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"Democracy is an unstoppable force"


Xu Jiatun, Director of the Xinhua News Agency, Hong Kong, at the time of the Tiananmen Massacre 
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This book, Democracy Takes Root follows on from the first in The Taiwan Experience trilogy, The Seeds of Democracy.

The e-book version of Book One, like Book One, is divided into three parts. Book Two is being published in stages for reasons explained in the book's description on Amazon. This is the first part of Book Two.

Book One covered first the history of Taiwan, and then the history of the growing political liberalisation that was taking place in the 1980s, as seen from the perspective of a foreign national (myself) who came to the island in the mid-1980s knowing next to nothing about the place, and eventually took up full citizenship.

This book, Book Two, focuses primarily on the years from 1992 to 2005, although references are made to events both before and after this time period when necessary to provide more context. 

Although the books that will constitute this trilogy will be able to be read separately, especially if the reader already has some degree of familiarity with the subject, to get the full picture of the entire process of the political and social change that has taken place in Taiwan over a period of several decades, I would still recommend reading the trilogy from the beginning. 

Some aspects of this account of Taiwan's transition to democracy may be disturbing reading for some people. If what the reader is looking for is just a glowing account of the happy process of democratisation in Taiwan, this isn't it. 

Although the trilogy does look upon that process of democratisation as a very positive thing, it has to be admitted that the road to democracy in Taiwan, even though it was a largely peaceful one, was not an easy one. This book is a no-holds barred, no punches pulled account of Taiwan's democratisation, which does not shy away from dealing with any controversial issues head-on. 

Part One of Book Two focuses on what I call The Ethnic Divide.
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By the late 1980s, most of the wounds of World War Two in Europe had healed. 

Certainly, there were still people in those countries previously occupied by Nazi Germany who would not have anything to do with Germany or the Germans. But they were small in number and tended to be advanced in age; people who had actually experienced life under Nazi German rule. For most young people, as I myself then was, there was no barrier between myself and the people of Germany. It was just as easy for me to have German friends as it was to have French friends, or even British or American friends. And as a traveller, I had had plenty of opportunities to get to know Germans.

How about in Taiwan? Was there still any lingering animosity towards the island’s former colonial rulers, who had dragged the population into a war to defend the island from the American conquerors? 

Or was there perhaps even some remnant ill will among the majority Taiwanese population towards the mainland Chinese minority who had dominated government and politics after World War Two and the Chinese Civil War? 

Or had all such ethnic differences been forgotten in the ‘Economic Miracle’ period that took hold of the island in the late 1980s, as many seemed to contend, insisting that politics could be put to one side, because, ‘after all, we’re all Chinese’? Did any division between the ‘native-born Taiwanese’ population already in Taiwan at the end of the Second World War, and the immigrant mainland Chinese population who had arrived in the late 1940s and early 1950s still exist, or had the two groups put all their differences behind them? And how did these two groups view their mainland Chinese cousins in the Peoples’ Republic in the early 1990s, who they were now coming into contact with for the first time in several decades, as the PRC opened up to Taiwanese tourists and investors? Were there still any perceived cultural differences on account of political and economic differences?

A conversation I had in 1992 in the restaurant of a Guangzhou hotel with a second-generation mainland immigrant couple from Taiwan remains a good illustration of the answer to these questions.

Arriving in the city for the first time, I had hooked up with a Taiwanese tour group simply due to having been seated by chance next to their tour guide on the train from Hong Kong, and I ended up staying at the same hotel and joining the group for an evening meal.

About a dozen members of the tour group shared a couple of the restaurant’s large round tables. But three of us, myself, the tour guide, and a native-born Taiwanese guy of around 20 years of age couldn’t easily be squeezed in at these tables, and we ended up sharing another large round table with a couple who were also from Taiwan, and their two children, a boy and a girl. 

We certainly didn’t mind this arrangement, and we were soon engaged in pleasant conversation with this friendly couple, who were in early middle age, and their children, who were in early adolescence, mostly about the places they had travelled in the PRC, and their impressions of these various places. 

The couple confided to me that Guangzhou was not the “real China”. The tour guide, a native-born Taiwanese in his forties, who had spent the past year almost exclusively taking tour groups from Taiwan to popular sightseeing spots in the PRC reinforced this view, stating that this booming southern city was only a couple of steps removed from Hong Kong, and not typical of China by any means. 

I asked the woman when they had arrived in Guangzhou? 

“Just today”, came the friendly reply. Then, leaning towards me across the round table, with a beaming smile, she told me: “We’ve just visited our capital!”.

I smiled back, but inwardly I was confused. I looked towards the woman’s husband, but he just smiled too and nodded in confirmation. I knew from the first few sentences of our conversation that the family had been in China for eight or nine days, and were due to return to Hong Kong, and then Taiwan, the next day. How could they have just visited Taipei, I asked myself? It didn’t make any sense. I glanced at the tour guide, but he was just chuckling quietly at my misapprehension.

Suddenly, it all became perfectly clear to me: the couple, who I had by that time ascertained were ‘second-generation mainlanders’ (children of mainland Chinese immigrants who arrived in Taiwan in the late 1940s) rather than ’native-born Taiwanese’, did not consider Taipei to be the country’s capital. Their greater loyalty lay on the mainland. They considered Beijing to be the capital. But as the couple were not first-generation mainlanders, but rather people who had been born and brought up in Taiwan, I felt such sentiment to be unacceptably disloyal.

True, I was not an ROC national myself, but I was cognizant of the fact that these people had grown up in Taiwan and held Republic of China passports. How could they simply identify themselves so completely with the PRC after a mere eight days? 

“Well”, I began slowly, not knowing at first how best to make my point without upsetting anyone, “I mean, Taipei is the capital of the ROC, isn’t it?”

“No, no”, the woman shook her head, “Taipei isn’t the capital”.

The husband stepped in at this point to clarify things: “No, Taipei is not the capital”, he affirmed, “but I can understand why you think it is. Taipei is just the Provincial capital; the capital of Taiwan Province. Nanjing is still the national capital.”

It must have taken a few moments for the full significance of what the man had said to sink in. And by the time it had, I was still rendered speechless. I looked for some signs in the expressions of the other people at the table that this was a joke, but saw none. 

“I can understand”, the husband then repeated in a reassuring tone, “why you think Taipei is the capital. But in fact Taipei can only ever be a temporary capital. The real national capital is still Nanjing, so we’re really glad that we’ve now been able to visit it, now that the mainland is opening up”. 

I just smiled and nodded, absolutely flabbergasted. 

In reality, the government of the ROC had retreated from its former capital at Nanjing over four decades previously. Beijing had been the capital of China for almost as long. Not a shadow of a trace of a ghost of any ROC government department or agency remained in operation in Nanjing. In addition, the family trip to the so-called capital of the ROC was only even a possibility because the government of the Chinese Communist’s Peoples’ Republic of China, in which Nanjing was located, had allowed it. 

Yet none of that mattered one iota to this second-generation mainland immigrant couple from Taiwan. As far a they were concerned, Nanjing was the capital of the ROC, and that was that. Even if I hadn’t really understood that, on account of being a foreigner. For the rest of our conversation, I avoided touching on any topic related to the status of the ROC, partly just because by conversing on other topics I could better ascertain whether or not this couple we in complete control of their faculties. They were, apparently.

The family had to make a very early start the next day, and left the restaurant before we did. After they had exited, I jokingly remarked to the tour guide that I hadn’t even realised Nanjing was still the capital of the ROC, and that now I knew, I would have to go there to apply for my next Taiwan visa. He laughed, shaking his head: “That’s just the way they are. Nothing you can do about it!”

On the face of it, this last remark was much more sober, down-to-earth and dispassionate than the couple’s claims that Nanjing was still the capital of the ROC. And yet it was almost as revealing. The tour guide had not needed to explain, even to me, a foreigner whether in Taiwan or the PRC, who was meant by “they”. If I had been living in Taiwan as long as I claimed, I couldn’t possibly not know that he meant Taiwan’s ethnically mainland Chinese community.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part One: The Ethnic Divide
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No book about the social and political changes that have taken place in Taiwan in the past several decades would be complete without addressing the ethnic divide.

The ethnic divide remained the single most indicative factor of how people vote, even in 2024, as the population went to the polls to choose their next president. But this divide was far more evident in the early 1990s.

––––––––
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SHOWING WHO’S BOSS

To recap...the ethnic divide in Taiwan as of the end of WWII ceased to be one principally between the 5% ethnically Japanese population on the one side and the 95% native-born ethnically Han Chinese and Taiwanese aboriginal population on the other, and began to be one between the incoming mainland Chinese government and civilian population on the one side and the native-born ethnically Han Chinese population on the other. 

The aboriginal population had by 1946 been reduced to a tiny percentage of the island’s total population, and under the assimilation programme (山地平地化, Shandi Pingdihua) of Chiang Kai-shek’s incoming Nationalist Chinese government would drop further still, finally bottoming out at just under 2% of the total population by the late 1990s before beginning to make a modest recovery in the new millennium. This book deals mostly with the political and social changes in Taiwan in the decade-plus beginning in 1991, and for this period the primary ethnic divide continued to be one between ‘native-born’ Taiwanese, and mainland Chinese immigrants, even though now, for the first time, the mainland Chinese (waishengren, literally ‘people from other provinces’) population was also mostly native-born, which is to say that second-generation mainlanders, born and bred in Taiwan, now outnumbered first-generation mainlanders. 

For more than half a century, the native-born Han Chinese population, whether speakers of the Min-nan dialect (‘Taiwanese’ people, also known as Hoklo, a mildly derogatory Cantonese-derived term) or speakers of the Hakka (also a name derived from Cantonese) dialect, had been second-class citizens to the ethnic Japanese residents of the island, although intermarriage had increased in the final two decades of Japanese rule, and the naturalisation programme known as the Kominka Movement (皇民化運動) that aimed to bring Taiwanese fully into the Japanese empire, making them ‘citizens of the emperor’ got underway in 1936. 

This programme had three components; the ‘national language movement’, which promoted the Japanese language by teaching Japanese instead of Taiwanese in schools and banning the use of Taiwanese in the press; the ‘name change programme”, which replaced Chinese names with Japanese names; and the ‘volunteer' system’, which drafted male Taiwanese youths into the Imperial Japanese Army to fight for the empire.

The Japanese mode of colonial administration was reminiscent of the ‘divide and rule’ approach utilised by Great Britain and the other western European colonial powers in their overseas territories, and indeed may have been deliberately modelled on the major European powers’ mode of governance, as the Japanese had been proving themselves very skillful at adopting any aspect of life in the Western ‘Great Powers’ that they felt had a value. 

In this approach, a favoured minority were brought more fully into the culture of the colonial power, and their children received an education essentially no different from that of colonial immigrant children. Growing up as equals or close to equals with colonial children ensured a deep sense of loyalty to the colonial power. 

In the case of Taiwan’s favoured Han Chinese minority of those families with local power and influence, there was no ethnic dimension to this; those Taiwanese educated at Japanese schools could be from Min-nan-speaking backgrounds or Hakka-speaking backgrounds. 

The future president, Lee Teng-hui, was a good example of the success of this approach. Lee described himself as “Japanese until the age of 22”, and spoke better Japanese (though somewhat over formal and dated) than Mandarin, even decades after the transfer of power to Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Chinese. 

But the vast majority of non-Japanese in Taiwan under Japanese rule lived their lives as second-class citizens, even though many may have aspired to being treated as equals to native Japanese, moving up in society and becoming more culturally Japanese in the process.

Under Japanese rule, limited political activities were tolerated, with a view to inducing the co-operation of the Taiwanese majority, a necessity for the island’s governance. The Taiwanese, for their part, hoped to use their political organisations to achieve more autonomy. The Assimilation Society (1914-1915) and the New People's Society (1918-1923) worked towards social equality between Japanese and Taiwanese. The League for the Establishment of a Formosan Parliament (1920-1934) and the Taiwan Cultural Association (1921-1930) advocated home rule by creating a colonial legislature. The Popular Party (1927-1931) and the League for the Attainment of Local Autonomy (1930-1937) advocated suffrage, regardless of ethnic group. All of these movements were relatively short-lived, tolerated to a degree but eventually suppressed. Many of their leaders received the active support of well-known Japanese liberals. Though ethnicity naturally played a large part in these movements, there was no call for the island's ‘restoration’ to China. 

All of the above-mentioned organisations and movements were made up of the more moderate home rule advocates, those who aspired to working within the system to gain more autonomy. There were also a number of more radical, exiled groups, whose members could not suffer living under Japanese rule, such as the Formosa Comrades Society, which was the oldest. Many of the members of these groups re-located to mainland China, to Hong Kong, or to south-east Asian countries. And just as many Taiwanese home rule advocates would flee Nationalist Chinese rule during the 1950s and 1960s, and then see their power and influence wane, many of these exiled anti-Japanese political figures faded into obscurity in their adopted countries as the years went by and their cause made no headway. But the end of WWII changed all that for some of those who had not lost sight of their cause and still enjoyed support among their fellow Taiwanese. 

In 1942, those surviving political groups, such as the Formosan Peoples Revolutionary Federation and the Formosa Revolutionary Party formed a loose coalition called the Formosan Revolutionists League, but they vied with each other in their efforts to win favour with the head of Nationalist China’s government, Chiang Kai-shek, hoping to play leading roles in the promised new post-war era of peace and prosperity. Chiang tolerated their existence and heard them out at various meetings in Qongjing as war drew to a close, but finally decided to appoint a personal friend from the same district in the same province (Zhejiang) as himself to run Taiwan: Chen Yi.
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