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Hu Shih: Liberal Intellectual or Defender of Autocracy?

Chin, Heng -Wei
Abstract

This paper analyzes three incidents of intellectual debate about the Nationalist
government in Taiwan. The first incident is K. C. Wu’s publication of an article on Look
magazine that accused Chiang Kai-Shek of turning Taiwan into “a police state.” K. C.
Wu, the former governor of Taiwan living in exile in the U.S. had become a political foe
of the Nationalists and wrote the article to delegitimize Generalissimo Chiang’s rule of
the island. The second incident is Hu Shih’s rebuttal of K. C. Wu on The New Leader. Hu
Shih’s authorship of this article was arranged by Wellington Koo, the Nationalist
government’s ambassador to the U.S., who was acting under direct orders from
Generalissimo Chiang to facilitate the publication of materials that would discredit K. C.
Wu. Hu’s counterattack soundly defeated Wu and put a decisive end to the “K. C. Wu
incident.” The third incident occurred, however, when Yin Haiguang wrote a scathing
letter addressed personally to Hu Shih, in which the he pilloried Hu Shih for his
arguments and personal conduct in the K. C. Wu affair. Hu was obliged to pen a reply.

Analysis of the private communications, public debates and recorded meetings
between K. C. Wu, Hu Shih and Yin Haiguang sheds light on three historical problems.
First, K. C. Wu’s public challenge to Chiang Kai-Shek and the Nationalist regime set the
record straight on Taiwan’s White Terror during the 1950s. Second, a critical reading of
the private and public exchanges between Hu Shih and K. C. Wu reveals Hu Shih’s
motives and raises serious questions as to whether Hu Shih was the liberal thinker he
portrayed himself to be or in fact an apologist of Chiang Kai-Shek’s political regime.

Third, this research asks why as self-identified liberals, Hu Shih and Yin Haiguang took



G - B EREEE RS E ? —— (LR E R B R A TR RCEE 195

diametrically opposed views and interpretations of the K. C. Wu affair and acted in total
disagreement. Hu Shih and Yin Haiguang’s conflict not only exposes the generational
fault line between the two liberal thinkers, but is moreover the result of the clash of
opposing visions and imaginations about the Nationalist government and Taiwan’s future.
This paper unfolds the events with the method of the historical narrative but dissects
them with the approach of the political commentary; it is a conscious attempt on the

author’s part to combine the roles of the historian and political commentator and essayist.

Key Words: K. C. Wu, incident, Liberal Intellectual White Terror, Hu Shih, Yin

Haiguang,
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