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Blood and Mother’s Milk
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Lan Bou Chou, Good
Women in Taiwan
(Taipei: Unitas
Publishing Co., Ltd,
2001). Huang Su-Chen,
who was in the same
treason case as Kao
Tsao, recalled the
agent’s words that she
overheard after her
arrest to the author
years later. She was
rehabilitated, put
under house arrest for
several month and then
released.
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National Archives
Administration of
Republic of China,
dossier of Kao Tsao.
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National Archives
Administration of
Republic of China,
dossier of Kao Tsao.

The 1950s in Taiwan was an era that saw mass arrests. Dissenters
were disappeared, interrogated, trialed, and executed in secret,
akin to being murdered. Most female political prisoners stopped
menstruating due to fear and shock. The majority of those who
were pregnant when they were arrested gave birth prematurely.
Newborns were kept with their mothers in prison until the baby
had been weaned before handing them over to family members
outside. Some political prisoners had breast milk to spare, which
they offered to the other inmates (who were suffering from
substance abuse) as nourishment.

Kao Tsao was menstruating when she was arrested. The agents
complained afterwards rather than letting Kao Tsao clean herself
up. “She was bleeding all the way, making it embarrassing for us.”
They demanded that Kao Tsao write “confessions,” which were
really a way to obtain denunciations of others, namely “to bite.”
“To bite” was the only way to escape a death sentence. Kao Tsao
wrote and ripped, and ripped and wrote these confessions. After

a month or so, she stopped eating. She was murmuring to herself.
The prison handed her over for psychological assessment, but

the hospital refused to take her in, claiming there was no room.
She bit her index finger till she bled, and wrote a letter in blood

to Chairman Chiang: “I'm sorry. I, Kao Tsao have done many
wrong things here. Please forgive me. Long live the Republic of
China!” After submitting the bloody letter, she wrote another

one with a brush the next day: “I mean no ill will with the letter
in blood. Please forgive me. The suicidal behavior was due to my
feeling anxious, and seeing no way out. I did it out of fear...”.
Nevertheless, these deeply messy and flustered confessional letters
were never delivered. The interrogators used her “hysteria” to look
for “clues” in her words. As a result, Kao Tsao’s confessions were a
soliloquy. Her letters remained unanswered. She could only try to
fathom the will coming from above. She wrote again and again,
correcting, rewriting, and correcting.

“Please Judge, allow me to quickly confess. Let me die as soon

as possible — beaten, killed, electrocuted, shot, burnt... I don’t
care. Please, let me die...”? With these words, Kao Tsao at once
begged to turn herself in, in order to live and to die immediately.
She tortured herself, imagining all the cruel ways of dying she’d



could be subjected to. Such excruciating psychological torment
was something that she could no longer endure. She wanted to
leave, to leave this moment, this time and space. In this barbarous
zone of unattainable death, meaning had become evacuated

from language. Kao Tsao was no longer Kao Tsao. She no longer
believed she was herself anymore.

Awaiting capital punishment is like facing “the world’s exit.” Kao
Tsao’s psychological fissure was perhaps her only escape route.
Maybe, in a schizophrenic trance, she would return to the mem-
ory of that beautiful night three years ago. She had been singing
with her friend (the one the agents wanted her to “bite”) until

late into the night. She would recall the stone roof tiles above her
head had started to clatter, bong, and boom. The neighbour was
probably throwing stones and protesting, she might have thought.
They looked outside the window. My God, it was hailing. That
was the summer of 1948. The mass arrests had not yet started.
Kao Tsao was just twenty-three years old, and she was in love with
aman. She was responsible for a lot of covert operations. She had a
future, nothing but a future.

Kao Tsao’s family learnt about her execution by a firing squad from
the newspaper. They dared not claim her body. Following this, a
couple of years later, her younger brother went to Taipei to scope
out the whereabouts of her body. Quietly, he found the grave. He
clandestinely gathered her bones and took them with him. In

1993, forty years later, a group of unmarked graves were discovered
in Liuzhangli, Taipei. These are the remains of the unclaimed
political prisoners. There were two hundred and one graves.*

Author’s notes

I moved around often when I was a student. Consequently,
roommates alternated. Each time I moved and welcomed new
roommates, my period would descend into chaos and keep
readjusting until finding accord with their frequencies. Slowly I
came to realize that my roommates would go through uncannily
similar processes, until their periods were in unison with mine.
In other words, the menstruations of women who live in the same
apartment would gravitate towards one another. The precision
that they manifest astonishes me. Every body is a planet with its
own tides. Gravitational pull between planets allows all frequen-
cies to correspond with each other. This phenomenon can be
found in the oral documentations of women political prisoners.
During my research into White Terror, I was particularly attentive
to the politics of women’s bodies and the “bodiliness” of political
violence. Such consideration is derived from an extremely small,
immediate question: how did they cope with their menstruation?
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After WWII,

Chiang Kai-shek’s
Chinese Nationalist
Party (KMT) took
over Taiwan. The
February 28 Incident
took place in 1947.
Subsequently, martial
law was declared in
1949. Massive arrests
of Taiwanese and
Mainlander Chinese
leftwing supporters
occurred during this
period referred to as
the White Terror. At
the peak of White
Terror, from 1949 to
1959, more than eight
thousand left-wingers
were arrested and more
than a thousand were
executed. Kao Tsao was
one of them.
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Then, I came across the story of Kao Tsao.

Biography of Kao Tsao

Kao Tsao was born in Yunlin, Taiwan in 1926. Her family worked
in the agricultural sector and ran a grocery store on the side. She
graduated from Hu-Wei Girls’ Senior High School in 1944. During
the wartime of material deprivation under Japanese colonial rul-
ing, as one of the very few women who received higher education,
she had to commute between school and home for several kilome-
ters by foot. At the later stage of Second World War, she was drafted
by the Japanese army and sent to Canton Province, China as a
nurse. After the war, she became acquainted with the Taiwanese-
born left-wingers in China and in turn became informed about

the impacts of imperialism and capitalism. Upon her return to
Taiwan, she joined the underground Communist Party and was
responsible for secretarial and communication work. In May 1949,
the Chinese Nationalist Party declared Martial Law and the White
Terror ensued. Kao Tsao was arrested in June, 1951 and executed on
February 2,1952. She was twenty-six years old.
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