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An understanding of elections, and in turn, of the demo-

cratic processes as a whole must rest partially on broad

differentiations of the complexes of behavior that we

call elections.

-V.O. Key.  ÒA Theory of Critical ElectionsÓ

Democratic transition in Taiwan has been an election-

driven process.1

- Hung-mao Tien & Tun-jen Cheng.  ÒCrafting Demo-

cratic InstitutionsÓ

Introduction

Democracy is one of the most contested concepts in po-
litical science, and often has normative connotations. As
such, any assessment of a transition2  to democracy will
necessarily leave room for debate regarding the demo-
cratic status achieved by a particular country. Robert Dahl
contends that there is a functional or procedural defini-
tion of democracy which consists of certain institutions
and processes that must exist at some minimum level for a
country to be considered democratic.3  Therefore, we can
assess the degree to which a nation is procedurally demo-
cratic and detach that from the concept of democracy in
the normative sense.

One of DahlÕs indicators of a democracy is the existence
of free and fair elections. As this case study will discuss,

Slow and Steady: Local Elections and
TaiwanÕs Democratic Reform
1946 to 1977

the establishment and gradual expansion of TaiwanÕs local
elections system goes hand-in-hand with its transition from
what was essentially an authoritarian territory to what is
largely considered a democratic success story today. Demo-
cratic reformers in Taiwan were able to use local elections
to their advantage. Independent opposition candidates
became familiar with the democratic process through elec-
tions for local government offices, and as the democratic
movement grew stronger in Taiwan, opposition candidates
were able to use their power to push for expanded access
to government, the creation of a national opposition party,
and ultimatT*-
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to legitimate its governing status and consolidate its politi-
cal support, both domestically and internationally. The KMT
largely determined winning conditions by maintaining a
significant degree of control over the electoral process.
However, through top-down measures controlled by the
KMT, democratic institutions and electoral measures were
expanded over time. Nobody could have predicted where
these controlled votes at the local level could lead, or how
fast the changes would be, once the political system in
Taiwan had begun to creak open.

This gradual democratic expansion resulted in increased
accountability of the ruling KMT as well as the expansion
of meaningful voter representation. Contemporary support-
ers of both the DPP and the KMT have suggested that there
was a certain momentum to the election of opposition
candidates; it was only when a greater number of non-
KMT candidates were elected that the electorate truly be-
gan to believe that these politicians, who were outside the
state party, could have the capacity to effect change. This
gradual and emerging belief led to increased support for
opposition candidates, further emboldening those in op-
position to push for democratic change. A watershed elec-
tion in 1977 propelled the opposition movement into seri-
ous political contenders, and with the gradual opening of
the electoral system over time, the electoral reform proc-
ess culminated in free and fair elections for the presidency
in 1996, with a transfer of power from the KMT to the
opposition (DPP) occurring in 2000.

Although local elections were dominated by the authori-
tarian KMT for decades, the opposition movement grew
largely because of the access to government that local elec-
tions allowed independent candidates. In turn, the inde-
pendent opposition (non-KMT) candidates used their po-
sitions within local governing bodies to voice dissent and
push for greater access to higher government positions.
And when elections for positions in the National Assem-
bly and ultimately for the presidency were opened up,

democratic reformers were able to take advantage of the
experience they had gained in running for office at the
local level and, in many instances, to run strong and suc-
cessful campaigns. Local elections were an essential pre-
condition for democratic reform in Taiwan, as they en-
couraged meaningful and legitimate avenues for political
dissent in Taiwan. Thus, as conditions for democratic re-
form (such as economic and social liberalization) became
more widespread, and contestable elected positions were
expanded after 1977, opposition candidates were able to
use their experience in local government to run successful
and co-ordinated campaigns based on national policy is-
sues, and advocate for further democratic reform. Moreo-
ver, local elections created a voting culture in Taiwan with
an electorate that maintained a respect for the democratic
process.

Colonial Influence: Japan and the
Establishment of Limited Local Elections in
Taiwan

To understand development, you have to understand tra-
dition. 8  A significant component of TaiwanÕs history - or
tradition - is of foreign rule and a lack of political freedom,
both of which have been a major force in shaping Taiwan-
ese development. Between 1895 and 1945, it was Japan
that maintained Taiwan as a colony and, like their pred-
ecessors, helped to shape Taiwanese society.9   Although
one might not expect colonization to play a role in de-
mocratization, during the period of Japanese colonial oc-
cupation in Taiwan, limited local elections took place and
also provided many Taiwanese with the experience of vot-
ing. According to analysis by Shelley Rigger, the Taiwan-
ese democratic reform movement has its beginnings in
the first significant movements for greater local autonomy,
beginning in 1918 as a quiet resistance to Japanese con-
trol of Taiwan.
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Various student and youth groups were inspired by the
messages of Woodrow Wilson, calling for national self-
determination and greater accountability for human rights
standards. By 1921, the Taiwan Culture Society was cre-
ated, which advocated for a Taiwanese Parliament to be
used as a check on the authority of the Japanese colonial
administration. The Taiwan Culture Society was successful
in collecting approximately 17,000 signatures advocating
for the creation of a Taiwanese Parliament between 1921
and 1934. By 1927, the Taiwan Culture Society had frag-
mented into several smaller groups; however, calls for home
rule persisted on a smaller scale.10  Ultimately, the Japa-
nese administration established local elections by 1935,
which were the first instances of political participation
through elections for Taiwanese citizens.

Rigger argues that the Japanese colonial administration
developed local elections as a means to divert reform
movements from advocating for a separate Parliament to
work within the existing administration, thus Òreward[ing]
elites who took a local rather than island-wide perspec-
tive, andÉ diminished incentives to join a united opposi-
tion.Ó And although voting was severely restricted and many
local positions remained appointed by the central admin-
istration, Òregular, peaceful political participationÓ oc-
curred, and by 1939, over 300,000 Taiwanese were regis-
tered voters.11  The elected local officials held very little
power in comparison to the colonial administration and
the franchise was limited to men with certain wealth and
age restrictions. The offices of local officials were con-
strained and they dealt mainly with practical matters such



25

ment.18
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undertake measures to weed out state corruption, create
mass education programs, and allow certain religious
freedoms as well as tolerate academic debates about poli-
tics.26

The KMT chose to tie local elections into the ethos of con-
stitutionalism, thus creating an electoral culture grounded
in the principles of constitutional governance at some mini-
mum level.27  When the KMT instituted local elections,
the party exploited Taiwanese desire for home rule. Ru-
mours began to spread that elections at the executive level
would eventually be opened up. However, the KMT was
able to dodge the issue with the imposition of martial law
in 1949 following the Maoist uprising on the Mainland.28

There would be a constant tension in Taiwanese politics
Òbetween democracy and dictatorshipÓ for years to come.
29

Local Elections under the KMT: 1946-1971

The first limited local elections under the KMT took place
in 1946 with elections to the Provincial Consultative As-
sembly, in which approximately 1000 candidates contested
30 seats. Since at this time the ROC controlled the whole
of China and Taiwan was a province within the ROC, the
Provincial Consultative Assembly served as a means for
TaiwanÕs representation on the Mainland. The consulta-
tive assembly had no formal legislative authority, but it
became a forum for voicing dissent towards the provincial
administration.30

As noted above, the home rule movement had a relatively
strong history in Taiwan and had significant importance to
the Taiwanese public. Beginning in 1946, the KMT sought
to tie into this movement and allow elections to take place
at the local level, that is, for positions at the county, mu-
nicipality (excluding mayoral positions in major centres
such as Taipei), county municipality, borough, and neigh-
bourhood levels. In 1950 (one year after the imposition of

martial law), fuller elections took place with balloting and
direct elections occurring for these positions with voting
rights granted universally to TaiwanÕs electorate.31  Ulti-
mately, by manipulating the home rule movement, at the
political level, the KMT sought to Òinfiltrate TaiwanÕs soci-
ety and to expand its party network.Ó32

However, the elections at their outset and for several dec-
ades to come were hardly free and fair. So, by DahlÕs meas-
urement, TaiwanÕs early electoral system could not be clas-
sified as democratic. Contemporary academics have mused
that corruption and bribery were commonplace.33  Evi-
dence from critics at the time also found a number of vot-
ing irregularities and voter intimidation at the polls, as well
as the engineering of electoral outcomes to suit the KMT
agenda. For example, Denny Roy points to an example of
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viding the Taiwanese electorate with a consistent way to
participate in political life. Although early elections had
little to do with actual issues, they served a useful demo-
cratic purpose by allowing citizens to gain experience in
casting a ballot on a regular schedule.37  As evidence of
this importance, voter turnout was consistently in the 80%
range for the most important contests.38

The Importance of Local Elites
As observed by the Japanese, TaiwanÕs local leaders wielded
significant authority within Taiwanese society. Local gen-
try and landlords acted as a conservative, stabilizing force
in TaiwanÕs rural areas, while business leaders maintained
a similar role within TaiwanÕs urban centres. The KMT rec-
ognized this, and used local elections to bring these local
elites into the governing party by offering them various
favours that would benefit them financially and in reputa-
tion. The KMT was then able to use rural elites to imple-
ment a series of land reforms and business elites to under-
take economic reform to enhance TaiwanÕs economic de-
velopment, while maintaining political stability at the same
time. Throughout its development, Taiwan maintained a
relatively successful economic growth policy, and thus
continued to benefit from the support of local elites.39

Because the KMT was essentially an outsider regime from
the Chinese Mainland, it was concerned with establishing
and maintaining its legitimacy in Taiwan. The KMT would
use local elections to gain the support of local elites and
local factions by offering favours in exchange for party
loyalty. More than simple payoffs, the KMT implemented
a sophisticated system of patronage to reward these indi-
viduals for their loyalty. For rural elites, the KMT provided
favourable agricultural loans and created national land
policies that benefited landlords. For business elites, the
KMT offered contracts for government services, including
the control of natural monopoly corporations like trans-
portation, cooperative banks, and gas corporations.  Elites
were offered positions within local government bodies to

enhance their economic and political interests in exchange
for partnership with the KMT.40

The KMT practice of co-opting local elite into the party
and into the political process would frequently extend to
TaiwanÕs youth, via the school system. Up until the late-
1980s, each campus would have a military training cell as
well as a ÔKMT clubÕ that most bright, young people would
join. Chiang Ching-kuo was himself head of the ÔKMT Youth
EliteÕ, and it was suggested by former student activist Jou
Yi-Cheng that almost everyone who joined the KMT party
in the 1980s had served in the youth organization.41

The creation of a system of patron-client relationships with
local elites allowed the KMT to ensure that, Òwith time,
both the political and economic interests of local elites
became intertwined with the regime, bolstering its legiti-
macy.Ó42  By co-opting local elites, the KMT was able to
sideline opposition candidates from power, while at the
same time expanding its influence and power at the local
level, thus enhancing the regimeÕs stability.

In addition, the KMT pitted rival factions against each other
to compete for KMT candidacy, rather than against the
KMT itself.43  Because local elites wanted to gain access to
KMT power networks, they would be encouraged to com-
pete against rival elites to demonstrate who was the most
loyal to the KMT in order to win nominations. As the Tai-
wanese economy grew throughout the 1960s, the busi-
ness elite began competing more often for KMT nomina-
tions, in order to facilitate their economic interests. The
state remained powerful enough, for a time, to keep busi-
ness elites in check and maintain its political authority.
However, as TaiwanÕs economy became increasingly suc-
cessful, economic liberalization measures would eventu-
ally challenge this relationship.44

More than co-opting local elites, the state was initially
successful in bringing social movements within the KMT
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fold. The KMT restricted dissent and punished organiza-
tions that opposed its rule outside of the sanctioned local
elections system, and incorporated societal groups such
as labour, student organizations, professionals, farmers,
state employees and journalists within the KMT party struc-
ture.45  Thus, if one wanted to participate in social organi-
zations, in most cases, access could only be achieved
through participation within the party, allowing the KMT
to control virtually all sectors of civil society.46

The KMT was particularly successfully in co-opting the
various aboriginal groups into the party structure. Through-
out KMT rule, the state party could expect political sup-
port, at all levels of government, from well over 90% of
the aboriginal population. In interviews with two aborigi-
nal elite, it was suggested that the level of control enjoyed
by the KMT during this time was the result of: the en-
trenched system of political patronage, KMT policies that
sought to improve the living conditions of aboriginal peo-
ple, and the simple fact that, for many years, the party was
the state Ð any rapid change could only be effected through
the vehicle of the state party.47

The Role of Opposition Movements in Local Elections
The KMT banned organized opposition parties and there-
fore, at the outset of local elections and continuing through
the 1950s and 1960s, few independent candidates posed
a serious challenge to the KMTÕs hold on local governing
institutions. Non-KMT candidates were forced to run as
independents and only on local issues, as formal opposi-
tion parties were banned by the KMT. Independent local
candidates could not be connected to a larger opposition
movement and could not run on national policy issues.
Therefore, criticism of the government had a difficult time
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Local elections thus provided avenues for political reform-
ers to gain experience within the Taiwanese political sys-
tem, and although they did not possess a significant de-
gree of authority initially, as the democratic reform move-
ment gained strength over time, the experience gained by
local candidates enabled the reform movement to achieve
significant electoral victories in subsequent elections for
higher offices. Opposition movements were not able to
make many inroads into the public policy domain through-
out the first two-and-a-half decades of local elections un-
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communities with those on the Mainland, they allegedly
gained a greater appreciation for the differences and a
stronger sense of wanting to solidify their choice in gov-
ernment.58

The Rise of the Opposition Movement: 1971 to
1977

Although throughout this period, local elections were
dominated in most cases by the KMT, the possibility of
gaining incremental victories in some high profile elec-
toral contests encouraged opposition politicians to work
within the existing political system to push for democratic
reform. Independent candidates began to be respected by
the Taiwanese electorate, and their influence was enhanced
through subsequent elections. Local elections, therefore,
had further unintended consequences for the KMT, in
which momentum from the successes of independent can-
didates pushed the KMT to adopt greater measures of
democratic reform.59

As local elections continued through the 1970s, they be-
came engrained within the political consciousness of the
Taiwanese, making it very difficult to cancel elections even
as opposition candidates became more successful over
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market liberalization. Changing socio-economic trends
such as increased living standards, greater access to edu-
cation, and mass communication increased calls for so-
cial openness, civic participation, and ultimately demo-
cratic reform. As growing middle classes began to mobi-
lize, a gradual undermining of KMT authority occurred.
The KMT had to undertake democratic reforms to main-
tain its legitimacy by expanding electoral contests to cer-
tain provincial and national seats in 1972.64  It should be
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sage and would come to represent key wedge issues such
as independence from China as well as important social
welfare issues.

As discussed at the outset, there was a certain momentum
to the election of opposition candidates. It was only after a
more substantial number of opposition candidates were
elected that the electorate truly began to believe that indi-
viduals outside of the state party could effect change, and
that genuine ÒchoiceÓ was conceivable. The institutions of
local elections would slowly begin to alter the democratic
perceptions and expectations of the Taiwanese people.

The success of Taiwanese Tangwai candidates marked a
shift in Taiwanese electoral and political history. Better than
expected success was achieved at the local and provin-
cial levels with several non-KMT candidates winning im-
portant seats. Although the KMT maintained its majority
position for approximately two more decades, Òafter 1977,
the KMT never recovered its electoral monopoly; it never
regained its pre-1977 seat share, and each subsequent
contest intensified the pressure for change.Ó73

In one particular instance, a popular Tangwai candidate
for county magistrate named Hsu Hsin-liang utilized West-
ern campaign methods to achieve electoral success. Hsu
employed student volunteers and mounted a professional
campaign using posters and advertisements combined with
dramatic speeches about public policy issues. With the
experience he had gained in electoral politics due to the
exposure of local elections, Hsu was able to score a sig-
nificant victory against a well-known KMT candidate. This
success and others like it stimulated the opposition move-
ment.74

With the benefit of hindsight the election of 1977 has been
viewed as a watershed moment in TaiwanÕs transition to
democracy. The political momentum seems unstoppable.
Political partisans experiencing these changes at the time,

however, did not have this futuristic perspective, and sev-
eral reported being truly shocked at the speed and extent
of the resulting political changes in the 1980s.  Ma Lai Ku
Mai was a member of the KMT government at the county
level at the height of the opposition movement. When Mr.
Ku Mai and other local politicians learned of the move-
ment they simply could not believe how much chaos there
was at the upper levels of government and how much the
KMT had lost control.75   King-yuh Chang was likewise
surprised when the opposition movement consolidated
itself into the DPP; the KMT allegedly thought that Taiwan
already had a form of democracy, as elections were being
held and the Constitution was, in their view, being fol-
lowed.76
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munity and its own electorate. Ultimately, the moderate
wings of the Tangwai movement gained strength and were
able to push for greater democratic reforms over the sub-
sequent decades.77

The population began to grow critical of the regimeÕs sup-
pression of political reform and pointed to Sun Yat-senÕs
constitutional principles which advocated for democracy.
The KMT was able to resist calls for further reform for a
time, but as the voices of the opposition movement grew
louder, the KMT faced problems of legitimacy in which
the continued use of martial law encouraged opposition
forces to insist that the regime was fundamentally undemo-
cratic and did not intend to extend real political power to
the electorate. It eventually became necessary for the KMT
to make concessions to maintain its political legitimacy in
Taiwan.78

In 
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instituted limited local elections that were gradually ex-
panded over time and particularly after 1970 as the KMTÕs
political monopoly became increasingly difficult to sus-
tain.83   The political institutions for local elections would
help to instil within the Taiwanese people a democratic
ethos that would ultimately become entrenched in subse-
quent decades.

As Thomas Carothers notes, TaiwanÕs experience with po-
litical reform is quite rare. Carothers notes that, broadly
speaking, there are two main paths for democratic reform
under authoritarian regimes. The first method sees the au-
thoritarian regime collapse due to a lack of legitimacy
through popular uprisings, revolutions, or similar over-
throws of dictatorships or authoritarian regimes. The sec-
ond path takes place when the authoritarian regime gradu-
ally releases control over the state through liberalization
initiatives, in which social, economic, and political reforms
are expanded in a manageable way and the goal of con-
solidated democracy is eventually achieved.

Electoral reform in Taiwan represents the latter and rarer
case, Òin which the dictatorial regime gradually changes
its stripes and left power through an electoral process.Ó
Carothers observes this process has only occurred in a small
number of countries including Taiwan, Chile, Mexico, and
to some degree South Korea (which combined gradual
reform but experienced political unrest to a significant
degree). Usually, as Carothers notes, attempted transitions
to democracy are defined by the first path Ð Òthe crash of
the incumbent dictatorial regime.Ó84

The crash of the KMT did not occur in TaiwanÕs demo-
cratic transition and it remains essentially on par with the
DPP in terms of its electoral success. Carothers observes
that in successful gradualist transitions, certain precondi-
tions exist within given countries that contribute to rela-
tively stable democratic reform. As in TaiwanÕs case, a strong
record of economic success, the growth of an educated

middle class, and economic liberalization contributed to
a relatively stable civil society, creating vested interests in
TaiwanÕs continued economic growth and therefore, in its
social stability. According to Carothers, economic success
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Therefore, the opposition movement was able to strengthen
its power through continued electoral participation, and
at the same time, this tolerated forum for dissent was en-
grained within the Taiwanese political process and among
the electorate. Taiwan can therefore serve as a model for
gradual democratic reform for other countries with similar
characteristics. Carothers is correct to note that gradual
democratic reform has been successful in only a handful
of cases. Taiwan possessed all of the right preconditions
for democratic reform to occur in a gradual and relatively
stable process Ð namely economic success and the growth
of an educated middle class, and a system of local elec-
tions that allowed legitimate political dissent through an
organized process.
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