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Democratization in Taiwan
Background research paper:  Lessons
for the Consolidation of a Democracy
Grant Holly, Centre for the Study of Democracy, Queen’s University

Preface

Most recently, Taiwan’s presidential website was
reconfigured, adding “Taiwan” after the island’s official ti-
tle of “Republic of China.”1  The president’s office insists
that this addition will cue readers to the difference be-
tween the Chinese mainland, the People’s Republic of
China (PRC), and the island, the Republic of China (ROC).
Officials claim to have received several e-mails intended
for PRC president Hu Jintao, causing trouble for the presi-
dential office, but also inconveniences to the senders, as
the office is unable to forward these emails to the PRC
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Chronology of Taiwan’s Recent Political History

1945 Control of Taiwan shifts from Japan to the Republic of China (ROC).

1947 Taiwanese anger over ROC mismanagement explodes in the 2-28 Incident.

1949 ROC president Chiang Kai-shek and his KMT party flee from the Chinese mainland to Taiwan because of the
communist revolution, transferring the ROC’s capital to Taipei as well as all state institutions. Martial law is
imposed on Taiwan.

1950 The United States makes a strategic alliance with the ROC, guaranteeing the ROC protection from a communist
invasion, at the outbreak of the Korean War.

1971 The ROC loses its seat in the United Nations.

1978 Chiang Ching-kuo becomes the ROC president, succeeding Yen Chia-kan who had served the remainder of
Chiang Kai-shek’s term following his death in 1975.

1979 The U.S. transfers its embassy from the ROC to the People’s Republic of China (PRC), reversing the “one-China”
policy in the PRC’s favor.

The Kaohsiung Incident
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soldiers and civilian mainlanders. Chiang feared the over-
throw of his military government and sent in troops and
armed police to restore control. This violent altercation
became known as the 2-28 Incident, a reference to the
date it occurred, and remains symbolic of calls for greater
ethnic justice.9

The ROC government initiated a two-pronged strategy for
the administration of Taiwan after the 2-28 Incident: sup-
pressing dissenters and rectifying abuses. Emergency de-
crees were enacted giving the government nearly unlim-
ited power to suppress political opposition and punish
those who challenged its authority. It exercised targeted
attacks against its political enemies, whether community
leaders, intellectuals or students, in an effort to prevent
future uprisings. An estimated 20 000 to 60 000 Taiwan-
ese died in these purges, successfully crushing any future
attempts to mobilize and lead opposition movements.10

The government also raised Taiwan to the status of a prov-
ince, held elections for positions at the local level, and
appointed some Taiwanese to top jobs in the government.
Efforts were made to alleviate unemployment and many
monopoly enterprises were sold. Ultimately, Ch’en Yi and
his collaborators took the blame for the incident.

Relocating the ROC
Mao Tse-tung’s Chinese communists captured the final
regions of mainland China in late 1949 and established
the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Chiang concurrently
announced the move of the ROC’s capital to Taipei, Tai-
wan, on 7 December. Chinese mainlanders (1.5 to 2 mil-
lion) followed Chiang, including approximately 600 000
Chinese soldiers. Both leaders purported to govern on
behalf of all of China. In Taiwan, Chiang was defiant in his
assertions that the ROC had not been defeated. To this
end, he directly transferred the ROC constitution and all
state institutions from the mainland to the island. Thus
began a competition that would inform Chinese politics
for years to come.

The ROC government argued that the communist threat
warranted a concentration of authority in the presidency.
Emergency decrees suspending the ROC constitution, trans-
ferring all government powers to the president, and for-
bidding the formation of new political parties, were ex-
tended indefinitely pending the defeat of the communists.
Martial law was also imposed to give the government the
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between Taiwan and China. This symbolic gesture effec-
tively discouraged the PRC from a possible attack. In 1951,
the US resumed giving economic and military aid to the
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The ROC government also implemented a highly success-
ful industrial policy. It first adopted an import substitution
policy, favoring labor-intensive and light manufacturing,
and later took steps to stimulate private enterprise, such as
moves to transfer state-owned industries to private owner-
ship. The ROC soon shifted to export-led development,
turning into an export processing zone. Over the next two
decades, Taiwan enjoyed the world’s fast growing economy,
fostering social progress in manifold ways and devolving
power back in the hands of the Taiwanese (such as the
rapid growth of a middle class, more openness, and an
influx of Western ideas).

Growth of Democracy

International and domestic pressures intensified during the
late 1960s and early 1970s, encouraging Taiwan’s democ-
ratization. The ROC became increasingly isolated from the
world community as the PRC emerged as an important
strategic ally to the western world. The ROC’s expulsion
from the UN in 1971 and the withdrawal of the US from
Taiwan in 1979 bolstered the united opposition forces’
campaigns under the label of the “Tangwai.”

The ROC undertook a pragmatic response to these chal-
lenges under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek’s son
Chiang Ching-kuo: Taiwanese were integrated into the KMT
party-led state, supplementary elections facilitated the pro-
motion of Taiwanese and the island’s economic engine
was improved. Sources of Taiwan’s democratic develop-
ment during this period include shifting international pres-
sures, the founding of civil society actors and increased
public expectations of government.

Losing International Standing
The world community began welcoming the PRC back
into the international fold in the mid-1960s. Sino-Soviet
relations had cooled and the PRC had consolidated its
grip on China. The PRC increasingly represented a large

and strategically important partner for the western world.
In contrast, the ROC was losing its international political
capital and did not adjust to the Cold War’s thawing, fail-
ing to liberalize and democratize. Canada was the first
country to normalize relations with the PRC in 1970. While
it refused to sever its ties to the ROC, many others did not.
In fact, between 1968 and 1975, the number of countries
with diplomatic ties to the ROC decreased by 38, while
the PRC’s count increased by 67.15  A showdown over the
ROC and PRC’s international standing would take place
in the United Nations (UN).

UN membership was considered important for legitimacy.
Chiang was initially recognized by the international com-
munity for his role as the alliance leader in the Asian thea-
tre of World War II. Portrayed as proto-democratic and
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youth, where he joined the Communist Party and later
married a Russian. Also, he had served in varying roles in
the KMT government, including a stint as head of the Chi-
nese Anti-Communists National Salvation Youth Corps,
where he was responsible for suppressing dissent on col-
lege and university campuses. Nonetheless, CCK recog-
nized that the KMT needed to shed its authoritarian rule to
heal wounds in Taiwan, win international support and put
pressure on the PRC to reform. He offered a pragmatic
response to the crisis confronting the government.

As Premier, CCK realized that maintaining power on Tai-
wan had become the greatest challenge facing the ROC
during the 1970s. He felt that increasing the integration of
the Taiwanese into the party-led state would help it set
down roots on Taiwan and foster better relations between
Taiwanese and KMT. Thus, the government sought to iden-
tify and nominate a new generation of young and edu-
cated politicians and public servants. They were typically
brought into leadership positions at the provincial level or
below and promoted accordingly.

CCK also sought to expand opportunities for the Taiwan-
ese to participate by opening contests for seats in the ROC’s
political institutions. The national legislatures had been
transferred directly to Taiwan in 1949. Chinese mainland
legislators elected in the 1946 Chinese elections assumed
their seats and were frozen in office pending the ROC’s
takeover of mainland China. This had enhanced the power
of Chinese mainlanders over the Taiwanese. CCK promoted
supplementary elections as a means for improving and
expanding the channels for political participation. In 1969,
Chiang ordered the first supplementary elections for seats
in the National Assembly, Legislative Yuan and Control
Yuan. CCK regularized these elections in 1972, 1975 and
thereafter. The KMT dominated these early elections be-
cause of its effective electoral machine and the opposi-
tion’s lack of resources and stature. With the merger of
opposition forces under the label “Tangwai”, the opposi-

tion began launching successful challenges in the late
1970s. The promotions of Taipei and Kaohsiung as “spe-
cial municipalities” in 1967 and 1979 respectively put them
on equal footing with the provincial government and also
served as fertile training grounds for the Tangwai.

CCK also intensified the regime’s preservation through
economic development. He invested heavily in a capital
development model, which emphasized a full state
economy, competent economic bureaucracy, ambitious
industrial policy and equitable income distribution. De-
spite Taiwan’s diminished international standing, its
economy was not curtailed as foreign trade and tourism
increased. Its GNP soared, averaging a growth rate of 8.8%
from 1953 to 1984, and its income ratio between the high-
est fifth and the lowest fifth of households declined from
20.47:1 in 1953 to 4.40:1 in 1984.19  The KMT took credit
for Taiwan’s economic miracle.

The Take-off of Democracy

Democratic transitioning became a KMT strategy after it
suffered a series of embarrassments and failed to quell dis-
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this tense atmosphere, using publications, demonstrations
and elections to demonstrate its discontent. It established
two opposition magazines in the summer of 1979, “The
Eighties” and the “The Formosa Magazine”. The latter
quickly became the rallying point for the democratic move-
ment. The radical Formosa faction wrote daring editorials
and called for street-level protests. Electoral politics soon
became the faction’s preferred forum of protest and efforts
were made to form an opposition party.

The Formosa faction sponsored a protest in Kaohsiung City
commemorating International Human Rights Day on 10
December 1979. Thousands of participants campaigned
against the lack of democracy and human rights on the
island. Violence soon erupted as participants convened in
the downtown square to find the exits blocked by riot po-
lice. Newspapers reported that more than 90 police offic-
ers and 40 civilians were injured in the incident, while the
government claimed more than 180 police officers and a
single civilian suffered injuries. The eight most prominent
leaders were tried in military court and sentenced to terms
ranging from 12 years to life imprisonment; 33 other par-
ticipants were tried in civil court and sentenced to terms
ranging from two to six years.

Reaction in the international community and among Tai-
wanese was particularly strong. In Taiwan, the crackdown
on the Formosa faction only served to reinforce its com-
mitment to political reform. The success of opposition can-
didates in the 1980 election suggests that the Kaohsiung
defendants won the sympathy of the Taiwanese. In subse-
quent elections in 1982 and 1983, several wives and at-
torneys of the Kaohsiung defendants won the largest share
of votes in their districts, becoming the opposition forces’
newest generation of leaders. Thus, the Tangwai was be-
coming increasingly confrontational: magazines and pro-
tests were only two of the movement’s new tactics. The
conflict between the protestors and police officers became
known as the Kaohsiung Incident and spurred on the op-

position forces, as well as gave birth to a new cohort of
leaders.

Leading and Conceding to Democratic Growth
Opposition forces intensified their lobbying for democra-
tization and greater ethnic justice in the early 1980s. They
were emboldened by electoral successes and the govern-
ment’s conciliatory tone, as well as a series of setbacks
and embarrassments plaguing the KMT. As the vote share
of Tangwai candidates increased, the formation of an op-
position party appeared as a natural extension. A political
party offered the Tangwai a permanent, organized vehicle
to present activists and voters. In 1979, the Formosa fac-
tion opened its first service centre in Kaohsiung City to
serve as a headquarters for demonstrations and grassroots
organizing. In 1984, the Tangwai established the Public
Policy Association to provide it with a full-time framework
for building its grassroots support base and cultivating its
leadership.

CCK became increasingly concerned with Taiwan’s politi-
cal development in this context. He understood democra-
tization as part of a worldwide trend and as an important
moral force. The gradual democratization of Taiwan of-
fered the KMT an opportunity to vindicate its rule on Tai-
wan and unify China.20  A new KMT central committee
was formed in March of 1986 and was instructed to create
a committee to study the initiation of political reform.21

CCK raised the possibility of lifting martial law, ending the
ban on new political organizations, subjecting the national
legislative bodies to re-election and giving greater au-
tonomy to local governments. CCK also decided that the
time had come for contact and discussions with the oppo-
sition forces. Liberal KMT party members and Tangwai lead-
ers agreed to the abolition of emergency decrees and mar-
tial law on 10 May 1986. The two parties failed to reach a
consensus on the status of opposition political parties.
Nonetheless, the committee’s establishment and com-
mencement of shared dialogue gave the opposition
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Tangwai hope for additional political reform, while CCK
promised continued gradual democratization.

Founding the DPP and Lifting of Martial Law
The offices of the “The Eighties” were closed after it fea-
tured an editorial challenging the Tangwai to form an op-
position party on 19 May 1986. “The Formosa Magazine”
was closed shortly thereafter and vocal opposition leaders
were arrested. Protests sprung up widely against the ROC
government. As the protests mounted, the idea of forming
a political party became more popular. A successful coor-
dinated election strategy for provincial and municipal elec-
tions in January 1985 unified the Tangwai’s various fac-
tions: all eleven of its candidates for Taipei City Council
were elected, as were half of its candidates for Kaohsiung
City Council, eleven of its Provincial Assembly candidates,
and one municipal executive candidate.

A ‘Committee for Organizing a Party and Carrying Out Its
Construction’ was soon struck, and activists spent the sum-
mer planning and strategizing. On 28 September, 130
Tangwai members met in Taipei to prepare for upcoming
elections. A last minute motion for immediate action to
organize a party was unanimously adopted, creating the
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP).22  The party promised
to campaign for the protection of liberties, democratiza-
tion, nationalism and social welfare programs. DPP lead-
ers feared a swift reaction from the KMT for the illegal
establishment of an opposition party.
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senior legislators and developed ground rules for multi-
party elections to the National Assembly in 1989. These
initial reform efforts made Lee popular among the Taiwan-
ese and reformers in the KMT. However, a conservative
non-mainstream faction of the KMT emerged prior to the
1990 presidential election. The faction lobbied that Lee’s
concessions marked an abandonment of the party’s tradi-
tional commitment to political stability and Chinese na-
tionalism. These were the first signs of fractures that would
later split the KMT. Factions left the party to form the New
Party and People’s First Party in 1993 and 2000 respec-
tively, which were significant political and spiritual de-
feats for the party.

Changing Taiwan’s Political Institutions
Upon Lee’s reelection to the presidency in 1990, he im-
mediately hosted the National Affairs Conference on con-
stitutional and political reform in June and July of 1990.
Over 150 politicians, scholars, business and community
leaders participated and the public was encouraged to send
in comments. Lee’s goal was to create a blueprint for the
next stage of Taiwan’s democratization that would be ac-
ceptable to all the major players. By the Assembly’s end,
points of agreement included: the ROC president, the gov-
ernor of Taiwan and the mayors of Taipei and Kaohsiung
cities should be popularly elected; the special powers
vested in the government because of the communist re-
bellion should be discontinued; and that all seats in the
National Assembly and Legislative Yuan should be opened.
The Assembly’s findings are important because they re-
flect an emerging consensus on democratic goals. Public
pressure pushed for immediate action.

In an appeal launched by KMT and DPP legislators, the
Council of Grand Justices ordered that senior legislators
retire by 31 December 1991. The National Assembly re-
sponded by passing a constitutional amendment provid-
ing for elections for all seats in parliamentary bodies over
the following three years. Elections for seats in the Na-

tional Assembly were the first held in December 1991.
The election results reverberated throughout Taiwan’s po-
litical arena as the electorate repudiated the DPP’s calls
for independence. The DPP’s policies shifted to more real-
istic and responsible solutions and the KMT’s mainstream
faction gained confidence in its ability to implement pro-
found reforms without losing control.

Lee developed a new international relations strategy for
the ROC. He declared the Chinese civil war over in May
of 1991 and repealed the emergency decrees. Lee em-
phasized that the ROC and PRC had split China into two
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The first presidential elections were mired in conflict even
prior to their beginning. The PRC began conducting mis-
siles tests to intimidate the Taiwanese, firing missiles across
the Taiwan Strait in July 1995. The Taiwanese stock market
was jolted and lost a third of its value. In December, the
US sent an aircraft through the Taiwan Strait to demon-
strate its tacit support for the ROC’s presidential elections
and in hopes of cooling tensions between the PRC and
ROC. However, soon after the presidential campaign for-
mally began on 24 February 1996, the PRC announced
another round of missile firings into the Taiwan Strait. Mis-
siles hit the island’s northeast and southeast’s coasts, block-
ading traffic routes through Taiwan, from March 8 to 15.
The US deployed an aircraft on March 8 and March 11 in
response to the PRC’s announcements that missiles would
again be launched through March 12 to 20. After the PRC’s
third announcement of upcoming missile testing, the Tai-
wanese reacted with anger more than fear.

The PRC’s threats rebounded in Lee’s favor. On election-
day, 76 percent of Taiwan’s eligible voters exercised their
right to select the country’s head of state. Fifty-four per-
cent cast their votes for President Lee. The election was a
milestone in the island’s political development and Lee’s
reelection was an endorsement of the democratization
project. Taiwan’s highest office was now accountable
through direct elections.

Conclusion

In 2000, DPP candidate Chen Shui-bian was elected presi-
dent of the Republic of China. Chen became politically
active as a lawyer during the Kaohsiung Incident and was
the first directly elected mayor of Taipei in 1994. He was
now the first non-KMT Party member elected president.
The peaceful transfer of power from the KMT to DPP
brought Taiwan’s procedural democratization to a close
and opened up its consolidation.24  Taiwan has a legiti-
mate state apparatus, free and contested elections for the

executive and legislative positions and governance accord-
ing to the rule of law. It is now in the process of institution-
alizing its democracy to ensure its sustainability over time.25

Interestingly, Taiwan is the first ”Chinese” democracy. Its
democratic evolution remains important to understand not
only for those interested in understanding democratic de-
velopment, but also for those curious about the political
future of East Asia.
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13 Dorothy J. Solinger discusses the impact of election experi-

ence on democratic transitioning in her article, “Ending One-




