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The 1979 Kaohsiung Incident at the Dawn of
Democracy: Archival Studies of the Mindset of the
Authorities, Overseas Aid and Consequent Effects

Retired and Adjunct Research Fellow of the Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica, currently Director of
Academia Historica

Ab Stract ...............................................................................................................................................................................

Since the 1970s, non-partisans, calling for comprehensive central-level re-election and lifting of
Martial Law, gathered under the flag of the Formosa Magazine as “non-party’ party, challenged the
bottom line of the Kuomintang authorities. The outbreak of violence at the Human Rights Day rally
on December 10, 1979, led to the “1210 Project,” by which the authorities claimed the incident as a
treacherous conspiracy and launched mass arrests ensued by the military tribunals of the eight major
defendants in March the following year and the judicial tribunals of the other thirty-three defendants.
As arrests, trials and imprisonment, were conducted. in. aims to suppress the opposition movements,
related cases including the Lin Family Massacre and Reverend Kao Chun-ming “harboring” Shih
Ming-teh drew more international attention.

The “Guidelines on Interrogation for the 1210 Project,” set by the Investigation Bureau, Ministry
of Judicial Administration, divided the criminals into two categories, namely communist bandits and
Taiwan independence activists, asserted that the ultimate goal to interrogations was to “clearly address
the role played by communist bandits and Taiwan independence activists and make the investigation of
the case more persuasive to the public,” exposed the KMT party-state system's “‘martial law mindset”
and deep anti-communist and anti-independence suspicions. However, the concern and support from
the rest of the world, such as the Amnesty International and members of the United States Congress,
generated immense pressure on the authorities and changed their attitude toward the case, including
the criminal sentencing and reducing the number of defendants to eight tried in military tribunals,
all pointing to the complicated relationship between the KMT party-state system, the opposition
movement and international pressure by global trends during the martial law period.

Despite the temporary frustration for the resistance pattern “using mass movements to challenge the
martial law system” in 1979, the energy fueled by the Incident affected to a certain degree the nation's

progress for political liberalization and democratization.

Keywords: Kaohsiung (Formosa) Incident, military tribunal, Guidelines on Interrogation for the 1210
Project, Shih Ming-teh, Lin Yi-hsiung, Taiwan Relations Act
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