed that China was not 
officially cutting tourist numbers (Chen, Shu, and Wu 2016). Taiwan Affairs Of-
fice (TAO) spokesperson An Fengshan said in a February 2016 press conference 
that the initial drop in Chinese tourists was due to “market behavior [shichang 
xingwei]” and that further steps would depend on the “development of cross-
strait relations and market changes.”8 However, the TAO’s attribution of apo-
litical “market behavior” to China’s tourism cuts became utterly untenable after 
Tsai’s May 20, 2016, inauguration speech, which acknowledged the “historical 
fact” of the 1992 talks between ROC and PRC representatives but accepted nei-
ther the “One China” principle nor the 1992 Consensus. Tsai’s speech was heav-
ily criticized in the Chinese media. In the following two months, the Taiwan 
Tourism Bureau recorded a drop of 30 percent in Chinese group tour arrivals.

Although Chinese officials initially played coy about the cause and conduct 
of the cuts, China’s TAO later blamed the Tsai administration. “Whoever caused 
the situation should end it,” said the office’s spokesperson Ma Xiaoguang on Sep-
tember 14, 2016. By that time, the number of Chinese group tourists dropped 
by 51.2 percent and total Chinese tourist arrivals were down by 36 percent com-
pared to the same period the previous year, according to the Taiwan Tourism 
Bureau (Wu 2016). By February 7, 2017, TAO spokesperson An averred that for 
Taiwan not to recognize the 1992 Consensus had harmed the “vital interests 
[qieshen liyi]” of people on both sides of the strait—especially Taiwan’s—because 
the number of Chinese tourists to Taiwan was steadily declining. A reporter 
noted that the number of Chinese tourists to Taiwan hit a new low even as Tai-
wan authorities relaxed travel restrictions on individual tourists. To that, An 
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responded that there had indeed been a decline in the number of Chinese tour-
ists to Taiwan, “and the reason for the decline in figures is clear for the world to 
see” (Liu and Hou 2017).9

Well before the TAO clarified its position, Taiwan’s government had already 
anticipated the drop and prepared a response. In an interview published by the 
Washington Post on July 21, 2016, President Tsai said, “We do witness reductions 
in [the] quantity [of Chinese tourists], but overall, we are still evaluating the im-
pacts brought upon the tourism industry. However, on the whole, we also hope 
for higher diversity in the source of tourists . . . ​our tourism industry will be de-
veloped into a more diverse model that suits tourists from different sources and 
adapts to different tourists.” While China-focused tourism entrepreneurs wor-
ried loudly, some other observers suggested that the shifts would turn out for 
the wider public’s benefit. “At present, the benefits of Chinese tourists in travel-
ing to Taiwan are not shared with the majority but are instead concentrated in 
the hands of the minority,” observed the tourism scholar Chen Junan in a re-
port published on March 7, 2016, by BBC Chinese.10

The DPP administration decided to target Southeast Asian tourists via the 
New Southbound Policy and prepared emergency bridge loans of 30 billion NTD 
(US$960 million) for travel agents affected by the cuts. Still, party leaders noted 
an apparently coordinated campaign to use tourism for political ends. At the 
September 8, 2016, Taiwan Tourism Forum, Tsai Chi-chang, deputy Speaker of 
the Legislative Yuan, said, “For quite some time, Chinese tourists have been used 
as an instrument of China’s United Front tactics. Although we’ve had constant 
reminders of this, it still goes on.”11

News of the cuts rippled throughout popular and social media, with high-
profile international outlets like the New York Times and Time magazine quoting 
vendors who complained of disappearing tour groups. It seemed that not only the 
cuts but also the ensuing media spin was part of the play. Stories in Chinese state-
controlled media, including a May 26, 2016, report from Xinhua, depicted Taipei 
taxi drivers as suffering severely from the cuts and quoted several who demanded 
that Tsai Ing-wen accept the 1992 Consensus to save their livelihoods.

On September 12, 2016, over ten thousand tourism workers took to the streets 
of Taipei for a first-ever industry protest. The event was organized and publi-
cized by a variety of industry groups, including the Tourism Industry Self-Help 
Association, the Mainland Tourist Bus Drivers Alliance, the Travel Agent As-
sociation, and even the Taiwan Beef Noodle Soup Association. I joined them for 
the walk from the Huashan 1914 cultural district to the Presidential Office, don-
ning their free stenciled white T-shirt and white hat to stave off the light rain. 
Like their slogans on the hats and shirts, their printed placards focused on live-
lihood issues: “We want jobs, we want to survive, we want food on our tables!” 
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and “No job, no life.” In addition to tax relief, their list of twelve demands in-
cluded the elimination of entry permit fees for Chinese tourists and permit-free 
entry for short transit stays of under seventy-two hours.

Preprinted banners stopped short of calling for the “One China” principle, but 
the language on them implied ethnonational affinity if not unity: “The two sides 
(across the Taiwan Strait) belong to the same family” (Liang’an, yi jia qin). Taipei 
mayor Ko Wen-je, who had initially been supported by many Sunflower activists, 
later employed a similar phrase to pursue relations with PRC city leaders.

Every single protest participant I queried directly—over twenty people, in-
cluding guides, drivers, and office staff—insisted that their primary goal was to 
press Tsai to accept the “One China” principle and the 1992 Consensus in order 
to rescue their industry. They said that they and their colleagues did not print 
such positions on the signs or call for them in the speeches because they did not 
want to appear “too political.”

The protest was extensively covered within China, with the following account, 
published on September 13 on the Global Times website, a representative example:

Mr Hsin Jin-Long, the Chairman of the Mainland Tourist Drivers Alli-
ance, said that for drivers like him who specialize in ferrying Mainland 
tour groups, it is really difficult to make ends meet, with some drivers 
not even having a single tour group in a month. He said: “There is only 
one problem in the tourism industry now, and that is the 1992 Consen-
sus.” Towards Tsai Ing-Wen, he asked: “Is accepting the 1992 Consensus 
that difficult? Is it more important than the livelihoods of people?”

Another driver with more than 10 years’ experience, Mr Chang Guo-
Chun said that, previously, there were at least seven to eight Mainland 
tour groups each month. Now, there is only one group once every few 
months. He said: “Nobody knows where the next group is. I can’t even 
afford to buy cigarettes.”

Despite all the noise, the industry’s position began and remained firmly in 
the national minority. A May 2016 poll by Taiwan Think Tank found that over 
78 percent of respondents suggested that Taiwan’s government should increase 
tourism from other countries rather than accept the 1992 Consensus. Only 
13.5 percent supported the 1992 Consensus. Well after the protests, by late 2017, 
a poll conducted by the Cross-Strait Policy Association suggested that Tsai’s 
stance, to “maintain the status quo” but not accede to the 1992 Consensus, re-
mained the most popular position of any major Taiwanese politician.

While China’s cuts certainly hurt the livelihood of Taiwanese tour guides and 
drivers and imperiled the many hastily constructed hotels that had mushroomed 
during the Ma-era Chinese tourist boom, the majority of Taiwan’s economy 
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remained non-reliant on tourism. That this cross-strait media storm occurred de-
spite tourism’s relatively small contribution to Taiwan’s economy underscored 
its uncanny political salience: even at its peak in 2015, tourism (including gov-
ernment spending and revenues from all sending regions, including domestic) 
only accounted for 1.8 percent of Taiwan’s gross domestic product, ranking 
Taiwan 163rd out of 184 surveyed countries (World Travel and Tourism Coun-
cil 2016).

In the meantime, the drops emboldened online activists and designers to un-
leash a flurry of satirical ads that celebrated the disappearance of Chinese tour-
ists. “Welcome to Taiwan, without Chinese!” read the captions on a series of 
photos of idyllic, people-free landscapes first released on the PTT online bulle-
tin board system. The memes quickly went viral, prompting Tourism Bureau 
deputy director general Wayne Liu to disavow them as not official. Liu explained 
in a public statement: “Tourism is a happy industry, and it should use positive 
ways to promote Taiwan. Otherwise, it would only harm Taiwan.”

While the overall economic impact of Tsai’s New Southbound Policy will be 
debated for years to come, its tourism measures appear to have played a major part 
in compensating for the drop in Chinese visitors, at least in terms of total tourist 
arrivals if not total spending, which remains impossible to accurately estimate. 
“Taiwan will maintain its policy of welcoming mainland Chinese tourists . . . ​but 
due to political factors that impact mainland tourists coming to Taiwan, our gov-
ernment will plan for the worst and prepare for the best,” said Chiu Chui-cheng, 
deputy minister of the MAC, at a news briefing in late December 2016. Likely due 
to reductions in visa restrictions, the establishment of new air routes, and the 
promotion of targeted marketing campaigns, visitation from Thailand grew by 
57 percent, Vietnam by 34 percent, and the Philippines by 24 percent from 2015 to 
2016. Visitors from Japan and Korea grew by 16 percent and 34 percent, respec-
tively, according to the Taiwan Tourism Bureau online database. Despite the drop 
in Chinese tourist arrivals, Taiwan received nearly 10.7 million total visitors in 
2016, an increase from 10.4 million in 2015.

Many travel agency representatives and commentators remained nonplussed 
by this market shift. During the September 2016 protest, Taiwan’s Travel Agent 
Association spokesperson Ringo Lee said, “Even if the number of tourists from 
South Korea increases by 100  percent, it could still not make up for the 5 or 
10 percent decrease in the number of tourists from the Chinese mainland” (Tan 
2016). Others suggested that Chinese tourists spend much more—as much as 
twice the amount—as their Southeast Asian counterparts. Such claims continued 
echoing for months in Chinese state media. For example, in a report published on 
May 20, 2017, Xinhua quoted National Chengchi University professor Chiu Kun-
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shuan: “The increase in the number of Southeast Asian tourists cannot make up 
the gap left by Chinese mainland tourists, but the DPP is ignoring this state of 
affairs and argues that the ‘quality’ of tourism has increased and the air has be-
come cleaner with fewer mainland visitors. This kind of attitude is worrying.”

Tourism and the Fiery Crash  
of the 1992 Consensus
On July 18, 2016, only a few months after the election, a drunk Taiwanese tour 
bus driver set his vehicle on fire, killing himself, the guide, and twenty-four Chi-
nese tourists. The image of the inferno was indelible. The story received nearly 
around-the-clock news coverage. The bodies of eight tourists were found crowd-
ing near the emergency exit, which had been locked, a common but illegal prac-
tice to prevent thefts. Coming in the middle of a media storm about the drastic 
drop in inbound tourist numbers, the tragedy triggered a cross-strait and do-
mestic reckoning about tourist affairs.

Before the cause of the blaze was determined, commentators speculated that 
the rushed itineraries of cut-rate cartelized tours might have fatigued the driver 
and led to safety risks. Tour buses were thoroughly inspected for safety across 
the island. The Global Times, a Chinese tabloid, warned in an editorial, “If Tai-
wan does not seriously reflect and improve, mainland Chinese tourists would 
be playing with their lives if they go there again.” China’s TAO activated an emer-
gency response mechanism and sent a team to Taiwan. “We are highly con-
cerned with the life and property safety of our . . . ​compatriots,” said spokesperson 
Ma Xiaoguang (Mckirdy 2016).

As inbound tourism continued dropping, a team of eight mayors from the 
KMT’s pan-blue coalition soon went to China on a “self-help relief” mission (zili 
jiuji). They reached agreements with Chinese officials and tour companies to 
market trips only to counties and cities that elected KMT or KMT-aligned politi-
cians who had avowed their support for the 1992 Consensus. Dividing Taiwan 
into a strange half-donut shape, the “1992 Consensus tour” would by necessity 
begin in Taoyuan, now administered by a DPP mayor but still the site of the air-
port, then head over the central mountains to the blue stronghold of Hualien for a 
trip to Taroko Gorge, before cutting back north to New Taipei City but not Taipei 
City, which despite no longer being run by a KMT leader, still featured a number 
of the most “Chinese” sites, like the National Palace Museum. It would then go to 
central Nantou County before swinging through Changhua on the way back to 
the airport.12 These so-called blue tours did not find much of a market, according 
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to my queries with their Taiwanese ground handlers, but their very existence in-
dicates that tourism was, for a time, producing two Taiwans in yet another sense.

The political potential of 1992 Consensus–based tourism realized its last gasp 
in the November 2018 nine-in-one local elections, when the KMT trounced the 
DPP in multiple mayoral races. Most surprising was the loss of the longtime pan-
green stronghold of Kaohsiung to charismatic former legislator Han Kuo-yu, 
who campaigned even more aggressively on the promise of China’s riches, par-
ticularly via tourism, than Ma Ying-jeou had. His key slogan emphasized the 
potential benefit of the traffic of not only commodities to but bodies from China: 
“Goods go out, people come in, Kaohsiung gets rich” (Huo chu de qu, ren jin de 
lai, Gaoxiong fa da cai). Repeatedly intoning this slogan, which rhymes in Man-
darin, Han’s campaign pinned Kaohsiung’s fortunes to the tourism trade.

Even before Han took office, tourist attractions, hotels, and taxis noted a sig-
nificant uptick in business. “Sentiment seems to have returned after the mid-
term election,” said the chairman of the Kaohsiung Association of Travel Agents, 
who predicted the imminent resumption of charter flights for Chinese group 
tourists, as quoted in a January 13, 2019, story in the Nikkei Asian Review. Two 
months later, in March, China TAO spokesperson An Fengshan announced that 
tourists would be encouraged to travel to Kaohsiung. In a press conference that 
May, his colleague Ma Xiaoguang said, “After last year’s nine-in-one elections, 
with more and more county and city mayors expressing support for the 1992 
Consensus, mainland tourists to Taiwan are an obvious indicator of warming 
[relations].”13

The DPP’s fortunes looked dismal after its poor performance in the midterm 
elections. It was Xi Jinping himself who inadvertently tossed the party a lifeline by 
insisting in a speech on January 1, 2019, that the best way to uphold the “One 
China” notion of the 1992 Consensus was to implement a “One Country, Two 
Systems” approach similar to that of Hong Kong. Tsai nimbly responded to Xi’s 
blunt and apparently tone-deaf approach by asserting, with wide popular support, 
that Taiwan would never accept a “One Country, Two Systems” arrangement.

Han went on to clinch the KMT nomination for the presidency, but the sup-
posed post-midterm election “warming” period for and through tourism proved 
short-lived. China’s Ministry of Tourism and Culture announced that it would 
stop issuing permits to residents of forty-seven different Chinese cities to travel 
to Taiwan. In an online statement, the ministry implicitly blamed its move on 
the Tsai administration: “In view of the current cross-strait situation, such vis-
its will be temporarily restricted until further notice.” Taiwan’s MAC responded 
by condemning Beijing’s “breaking the travel agreement made between people 
on the two sides of the Taiwan Strait. . . . ​We deeply regret the unilateral sus-
pension of individual visits and free travel by mainland tourists to Taiwan.” The 
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move, in line with the previous failed ban on individual tourism in 2016, seemed 
designed to support the KMT through the usual carrot-and-stick approach. “If 
Han Kuo-yu wins, I am sure the mainland will immediately resume the visa ap-
plications,” said Lin Chinfa, the former chairman of the Beijing chapter of the 
Association of Taiwan Investment Enterprises on the Mainland (Chung, Zuo, 
and Lo 2019).

The promise of profits from Chinese tourism was one of the few inducements 
left in the KMT’s electioneering arsenal. It proved wholly insufficient to compen-
sate for Han’s plummeting popularity, which followed widespread fatigue with 
his erratic and populist style, a series of personal scandals, and the incongruity of 
his platform with broader domestic and regional transformations. Fortuitously 
timed for Tsai and the DPP was Hong Kong activists’ resumption and escalation 
of protest against the Beijing government, triggered by the near passage of a law 
to extradite accused criminals to the mainland, aggravated by police brutality, 
and later expanded to include renewed demands for genuine universal suffrage. 
These protests again coincided with further actions against parallel traders. Fear-
ing prosecution or worse, dozens of Hong Kong activists fled to Taiwan on tourist 
visas, provoking a discussion within Taiwan about the constitutionality of offer-
ing them political asylum. In the meantime, the special administrative region’s 
plight became a regular talking point for Tsai and her party.

As the number of Chinese tour groups and independent visitors continued 
crashing ahead of the January 11, 2020, presidential and legislative elections, 
their presence was partially replaced by politically minded visitors from Hong 
Kong, who arrived to witness elections and use them as an opportunity to am-
plify their own demands for democratic reform. “I’m a Hong Konger. Thanks to 
Taiwan for being a model. We also want universal suffrage,” was the message 
on one of many placards held high by mask-wearing black-clad demonstrators 
near DPP headquarters.

Hong Kong protest imagery lit up the DPP’s final election eve rally. The stage 
flashed the slogan “Hong Kong to Taiwan is not far, one ticket away. Taiwan to 
Hong Kong is not far, one ballot away” (Xianggang li Taiwan bu yuan, yi zhang ji-
piao de juli. Taiwan li Xianggang bu yuan, yi zhang xuanpiao de juli). As photo-
graphs of Hong Kong protesters appeared on-screen, Tsai announced, “The young 
people of Hong Kong have used their lives, blood and tears to demonstrate to us 
that one country, two systems is not feasible. Tomorrow it is our young people’s 
turn to show them that the values of democracy and freedom can overcome all 
difficulties.” Scores of Hong Kongers in the crowd, whether on temporary tourism 
permits or seeking long-term asylum, shouted their support and solidarity.

The next day, Tsai was reelected by the largest margin in Taiwanese electoral 
history, and the DPP retained its majority in the legislature. Scores of Hong Kong 
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demonstrators, most wearing a uniform of all-black clothes and face masks, 
joined the DPP victory rally in the streets around party headquarters, hoisting 
and waving “Liberate Hong Kong” flags. I did not see a single ROC flag in the 
crowd or at the massive DPP rally the night before, in striking contrast to their 
spectacular profusion at the Han rally one night earlier. Tsai gave a tacit nod to 
Hong Kongers when she declared in her victory speech that Taiwan would honor 
the right for demonstrators to protest peacefully. In her first postelection inter-
national interview, with the BBC, she squarely asserted, “We are an indepen-
dent country already and we call ourselves the Republic of China (Taiwan),” 
committing her to the Huadu camp that supports the maintenance of Taiwan’s 
de facto independence as the ROC, and driving the final nail into the coffin of 
the 1992 Consensus.

With Tsai’s convincing reelection win in the face of aggressive posturing from 
the PRC, it became evident that any renewal of tourism, let alone other cross-
strait engagements, would only be promoted through a reframed territorial nar-
rative, even if the “status quo” remained unchanged. As Tsai put it to BBC 
journalist John Sudworth in an interview published on January 14,

The situation has changed. The ambiguity can no longer serve the pur-
poses it was intended to serve. Because [for more than] three years we’re 
seeing China has been intensifying its threat . . . ​they have their mili-
tary vessels and aircraft cruising around the island. . . . ​And also, the 
things happening in Hong Kong, people get a real sense that this threat 
is real and it’s getting more and more serious. . . . ​We have a separate 
identity and we’re a country of our own. So, if there’s anything that runs 
counter to this idea, they will stand up and say that’s not acceptable to 
us. . . . ​We’re a successful democracy, we have a pretty decent economy, 
we deserve respect from China.

Still, she maintained a commitment to the pursuit of stable relations, stating, 
“[For] more than three years, we have been telling China that maintaining a sta-
tus quo remains our policy. . . . ​I think that is a very friendly gesture to China.”

Chinese state media response indicated no rethinking of PRC strategic di-
rection. The Global Times, whose hyperbolic stances signal the limits of accept-
able party-state discourse, published an editorial on January 11 that insisted that 
Tsai and the DPP “wantonly hyped up the so-called threat from the Chinese 
mainland while slandering Han’s mainland connections.” Flying in the face of 
polls measuring Taiwanese people’s support for self-determination, it asserted 
that “the Taiwan society has formed a collective consciousness to oppose Tai-
wan secession among Taiwan people.”
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Within Taiwan, calls for change were voiced by some KMT figures worried 
about the party’s future electoral viability. Han soon faced and lost a recall cam-
paign raised by Kaohsiung residents disgruntled by his taking a three-month 
leave of absence to campaign for the presidency. Even Ma Ying-jeou himself la-
mented that China had produced a “misunderstanding,” saying its leadership 
“placed too much emphasis on ‘one China’ and forgets there is the component 
‘each side having its own interpretation.’ ” The head of the KMT Youth League, 
who was born one year after 1992, suggested that the party should move away 
from its pro-unification stance and conceded that Taiwan had “achieved consen-
sus in refusing to acknowledge the legitimacy of the 1992 consensus” (Yang and 
Chung 2020). This was a position not dissimilar from Tsai’s earlier calls to form a 
“Taiwan Consensus,” from which its citizens would determine their own future.

Despite a decisive election, ambiguities and ironies in Taiwan’s territorial rep-
resentation remained unresolved in all camps. The amended ROC constitution 
still claimed sovereignty over, yet distinguished between, the “Taiwan Area” and 
the “Mainland Area” and called, as before, for their eventual unification. Tsai 
promised throughout both of her campaigns to maintain the “status quo” and 
not to amend the relevant parts of the constitution, even as many of her sup-
porters continued to press her to call for de jure independence. The overlapping 
claims of the ROC and the PRC in the South and East China Seas remained unre-
solved with each other, as well as with those of other claimant states. The KMT 
still named itself “Chinese Nationalist Party,” even after having run its 2016 presi-
dential election campaign under the slogan “One Taiwan.”

Even so, with the landslide election of 2020, it looked as if the more plural of 
the two “Taiwans” had grown in discursive prominence to eclipse the other in 
the face of the red sun across the strait. A few weeks later, in the cross-strait “dip-
lomatic and economic ‘grey zone’ between open hostility and peaceful friction” 
(Templeman 2019), the region and the wider world were rocked by a new viral 
force, not a local border-perforating catastrophe like a bus crash, but the global 
border-reinforcing cataclysm of COVID-19, which brought all cross-strait traf-
fic to a standstill and thrust Chinese tourism and Taiwan’s contested sovereignty 
to the center of world attention.
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One China, Many Taiwans demonstrates that as much as tourism served to sig-
nify China’s global integration, its conduct remained constrained by the geopo-
litical imperatives of its governing party-state. That tourism did not achieve 
political unification with Taiwan, and in fact provoked a backlash, illuminates 
the limits of and contradictions between tourism’s intertwined instrumentali-
ties for capital accumulation and state territorialization.

The COVID-19 pandemic not only effectively ended cross-strait tourism but 
also put all of global tourism on an indefinite hiatus. Although Taiwan, at the 
time of writing, has come out relatively unscathed from the pandemic, it has 
found itself in as geopolitically precarious a position as ever. This epilogue exam-
ines the pandemic’s impacts in the Taiwan Strait, before reflecting on the role of 
tourism and territory in realizing and reconfiguring life in Taiwan, China, and 
beyond.

Taiwan, Tourism, and COVID-19
On December 31, 2019, as election tourists from Hong Kong descended on Taipei, 
an “unexplained viral pneumonia” was reported in Wuhan. That day, well before 
Chinese officials or the World Health Organization (WHO) acknowledged hu-
man-to-human transmission of COVID-19, Taiwan’s medical authorities began 
formulating a comprehensive response, including monitoring and quarantines, 
increased mask production, and eventual border closures, first for visitors from 
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Wuhan and Hubei Province, then for all of China, and finally for nearly all inter-
national arrivals.

Although WHO officials denounced border closures, tourists and travelers 
were among the first targets for preventive measures against the spread of the vi-
rus, first within China and then elsewhere. When the virus spread outside Wu-
han, the ascription of disease origin took on a local, national, and often racist 
tenor. Hotels across China refused to house travelers from Hubei, until the cen-
tral government coordinated a list of venues that would take them in and even 
offered to repatriate ones who had already left the country. As for other countries, 
many simply banned arrivals from China and a growing list of other sending re-
gions, before formulating other public health responses. Chinese and Asian tour-
ists and residents alike found themselves targeted as potential viral vectors, in 
Australia, Europe, and elsewhere. After the epidemic spiraled out of local cadre 
control, China’s central party leadership implemented draconian lockdowns. Al-
though these severe measures eventually contained the outbreak within China, 
they came at a great human cost. Many other countries were slow to respond and 
suffered severe socioeconomic disruptions and tragic losses of life.

For Taiwan, China’s earlier election-season tourism cuts suddenly looked like 
a blessing in disguise. The move may have inadvertently spared Taiwan from 
wider infection, speculated transportation and communications minister Lin 
Chia-lung in a February 11, 2020, interview with SET News. Although reduced 
numbers of Chinese tourists may have helped mitigate the first wave, far more 
crucial were other factors, including past experience with SARS, extreme wari-
ness of China (Schubert 2020; Leonard 2020), and an alert public health admin-
istration bolstered by universal health coverage, designed in part based on the 
counterexample of the United States’ uneven and expensive system (Scott 2020). 
An additional counterintuitive factor, acknowledged even by Taiwanese medical 
authorities, may have been Taiwan’s exclusion from direct participation in the 
WHO, which led leaders to take a highly precautionary approach (Lin, Wu, and 
Wu 2020; Watt 2020). As put by foreign minister Joseph Wu, “We were not able to 
get satisfactory answers either from the WHO or from the Chinese CDC, and we 
got nervous and we started doing our preparation” (Watt 2020).1

After the contagion brought much of the world economy to a standstill and 
even early epidemic control success stories like Singapore and South Korea suc-
cumbed to repeated waves of infection, Taiwan stood alone in 2020 as an eco-
nomically developed and democratically governed state that anticipated a health 
crisis and contained the virus. Through this, the exceptional state of Taiwan 
emerged in some ways as the most normal country in the world.

Taiwan’s officials recast their successful public health management as the 
“Taiwan model” and put it to work to enhance the national image, expand space 
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for international participation, and assert Taiwan’s sovereignty and distinction 
from China (Rowen 2020). The Taiwan model was later pitched as a tourist at-
traction in its own right. In a May 2020 Chinese-language press release present-
ing a three-step plan to safely reopen tourism, Minister Lin said that Taiwan’s 
successful response to the epidemic would serve as the “best kind of marketing 
for international tourism, and [we] believe Taiwan will be the fastest country in 
Asia, if not the world, to restore tourism; our nation’s people can share Taiwan’s 
success in containing the epidemic to quickly restore our economic prospects.”2

The success of the Taiwan model was challenged in the summer of 2021, 
when Taiwan experienced its first wave of infection after a year with no cases of 
local transmission. As with tourism, the drama played out on the battlefield 
within and between the many Taiwans in the orbit of “One China,” as struggles 
over the provenance of and access to vaccines became ever higher pitched. Al-
though Tsai Ing-wen’s administration had ordered twenty million vaccines from 
international suppliers prior to the domestic outbreak, their arrival was held up 
not only due to delays in production and delivery, which had been suffered by 
many other countries, but also due to the very familiar clash of territorial preroga-
tives: Taiwan’s access to BioNTech-Pfizer mRNA vaccines remained controlled by 
Shanghai Fosun, the China-based company that had acquired distribution rights 
for “Greater China,” which included Taiwan. According to Taiwanese officials 
who attempted to negotiate a purchasing contract, the company requested that 
Taiwan designate itself as a part of China in order to complete the purchase and 
then later declared that the vaccines would be unavailable anyway. Meanwhile, 
Chang Ya-chung, a pro-unification academic who went on to run for Chinese Na-
tionalist Party (KMT) chair, claimed that a Chinese organization called Beijing 
Cross-Straits Eastern Culture Center had offered to donate its own Sinopharm 
vaccines, as other KMT figures offered to fly to China to negotiate purchase agree-
ments. Such offers were not taken up by the Tsai administration, which noted the 
demonstrated lower efficacy of existing Chinese-made vaccines and continued 
overseeing the development, testing, and rollout of new Taiwan-made vaccines. 
Meanwhile, Taiwan’s private sector, less constrained than state officials, stepped 
in, with prominent figures such as Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Com-
pany’s Morris Tsai and Foxconn’s Terry Gou and the Buddhist Tzu Chi Charity 
Foundation successfully pursuing direct purchase agreements with BioNTech-
Pfizer’s offices in Germany (Hioe 2021).

Between the nationwide soft lockdown and an accelerated vaccination pro-
gram, Taiwan went from triple- to single-digit daily caseloads between May and 
August 2021. Still, with the global tourism industry all but shut down, and with 
Taiwan caught between a new round of tension and uncertainty between China 
and the United States, whose leadership blamed China for the outbreak, the fu-
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ture of travel and the use and limitations of territory and borders remained 
open questions.

At a different conjuncture, the pandemic might have engendered greater ef-
forts toward regional if not national collaboration. It unfolded instead in a time 
rattled by talk of a new cold war, with Hong Kong subject to a sweeping new 
“national security law” promulgated from Beijing and activist Joshua Wong fig-
uring his city as a twenty-first-century Berlin (Escritt 2019). Its liberation, ar-
gued Taiwanese sociologist Wu Jieh-min (2020), required a US guarantee of 
Taiwan’s defense as the front line of democracy. The two great powers appeared 
poised to accelerate their economic decoupling and harden their borders, ren-
dering the fate of Taiwan and its twenty-four million people even more uncer-
tain in what otherwise looked like a moment of triumph.

Tourism and the “Good Life”
One China, Many Taiwans has shown how cross-strait tourism performed the 
territory of Taiwan in multiple and complex ways. Not only did these perfor-
mances often transform guests’ and hosts’ understandings of themselves and 
each other—they also played a part in transforming the territoriality of Taiwan 
and “One China.” In less than a decade, the promotion of “reconciliation” by 
way of tourism gave way to popular resistance to the irredentism of the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). As a result, the so-called 1992 Consensus of “One 
China, each with its own interpretation” was already all but dead even before 
the COVID-19 pandemic dealt the final blow to cross-strait tourism.

For many group tourists, a sense of having never left China was achieved 
through pre-trip priming, tightly regimented itineraries, and skillful territorial 
translation by local guides and vendors. This produced a profound disjuncture 
between PRC tourists’ identification with their Taiwanese hosts as idealized Chi-
nese subjects and Taiwanese hosts’ alienation from their guests. On the one 
hand, in many cases PRC tourists praised Taiwanese for their kindness and good 
manners, attributing such charms to an idealized Chinese essence. On the other 
hand, Taiwanese people became less likely to identify as Chinese and avoided 
PRC tourists.

For some independent tourists with the time, means, or interest to observe 
or participate in more heterogenous spaces, other Taiwans, and even other Chi-
nas, were possible. This also held true for Hong Kongers seeking sanctuary from 
an increasingly totalitarian PRC, as well as others able to cross its threshold. Tai-
wan was a place where a blogger like Han Han could conceive a Chinese nation-
alist critique of the Chinese Communist Party, where a Shanghai-based student 
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like Liping could discover dissidents at the Eslite Bookstore, where someone such 
as myself could climb a ladder into the legislative occupation that became the 
Sunflower Movement, and where the exiled Hong Kong Causeway Bay book-
seller Lam Wing-kee could open a new bookstore free from censorship and fear 
of kidnapping.

Like its world-leading public health governance, Taiwan’s spaces for realiz-
ing new ways of being in the world are produced in part by its precarity, its con-
tested politics, and its senses of in-betweenness. The same could be said for 
Hong Kong, where such qualities afford its “impossible challenge and the source 
of its emancipatory potential,” for it to “not just stand at the midpoint of com-
peting poles but produce alternative ways of being,” as the journalist Wilfred 
Chan (2020) reflected poignantly. In this respect, the fates of the two territories 
have converged even if the prescription designed for both—“One Country, Two 
Systems”—diverged if not collapsed completely. How to secure the means of re-
production for such alternative ways of being remains a crucial and challenging 
question for both territories, each in its own way. Still, this is a concern that Tai-
wan for now appears more safely placed to address, and it has begun extending 
a welcome mat for some political refugees fleeing its neighbor. The rest of the 
world might consider learning from such acts of hospitality.

As Nina Caspersen observed in her sprawling comparative study of “unrecog-
nized states,” “Non-recognition does not determine the political system, but it 
does constrain it” (2012, 99). In some ways, constraint is not such a bad thing. Its 
pressures can be productive, as shown by Taiwan’s creative adaptations. The crisis 
of derecognition from the UN and the United States did help to push a largely 
bloodless transition to multiparty electoral democracy in the 1980s. Such pressure 
has also propelled succeeding social movements, including the Sunflower Move-
ment and transitional justice projects (Ho 2018, 2019a; Rowen and Rowen 2017).

“Independence will solve everything,” a slogan I spotted on a T-shirt worn 
by a Taiwan Independence Revolutionary Army demonstrator at Taipei 101, ex-
emplifies a potent sentiment in Taiwan that might be considered a case of “cruel 
optimism.” This phrase has been memorably figured by Lauren Berlant as “the 
condition of maintaining an attachment to a significantly problematic object” 
(2011, 24). In Berlant’s telling, attachments to dreams of wealth, beauty, freedom, 
and so on, undermine their realization, obviating humbler efforts at collective 
action that might realize a provisional “good life.” In the case of the demonstra-
tor’s slogan, the attachment is to a notion of state sovereignty that is manifestly 
unable to resolve transboundary governance problems, let alone threats of vio-
lent annexation.

Like activists, tourists are no strangers to the sentiments of cruel optimism, as 
illustrated by the cliché “I’d always regret not going to X, but having gone to X is 
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something to regret always.” Tourists seek pleasure and freedom of movement 
even as they are constrained, complicated, and undermined by the imperatives of 
the industry that moves them—tourism’s utopian desires propel its heterotopic 
manifestations and contradictory outcomes. The optimistic affects of tourism are 
so much crueler when considered alongside the well-known paradox that, at least 
for destinations that run on the promise of pristineness, the more popular they 
become, the more they undermine their own conditions of reproduction.

Taiwan is not the only place performed and transformed by tourism, nor the 
only destination experienced and produced multiply and contradictorily by 
guests, hosts, and everyone in between. In Taiwan and elsewhere, tourism’s prom-
ise of the “good life” by way of endless economic expansion was shattered, perhaps 
permanently, by COVID-19. However the global tourism industry may be recon-
structed, it faces a further challenge from climate change, mass extinctions, and 
immiseration accelerated by many of its own practices (Fletcher et al. 2020).

Up until the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism was among the most celebrated 
drivers of the endless growth potential of late capitalist globalization (Bianchi 
2009; Fletcher 2011; Harvey 2020). The threat to economic production and so-
cial reproduction caused by everyday tourism and its sudden cessation highlights 
the risks of an international order predicated on mobilities long taken for granted. 
These mobilities will need to be refashioned in a world in which tourism will 
continue to simultaneously serve and destabilize the interests of capital and ter-
ritory, its valences of geopolitical, environmental, and social (in)security ever-
more visible.

Beyond Taiwan and China, as other regions form and reform, as flows of bod-
ies and capital reconfigure states and nations, and as rising tides and changing 
climates reshape borders between land and sea, tourism’s capacities to perform 
and transform territory will rearticulate in destinations yet to be realized.
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Methodology
One China, Many Taiwans contends that tourism is a mode of territorial social-
ization and that it and the institutions and industries that shape it can perform 
bordering functions with profound geopolitical effects. Such functions and their 
effects can be analyzed by examining tourist experience and expression before, 
during, and after trips, for tourism’s staging of state territory takes place across 
temporal as well as spatial boundaries. Predeparture planning, the journey, and 
the return all afford opportunities for national performance and memorialization. 
Utterances, photographs, stories about self and other, domestic and foreign, in-
ternal and external—at “home,” “abroad,” and “in between”—all belong in a study 
of tourism and territory.

To examine how tourism performed and transformed the territoriality of 
Taiwan and “One China,” I conducted qualitative research between and across 
borders—in Taiwan for a total of four years between 2012 and 2020; in Shanghai 
and Hong Kong for two months each in 2013 and 2014, respectively; and during 
the many flights in between. Methods include multisited, mobile ethnography at 
tourist and protest sites; semi-structured interviews with tourists, tourism indus-
try workers, state officials, industry representatives, and citizens; and content 
analysis of a wide variety of documents.

To ascertain how Taiwan was presented to Chinese tourists, I had to tour Tai-
wan with them. This meant not only visiting popular sites but also joining 
groups tours, engaging in conversations with fellow visitors, observing guide 
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explanations, reading itinerary descriptions, and engaging with vendors and staff 
at sites, restaurants, and hotels. My fieldwork included repeated site visits, sev-
eral day tours of Taipei, and a full eight-day around-the-island group tour that 
departed from Shanghai.

As a fluent Chinese-speaking US national with a non-Chinese appearance, 
I occasionally became something of a minor tourist attraction myself while con-
ducting participant observation, which at least served to draw more interview 
subjects. More seriously, the relationship between Taiwan and the United States 
complicates the relationship between both polities and China. Therefore, my po-
sitionality necessitated linguistic adaptation to the territorial conventions of 
tourists and Taiwanese alike.

To dive deeper after casual conversations with countless tourists, I conducted 
semi-structured interviews with tourists on tour, tourists who were preparing 
to leave for Taiwan, and tourists who had already returned to China. These more 
formal interviews included sixty Chinese tourists in Taiwan, thirty-six political 
activists or protest-site visitors (including both Taiwan and Hong Kong), twenty 
Taiwanese tourist industry workers and representatives, and four Taiwanese civil 
servants and politicians. Based on respondent availability, interview lengths 
ranged from ten to seventy-five minutes. Most were conducted on-site or in of-
fices, while others took place in nearby parks or cafés. Many more conversations 
with various types of interlocutors were had in more casual contexts and re-
corded in field notes.

The sample generally aimed for diversity in age, gender, income, and profes-
sional background, but was not meant to be exhaustive or strictly representa-
tive. Recruitment took place during tourist participant-observation and through 
personal contact networks and used snowballing methods with multiple origin 
points. Given the multisited, mobile aspect of my methods, these points spanned 
the whole of Taiwan over the course of several years of research, providing for 
a broad set of people who did not share the same social networks or back-
grounds. When possible, I conducted follow-up phone or text interviews after 
their departure.

To relate the sentiments of Chinese tourists with those of Taiwanese tourism 
industry workers, I also conducted interviews with Taiwanese guides, vendors, 
site managers, hotel staff, and bus drivers. My years of residence in Taiwan as a 
student and journalist between 2001 and 2005, and time spent working in China 
in the tourism industry between 2006 and 2008, prior to the commencement of 
this project, helped me extend my sample beyond people recruited in the field 
and allowed for more diverse responses.

To examine the political factors affecting tourism management, I conducted 
interviews with Taiwanese state officials and tourism industry leaders. Agencies 
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included the national-level Taiwan Tourism Bureau (under the Ministry of 
Transportation and Communications) and the Mainland Affairs Council (un-
der the Executive Yuan). I also conducted interviews in Shanghai in 2013 with 
officials at Taiwan’s quasi-official tourism-focused consulate, the Taiwan Strait 
Tourism Association. On the industry side, I conducted several interviews with 
past and present travel industry trade association leaders. These interviews re-
vealed considerable overlap and blurring between state and industry rhetoric, 
practice, and operations, as noted in chapter 2.

Concurrent and later research included extensive analysis of regional print, 
radio, TV, policy documents, and online popular and social media. To both in-
form and supplement the interviews and ethnography described above, a wide 
variety of documents were collected and analyzed, including but not limited to 
(1) Republic of China and People’s Republic of China state tourism policy, an-
nouncements, and statistics; (2) Taiwanese and Chinese travel industry docu-
ments, including sales and marketing materials, tour itineraries, and guide 
training guidelines; (3) forms and other documents that facilitate and regulate 
cross-strait travel, including entry/exit permits, passports, and mandatory iden-
tification papers; (4) Chinese-language guidebooks and Internet sites about 
Taiwan travel; (5) print, TV, and blog posts about cross-strait travel, whether pro-
duced by Chinese tourists or Taiwanese; and (6) Taiwanese public opinion polls 
regarding national identity, sovereignty, and tourism.

Field notes and interview results were compared and contrasted with ethno-
graphic content analysis of tourist documents to assess how travel permits, tour-
ist itineraries, site descriptions, and other tourist media produce, cite, confirm, 
delimit, or undermine discursive boundaries between Taiwan and China. This 
included attention to cartographic representations in various state documents 
(including entry permits and forms) and industry documents (including guide-
books and tour itineraries). All of these data sets supported and informed one 
another—interview questions were refined on the basis of data gleaned from 
document collection and participant observation, while interview results pro-
vided new directions for directed attention during participant observation. This 
approach allowed for triangulation of data sources and more careful and com-
prehensive analysis.

This methodology is reflexive about its political effects, which are addressed 
throughout the text. Even when applying a critical social scientific spirit to-
ward tourism, territoriality is a hard habit to break. There is no shortage of schol-
arship predicated on foundational divisions between domestic and international 
tourism or inbound versus outbound tourism. Indeed, a significant slice of the 
tourism studies literature is concerned with crafting typologies of tourists based 
on their sending country or region (Wong and Lau 2001; Mok and Defranco 
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2000; and Guo et al. 2006 are just a few China-specific examples). These analyses 
can not only obscure the complexity and heterogeneity of tourists but also dis-
cursively produce state territory, a performative process that I aim to demystify 
here. I do not mean to suggest that all such aggregations or simplifications are 
devoid of any utility—Dutch passport holders, for example, may very well behave 
quite differently in general while on tour than Chinese—but I simply wish to 
point out the state-centric epistemology of much applied tourism research and its 
subjectivating, territorializing, and disciplinary effects (see also Oakes 2011). 
While perhaps of value when used carefully by planners, such discourses can not 
only reify states and borders but also reproduce, wittingly or not, the violence, 
erasures, and elisions implicit in their service.

Indeed, if tourism is no simple leisure activity, neither is its scholarship. For 
this reason, I have argued not only that tourist practice should be viewed as a 
component of state territorialization but that “tourism studies” itself has geopo-
litical effects (Rowen 2021). The work of “area studies,” broadly viewed, is at least 
as culpable (Sakai 2009). In the case of Taiwan, an ongoing project to legitimate 
“Taiwan studies” as a field of scholarly practice distinct from “China studies” im-
bues its knowledge production with a territorial function precluded by Taiwan’s 
earlier role as a proxy site for a generation of Sinologists shut out from China 
(Harrison 2006). With the passing of that period, Taiwan studies has further in-
stitutionalized through workshops, conferences, and journals. As adjacent fields 
extend their attention to its object of knowledge, and as prospects for critical 
scholarship in proximate regions such as Hong Kong and China look increas-
ingly constrained if not outlawed outright, Taiwan becomes an ever more invigo-
rating site for study. I hope this book conveys some of its vitality and appeal.
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INTRODUCTION

1. I follow the International Union of Tourism Organization’s broad definition of a 
tourist as “any person visiting a country, region or place other than that in which he or 
she has their usual place of residence” (Williams 1998, 4). This is similar to but more 
generalized than Valene L. Smith’s definition of a tourist as a “temporarily leisured per-
son who voluntarily visits a place away from home for the purpose of experiencing a 
change” (1977, 2). Either of these definitions is adequate for the case of Chinese nation-
als who are traveling to Taiwan.

2. Personal communication, 2012.

1. HOW TAIWAN BECAME AN EXCEPTIONAL TERRITORY

1. Taiwan’s complicated “ethnic” demographics are vital to understanding both its po-
litical geography and the political economy of its tourism sector. According to Taiwan’s 
Ministry of the Interior, approximately five hundred thousand, or roughly 2 percent, of 
Taiwan’s present-day population are Austronesian peoples (yuanzhumin, or “indigenous,” 
“aboriginal,” or literally “original residents”), whose ancestors arrived far earlier than sub-
sequent waves of immigrants from China. The ethnic composition of the remainder of the 
population is typically described as split between the majority Taiwanese (benshengren) 
and mainlanders (waishengren). The Taiwanese are composed primarily of the descen-
dants of pre-twentieth-century south Fujianese (minnan, or Hoklo) settlers and second-
arily of the Hakka, who despite having different sociolinguistic backgrounds are often 
treated as benshengren in political analysis due to their pre-twentieth-century arrival (for 
one example, see Shen and Wu 2008). The mainlanders consist of the descendants of more 
recent arrivals from throughout China who came with the KMT with the 1945 occupation 
of Taiwan and the mainland military defeat that followed in the late 1940s.

2. Throughout his political career, Ma was frequently accused of spying on Taiwan-
ese students during his studies as part of his obligations as a KMT-supported overseas 
scholar (Schafferer 2002).

3. UN General Assembly, Resolution 2758, Restoration of the lawful rights of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China in the United Nations, October 25, 1971. https://digitallibrary​
.un.org/record/192054.

4. Although there have been various efforts to bridge or transcend the blue-green di-
vide via the establishment of new parties (which are sometimes color coded as purple or 
white), they have so far gained little traction.

5. This episode came just a year after China had forced Taiwan’s team to replace its ROC 
badges with KMT logo badges, which had been approved years earlier under the “Chinese 
Taipei” Olympic scheme, in order to compete in the 2016 Paralympics in Rio de Janeiro.

6. Personal communication, February 7, 2016.

2. THE RISE OF CROSS-STRAIT TRAVEL AND TOURISM

1. Interview, January 30, 2015.
2. Interview, January 28, 2015.

Notes

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/192054
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/192054
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3. Due to ROC Tourism Bureau report formatting, figures that include “visitor pur-
pose” arriving from “mainland China” also include non-Chinese nationals as well, but 
these account for under 2 percent of the total number of arrivals. As for Chinese nation-
als arriving from airports outside of China, this group is simply uncountable due to a 
characteristically anachronistic quirk of ROC record keeping that designates all people 
who are both ethnically “Chinese” and non-ROC citizens as “overseas Chinese” (huaq-
iao). This term can include non-PRC citizens who apply as “overseas Chinese” for spe-
cial visas or travel permits. Further, the “exhibition” and “medical treatment” categories 
were not tabulated until 2012.

4. The figures’ basis in tourist self-reporting was confirmed in interviews with Tour-
ism Bureau officials.

5. Interview with Tourism Bureau official, March 29, 2014.
6. Interview with Mr. Yu, head of Cola Travel, April 24, 2014.
7. Interview, January 30, 2015.
8. Interview, February 6, 2014.
9. Interview with Johnson Tseng, January 30, 2015.

3. TAIWAN AS TOURIST HETEROTOPIA

1. I am grateful to Scott Writer for first referring me to this book as well as pointing 
me to the writer Han Han’s Taiwan travelogue, discussed in Chapter 6.

2. Interview, July 2, 2012.
3. Depending on context, glosses for the wen in tongwen, tongzhong can include ei-

ther “culture” or “language.”
4. Interview, July 5, 2012.
5. Interview, July 7, 2012.
6. The twenty-four-hour Eslite branch shut down in early 2020, just weeks after the 

opening of Causeway Bay Bookstore by Hong Kong political exile Lam Wing-kee.
7. This figure was provided in an interview with Taipei 101 spokesperson Michael Liu, 

March 30, 2014.
8. Interview, May 22, 2014.
9. Follow-up interview with Michael Liu, April 2, 2014.
10. Interview, May 26, 2014.
11. Interview with Chen De-sheng, March 20, 2014.
12. Interview, April 18, 2015.

4. CIRCLING TAIWAN, CHINESE TOUR-GROUP STYLE

1. This name and others in this chapter and Chapter 5 have been changed.
2. I overheard dozens of Chinese tourists similarly denigrating destinations in Shan-

gri-La (Zhongdian), Yunnan, among other places, in 2011 and earlier.
3. Taiwan’s west coast offers a world-class high-speed rail line, used by very few group 

tourists.
4. “Ethnic groups” is used for instance by the DPP as part of its “Four Great Ethnic 

Groups” rubric (sometimes adding a fifth, “new migrants”). Such usage may be super-
seding the older territory-based distinction between waishengren and benshengren.

5. THE VARIETIES OF INDEPENDENT TOURIST EXPERIENCE

1. Han’s original blog post is no longer accessible, but it has been preserved at Guan-
cha, https://www.guancha.cn/WenZhai/2012_05_13_73785.shtml, as well as on several 
Taiwanese websites. The passage I quote is taken from a translation by Chieh-Ting Yeh 
that appeared in a May 2012 post on the website Tea Leaf Nation.

https://www.guancha.cn/WenZhai/2012_05_13_73785.shtml
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2. Interview, July 26, 2013.
3. Interview, July 28, 2012.
4. Interview, July 20, 2012.
5. Interview, June 10, 2015.
6. Interview, February 2, 2014.
7. Interview, July 20, 2012.
8. Interview, August 8, 2014.
9. Interview, April 25, 2014.
10. Interview, February 10, 2014.
11. Interview with Baixi, July 12, 2012.
12. Interview with Amu, July 10, 2012.
13. I have even been told on several occasions while conducting research in China or 

with Chinese tourists that my own Taiwanese accent presents as “girly” or “effeminate” 
(diadia de), pushing me to experiment with different speech patterns.

14. Interview, May 5, 2014.
15. Interview with Hao, March 4, 2014.
16. Interview, March 3, 2015.
17. Interview with Mei, June 1, 2014.
18. Interview, July 27, 2012.
19. Taking this joke to the next level, Radicalization and its associates organized a 

new festival, Inland Rock, in Nantou on September 19, 2015.
20. Interview, April 4, 2015.
21. Interview, April 4, 2015.
22. http://www.jiuzhouwenhua.com/c48485.jsp, last accessed February 4, 2016.
23. Interview, August 2, 2012.

6. WAVES OF TOURISTS, WAVES OF PROTEST, AND THE END OF “ONE CHINA”

1. For fuller accounts of these movements, see Veg 2015; Rowen 2015; J. Chan 2014; 
K. Chan 2015; Ho 2019a.

2. Interview, January 28, 2015.
3. Although many protesters faced trial toward the end of the Ma administration, 

most charges against them were dropped shortly after Tsai was inaugurated.
4. Ma administration officials frequently speculated that cross-strait tourism might 

precipitate significant cultural or political change in China. For example, in a letter to 
the National Interest, Thalia Lin (2014), then executive officer of the Taipei Economic 
and Cultural Office (the de facto ROC consulate) in the United States, argued, “37 per-
cent of the eight million tourists to visit Taiwan in 2013 were mainland Chinese. As time 
passes, Taiwan’s success will definitely enlighten and make a positive impact on the gen-
eral public of the Mainland.”

5. An alternate, reciprocal take on this geographical quasi-equation was anticipated 
by a pro–Moral and National Education scholar in Hong Kong, Sonny Lo, who defined 
“Taiwanization” in the following way: “The ‘Taiwanization’ of Hong Kong means that 
the territory’s chief executive would be not only directed by universal suffrage but also 
outside the control of Beijing” (2008, 13). This idiosyncratic usage, which frames an en-
tire book about the feasibility of using Hong Kong’s system as a model for Taiwan, 
equates Taiwanization with “democratization” and implies its undesirability for Beijing.

6. The Sunflower Movement, and Taiwan’s democracy in general, served as something 
of a beacon to Hong Kong activists, causing concern among critics of the movements. 
For example, pro-government Hong Kong legislator Regina Ip reflected on the “inspira-
tional relationship” between the Sunflowers and the Umbrellas in a 2014 South China 
Morning Post editorial about how best to “counter pernicious external influences.” Such 

http://www.jiuzhouwenhua.com/c48485.jsp
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“pernicious influences” included not only the Taiwanese activists and academics who 
visited the occupation sites in Hong Kong but also the very (American and Taiwanese) 
idea of public nomination, which is “much harder to eradicate.” Ip’s article reflected 
Beijing’s general drive to paint the protests as the product of “foreign forces” and thereby 
disclaim responsibility for listening to the demands of Hong Kong’s student activists. Ip 
had a personal stake in this issue, having championed the failed passage of the “antisub-
version” Article 23 in 2003, ultimately triggering a protest movement against that bill 
and in 2012 against a Moral and National Education campaign, which had consolidated 
activists and served as predecessor to the Umbrella Movement.

7. Personal communication, January 2016.
8. Author’s translation.
9. Author’s translation.
10. Author’s translation.
11. Author’s translation.
12. For a map of the “1992 Consensus tour,” see http://www.taihainet.com/news​/tw​

news​/bilateral/2016-10-02/1808413_2.html.
13. Author’s translation.

EPILOGUE

1. As with the rise and demise of inbound Chinese tourism, Taiwan’s window to the 
WHO coincided with the presidency of Ma Ying-jeou. In January 2009, with the assent 
of the PRC, the WHO invited Taiwan to establish a direct point of contact to exchange 
information on health emergencies. It also allowed Taiwanese officials to log in to the 
WHO’s Event Information Site, where it could examine advisories shared between mem-
ber states. Furthermore, the WHO promised that it would send experts to Taiwan in the 
event of a health emergency. A few months later, with only a few weeks’ notice, the WHO 
director general invited Taiwan, as “Chinese Taipei,” to join the meeting of the World 
Health Assembly (WHA) as a nonvoting observer, which did allow for personal contacts 
to be made and for information to be shared. After the KMT lost the presidency in 2016, 
Taiwan was no longer invited to the meetings of the WHA. No explanation was provided 
(P.-K. Chen 2018). This exclusion perhaps turned out to be yet another blessing in dis-
guise for COVID-19 management.

2. Author’s translation.

http://www.taihainet.com/news/twnews/bilateral/2016-10-02/1808413_2.html
http://www.taihainet.com/news/twnews/bilateral/2016-10-02/1808413_2.html
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