The Taiwan Republic:

First-Ever Taiwan Independence Movement?
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Republic of Taiwan state seal.
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The 1894-95 Sino-Japanese War was fought between the Qing
Empire and Japan to settle their contest for economic
dominance on the Korean Peninsula. The Qing was soundly
beaten and forced to sign the Treaty of Shimonoseki, in which it
agreed to cede Taiwan, the Pascadores, and the Liaodong

Peninsula to Japan.
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Pervasive Panic Prior to the Cession

As word-of-mouth news of the island’ s cession spread
among the foreign firms and merchants, Taiwan residents were
overtaken by surprise and panicked. They were dumbfounded
by the seeming absurdity that, while all the battles had been
engaged in the north of China, the aftermath was regardless the

cession of a southern territory. Since the impending
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relinquishment was not formally made public to the residents of
Taiwan, representatives of the local gentry had to seek for its
confirmation from Tang Jingsong, then the governor-general of
Taiwan. At the same time, they expressed their resolution to
fight against Japan to the bitter end.
Tang had planned to sneak back to the mainland on the sly,

but pretty soon he found himself in a tight spot as he was

“abducted and detained” by the gentry. In the event, he
telegraphed to the Qing court a report on local conditions and a
request for advice on a proper response. Zhang Chidong, the
governor-general at Nanking, replied and ordered Tang to
follow several general guidelines. The resistance should be
conducted, it was emphasized, without implicating the Qing
government. Whether the movement was for self-reliant
deliverance or was to solicit outside assistance, it should be
attempted only in the name of Taiwan’ s “self-protection,”
“willingness to follow or the lack

or pursuant to the public’ s

thereof.”
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Intention for Independence Declared by the Governor-General

After consultation with the local gentry, Tang sent a telegraph
to the Qing court, proposing that the territory should try for
self-reliance in the manner of an  “independent nation.” On
May 23, 1895, the “Declaration of the Taiwan Republic
Autonomy”  was announced, and thus was brought into

existence the “Taiwan Republic”  -- heralded as the first
democratic republic of East Asia. Tang himself assumed the
office of its president, with Chiu Fengjia as vice-president and
militia commander; Yu Mingzhen as interior minister; Lee
Bingrui as defense minister, Liu Yungfu as brigade-general of
the south, and Lin Weiyuan as chairman of the parliament

(although he slipped back to the mainland before taking the

office).
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An Independence Nation in Name Only

It was evident from so many straws in the wind that the
Taiwan Republic was nothing but a figment of the imagination,
however self-styled as an independent nation. The reign title

“Yungqing” ( “Forever Qing” ) was used to indicate that,
even though an independent nation was declared, it would

“forever be a vassal of the Great Qing Empire.” The national
flag depicted an amber tiger on blue ground. Use of the dragon
flag as the Qing’ s imperial ensign was intended as symbolic
tribute to the dragon’ s mightiness. This served to underscore
the point that the two nations had a singular amity as  “between
the senior dragon and the junior tiger.” At his presidential
inauguration, Tang made the republic’ s subjects go through
the feudalistic court etiquette of “twice kneeling and six times
bowing,” as a scaled-down version of the “thrice kneeling
and nine times bowing”  due to the Qing Emperor. What all
this means is that a coterie of people utterly ignorant of
democracy were using “democratic independence” as a
pretext to thwart Japan™ s annexation and governing of the
territory. Be that as it may, the Qing court, looking at the matter
from its standpoint, was not unconcerned about the “national
independence”  of Taiwan, the uppermost reason being the fear
of a disgruntled Japan in the event of Taiwan resistance --
especially when this could lead to another Sino-Japanese war in

which the Qing was likely to lose even more dearly.




