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Defining Displacement: A Few Problems in Analyzing Wartime Refugees
in China and Taiwan, 1937-1960

Rebecca Nedostup
Department of History, Boston College, U.S.A.
Visiting Fellow, Center for Chinese Studies (CCS),

National Central Library, Taiwan

Is there such a thing as a core set of experiences shared by those displaced by the
warfare of the twentieth century, or do local conditions override such commonalities
as the rise of “total war”, political warfare, and the rapid redrawing of national
borders under conditions of decolonization and civil conflict? Although such
geopolitical developments make comparison and connection highly tempting and

desirable, it is notable that even in the cases of China and Taiwan, though scholarship



on the everyday experience of war victims and refugees in each place has developed
at a strong pace, studies connecting the two still remain few. This presentation will
explore the possibility of bridging this gap by discussing possible theoretical
frameworks and by offering a few examples of how local histories might fit into
broader patterns.

Perhaps the core problem dividing studies of war flight and resettlement in China
during the war with Japan (1937-1945) and the civil war (1947-49) from those of
Taiwan in the postwar period (1945 to roughly 1960, in this study) is one of
nomenclature. Both scholarship and original texts of the anti-Japanese period
primarily discuss “refugees” (nanmin #¥[X) — a group sociologically and perhaps
morally differentiated from government personnel. Addressing the transfer of military
and civilians to Taiwan from 1945 and especially 1949 onward, however, Nationalist
officials found themselves at a loss to designate a single reference for the experience.
Their political and cultural uncertainty is reflected in the mixture of terms in
documents and in secondary works, which variously cite the political (“loyal
comrade,” yibao /i, used for various Cold War refugees; “the retreated” chetuizhe
fEE); the geographic and cultural (waisheng #+4) and sometimes the social
(nanmin .) Worse, the experience of conflict —driven flight during the period
1945-1949 in China remains a major gap in knowledge, even though in indeed in part
because the international refugee aid infrastructure being built at that very time.

Thus the first part of the talk concludes with some thoughts on the
appropriateness of the terms “displacement” and “displaced persons” as broader
concepts that may help us link these historical instances together. One particular
virtue of the concept of displacement is that it may equally apply to the people and
communities who receive persons in flight as well as to the new arrivals. The

potential displacement of the receiving community is an especially important point for



analysis in examining local wartime and postwar histories in China and even more so
Taiwan.

The rest of the presentation explores this issue by focusing on the tension
between government plans for resettlement and pacification and outbreaks of social
pressure in new communities of displaced persons. From soon after the Japanese
invasion of the lower Yangzi the Nationalist government contemplated plans that
would not only provide rural refugees with homes and livelihoods, but would use
them for state and military purposes. Yet such schemes posed problems in local
society and familial ritual practice that were not easily overcome. In Taiwan in the
1950s, crimes in juancun & &F military dependent communities and conflicts
surrounding the resettlement of some 18,000 refugees from Dachen island [k =
demonstrated the considerable social and cultural differences that could exist among
the displaced from China, as well as the continued importance of ritual matters that
the state was not able to satisfy. These instances challenged the KMT’s message of
pacification in the wake of the turmoil of the late 1940s and early 1950s. They also
remind us to consider displaced persons as discrete groups in their specificity, yet
whose experiences may collectively be shaped by common parameters of governance,

technology and social and cultural life.
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