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Wei-Ping Lin received her Ph.D. in Anthropology from
Cambridge University. She is a Professor at National Taiwan
University. She was affiliated with the Harvard-Yenching Institute
in 2005-6 and 2017-8, and with the Fairbank Center for Chinese
Studies at Harvard University in 2012-3. Her interests include
religion (including topics related to material culture, spirit mediums,
and urban religious transformation), kinship, and imagination. She
is the author of Materializing Magic Power: Chinese Popular
Religion in Villages and Cities (Harvard University Asia Center,
2015), which has won Academia Sinica Scholarly Monograph
Award in the Humanities and Social Sciences (2016). She published
her second book, Island Fantasia: Imagining Subjects on the
Military Frontline between China and Taiwan (Cambridge
University Press), in 2021. She also edited Mediating Religion:
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Music, Image, Object and New Media (National Taiwan University
Press, 2018; in Chinese) and Ambience Contaminated: Sensory
Experiences and the Boundary of Religion (National Taiwan

University Press; in Chinese).
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Island Fantasia: Imagining Subjects on the Military Frontline
between China and Taiwan is the first publication in the new
Cambridge Taiwan Book Series. In this book, the author takes the
Matsu islands between China and Taiwan to analyze imagination,

or more particularly, imagining subjects—their precarious
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situations as well as their hopes for the future.

In recent years, many anthropologists have begun to take
notice of the social imaginary and to recognize its importance in
forming the common understanding of the collective practices that
constitute social life. However, most previous studies are premised
on the collective or the social without delving deeply into the
individual imagination, or more precisely, the imagining subject.
This book aims to bring the imagining subjects to the fore to
understand their key role in our contemporary society.

To do so, this book presents in-depth ethnographical materials
drawn from the Matsu archipelago between China and Taiwan,
which for a long time was an isolated outpost—a frontier area off
southeast China that was used as a temporary stopover by fishermen.
Matsu was suddenly transformed into a military frontline in 1949
by a happenstance of history—the Cold War and the Communist-
Nationalist conflict. The Nationalist army occupied the islands,
commencing more than 40 long years of strict military rule. The
army carried out large-scale construction projects and provided new
opportunities for education, but it also engendered many conflicts

and traumas among the people of Matsu. As the Cold War came to
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an end and martial law was eventually lifted in 1992, the people
were confronted by existential questions of who they are, as well as
of how to redefine themselves and their place in the new world.
Above all, how could the islands move forward in such a way as to
surmount their fate as either an ignored outpost on the periphery of
the state, as Matsu was for most of its history, or a subjugated area
under the strictures of military control?

This book discusses how a series of plans for the development
of the islands, or put more accurately, a series of new imaginaries,
were proposed to explore possibilities for the future of Matsu. The
author calls these imaginaries: “the Eastern Fujian Culture
Village” (B & ~ i*4t), “Pilgrimage as a cross-strait bridge” (¥
/4 i2 %), and “Asian Mediterranean” (& 7#'# ¥ ;). The driving
force, she argues, is the appearance of “imagining subjects,” who
are analyzed in this book from three different perspectives.

Every person has the capacity to imagine, to develop and to
refine imaginations over time into their own values and beliefs.
Whether these imaginations are allowed to be revealed or developed,
however, is conditional upon certain circumstances. Therefore, this

book first traces the historical and social trajectories in Matsu
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during the frontier and the military periods to explicate why the
individual imagination was largely concealed and expressed
privately during that time, for example, through gambling practices
of the people.

Second, this book discusses how new imaginaries are devised
by key social actors. In the case of Matsu, they were the generation
who went to work in Taiwan or were sent there to study during the
period of military rule, according to a government policy of
guaranteed admission, and who subsequently returned home to
Matsu to work. These people had grown up in Matsu and had
experienced the hardships and traumas of military rule. After
working or studying in Taiwan, they realigned their past warzone
experiences and their newly acquired knowledge, and went on to
propose a profusion of new blueprints for the islands’ collective
future. The thrust of the author’s argument is that these “island
imaginaries,” as she calls them, were not only the result of changing
politico-economic conditions. Rather, they were a series of self-
explorations by a long-oppressed populace to try and rediscover
itself, as well as to find a new identity and a way of existing

meaningfully in the world. However, that is not to suggest that a
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certain group or generation could dominate or unilaterally
determine the formation of the social imaginary. Rather, the author
highlights how this generation in Matsu, which is presently middle-
aged, has been constantly challenged by, and has had to negotiate
with, those who have very different historical experiences and
social lives—and therefore social imaginaries—from them. For
example, this middle-aged generation encountered resistance from
the older generation of fishermen who struggled for their
livelihoods at sea, as well as the youngest members of society who
grew up after the military rule and have no experience of life in
wartime.

Thus, how the individual imagination can extend and
transform into a broader social imaginary is the third concern of this
book. The author takes the analytical perspective of
“subjectification” to probe the processes by which individuals use
mediating technologies to forge “ethical imaginations”, thus
expanding social relations, and creating new cultural identifications.
The forms of mediating technology discussed in this book include
digital media, newly invented rituals and myths, material practices,

and the force of neoliberalism. She demonstrates that the mediating
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process involves not only thought and reflection, but also affect and
fantasy. She points out that these imaginaries are not emulations of
the new regional and global order but rather reconfigurations of
Matsu’s place within it. The significance of imagination, therefore,
resides not in its immediate effects, but in its capacity to create
potentialities for the future. Or, imagination is at least a haven or
illusion for the people to escape—if only temporarily—their
predicaments or marginalization.

In unpacking these issues, Wei-Ping Lin draws from many
important scholars: Benedict Anderson, Arjun Appadurai, Charles
Taylor, Michel Foucault, and Henrietta Moore. She was especially
inspired by Erik Mueggler’s work on imagination in southwest
China, Michael Szonyi’s research on Jinmen, and Robert Weller’s
research on cross-strait comparison of religion.

While this book is concerned with the Matsu islands, the
author hopes that her substantive focus on imagining subjects, their
in-betweenness and rootlessness, can echo our own precarious state
of living in the contemporary world, while their curiosity in
exploring—and resourcefulness in forging—new paths and futures

brings us hope.
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