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CHAPTER ONE

HOW TAIWAN BECAME DEMOCRATIC

What is a democracy? In the simplest definition, a democracy is a politi-
cal system in which the people regularly and freely choose their own 
leaders. Furthermore, in choosing their leaders, the people have the right 
and the ability to make the opposition the new government. In a democ-
racy, people also have such civil liberties as freedom of speech and press 
and all citizens have relative equality before the law. Democracies appear 
in various shapes and forms. Some are presidential such as the United 
States, while others are parliamentary such as the United Kingdom and 
many Commonwealth countries. Some are unitary such as the United 
Kingdom and France while others are federal such as the United States, 
Canada, Australia, Germany and India. However, in all these cases the 
people have and do use their ability to change their rulers freely and 
peacefully.

Democracy versus “Liberalization”

In looking at the democratization of Taiwan, it is important to make an 
important distinction between democracy and “liberalization.” Some-
times authoritarian regimes engage in “liberalization” allowing some 
increase in freedom of speech and the press. They may allow opposition 
politicians to win office in elections, though they do not relinquish ulti-
mate control. This is “liberalization,” not democratization. From the early 
1970s, Taiwan had at least two waves of liberalization. But under both 
President Chiang Kai-shek (蔣介石) and President Chiang Ching-kuo  
(蔣經國) an opposition political party could never replace the 
Kuomintang as the ruling party.1 In fact, until September 1986, no one 
was allowed to establish opposition political parties of any kind and those 
who did were imprisoned.2 We will argue below that various practices of 

1 The present writer started to draw this distinction in 1981, see J. Bruce Jacobs, “Polit-
ical Opposition and Taiwan’s Political Future,” The Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, 
no. 6 (July 1981), p. 21.

2 Before 1986, Taiwan did allow two minority parties, the Youth Party and the Demo-
cratic Socialist Party, both of which came to Taiwan from the Mainland. The Kuomintang 
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chapter one6

“liberalization” in Taiwan did contribute to the smooth transition to 
democracy after the death of President Chiang Ching-kuo in January 
1988.

For readers of Chinese, the term “liberalization” may appear vague. In 
the United States, “liberalism,” with its emphasis on human rights, is actu-
ally to the political left-of center. However, in Europe, “liberalism” is often 
seen as right-of-center because economic rights are also important. In 
Chinese, the classic translation of “liberalization” is ziyouhua 自由化, but 
a more accurate translation might be songbanghua 鬆綁化, literally the 
process of “loosening restrictions.”

Democracy and “Taiwanization”

Democratization in Taiwan and “Taiwanization” (bentuhua 本土化) have 
been two very closely linked processes, but they are different and distinct. 
Taiwanization emphasizes identification with Taiwan, consciousness of 
Taiwan and even a Taiwan nationalism. As we will argue in the next 
chapter, the Nationalist Party or Kuomintang (KMT, 國民黨) created a 
“colonial” society in which the Chinese Mainlanders, who account for less 
than fifteen per cent of Taiwan’s population, controlled the majority 
Taiwanese who comprise more than eighty-five per cent of the popula-
tion. In this context, appeals to Taiwan identity provided an important 
attraction to and source of strength for the opposition. Clearly, not all of 
those who promoted democracy in Taiwan favored a separate Taiwan 
and this led to splits in the movement for democracy. Taiwan identity has 
become the most important—and most divisive—issue in Taiwan’s dem-
ocratic politics today. But, despite the close association between the 
development of Taiwan’s democracy and the development of Taiwan 
identity, the two processes remain conceptually distinct.3

Important Factors Contributing to Taiwan’s Democratization

Ten inter-related factors assisted Taiwan’s process of democratization. 
Some of these factors can be traced back to the Japanese colonial period 

heavily infiltrated both parties and neither attempted to overthrow the Kuomintang. On 
these two minority parties, see Ibid., pp. 22–23. 

3 For an exploration of issues related to Taiwan identity, see John Makeham and 
A-Chin Hsiau, eds., Cultural, Ethnic, and Political Nationalism in Contemporary Taiwan: 
Bentuhua (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).
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how taiwan became democratic 7

(1895–1945) as well as the KMT authoritarian period (1945–1988), while 
others relate only to the KMT authoritarian period.

Administrative, Economic, Social and Educational Development under the 
Japanese

The Japanese attempted to make Taiwan a model colony in an effort to 
demonstrate to the Western powers their “modernization.” Thus, they 
built a penetrating administrative system backed by a strong police force. 
They eliminated many tropical diseases such as malaria and improved 
public health. They broadened the scope of education (see below). They 
built an important infrastructure of roads, railroads and harbors as well 
as telegraph, telephone and postal systems. They developed new seeds 
for such key crops as rice, sugar cane and pineapple. They constructed 
some minor industry such as sugar refining. Thus, by the end of the 
Japanese colonial period, Taiwan had a much higher standard of living 
than mainland China. The KMT built upon this base, a factor discussed 
separately below.

Relatively High Educational Levels under Japan and the KMT

Japanese statistics from 1917 to 1943 show an increasing proportion of 
Taiwan’s school age population undertaking education throughout the 
period. In 1917, only 13.1 per cent of the school age children went to school 
(21.4 per cent of the boys and only 3.7 per cent of the girls.) By 1932 this 
had increased to 35.9 per cent (51.0 per cent of the boys and 19.7 per cent 
of the girls.) In 1943 the figures had risen to 71.3 per cent (80.9 per cent of 
the boys and 60.9 per cent of the girls.)4 Very few of these students 
obtained secondary or higher education, but this reasonably widespread 
primary education did much towards making Taiwan a literate society. In 
addition, Kerr argues that under the Japanese “common schooling gradu-
ally created a sense of Formosan [Taiwanese] identity” among people 
who spoke different languages at home and lived in “separate community 
groups.”5 Tsurumi, who has written the key work on Japanese colonial 

4 Taiwan sheng wushiyi nian lai tongji tiyao 臺灣省五十一年來統計提要 [Statistical 
Abstract of Taiwan Province for the Past Fifty-One Years] (Taipei: Statistical Office of the 
Taiwan Provincial Administration Agency 臺灣省行政長官公署統計室編印, 1946; 
reprint ed. Taipei: Guting shuwu 古亭書屋, 1969), p. 1241.

5 See George H. Kerr, Formosa: Licensed Revolution and the Home Rule Movement 
1895–1945 (Honolulu: The University Press of Hawaii, 1974), p. 85. Original emphasis in 
quote.
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chapter one8

education in Taiwan, states, “The Taiwanese opposition to Japanese rule 
which emerged after 1920 was also a product of Japanese education.”6 
Despite an “Affinity with China [that] was part of the anti-colonial move-
ment ... the movement contained a local, Taiwanese content too.”7

The KMT also stressed the importance of education and enrolment 
rates continued to climb. In 1948, 77.14 per cent of primary age children 
were enrolled in primary schools. Of those graduating, only 33.05 per cent 
went on to junior secondary school and, of these, 62.89 per cent went on 
to senior secondary school. (Thus, 20.79 per cent of primary graduates 
went to senior secondary school.) Of these 79.54 per cent went to higher 
education.8

In 1968, the KMT government moved from six years of compulsory 
education to a policy of nine-years of compulsory education. Now, all stu-
dents were required to complete junior secondary education. The pro-
portion of school age children in primary school reached 97 per cent in 
1965, but the proportion of primary graduates attending junior secondary 
school leapt from 62.29 per cent in 1967 to 74.66 per cent in 1968.9

By 1977 the goal of universal nine-year education had almost been 
reached. Of primary aged children, 99.57 per cent attended primary 
school. Of those, 94.21 per cent attended junior secondary (98.30 per cent 
of boys and 89.90 per cent of girls). Sixty per cent of these went on to 
senior secondary school (61.53 per cent of boys and 58.14 per cent of girls) 
while 77.20 per cent of these went on to higher education (67.83 per cent 
of boys and 89.84 per cent of girls.)10 Clearly, at this time, girls suffered in 
the transition from primary to secondary school, but their numbers virtu-
ally equaled the boys at the higher education level.

These high rates of education have continued to the present. For the 
2004 school year, 96.03 per cent of junior high school graduates went on 
to senior high school. And the progression to university is now also very 
high with a vast expansion of university places. In 1950 Taiwan had six 
institutions of higher learning with only 6,665 students. By 1974 Taiwan 
had 13 public and 19 private institutions of higher education. In 2004, 

6 E. Patricia Tsurumi, Japanese Colonial Education in Taiwan, 1895–1945 (Cambridge, 
Mass and London: Harvard University Press, 1977), p. 219.

7 Ibid., p. 218.
8 Zhonghua minguo liushiliu nian tongji tiyao 中華民國六十六年統計提要 [Statisti-

cal Abstract of the Republic Of China 1977] (Taipei: Directorate-General of Budget, 
Accounting and Statistics 行政院主計處, 1978), pp. 724–725. 

9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
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how taiwan became democratic 9

Taiwan had 75 universities, 70 independent colleges and 14 junior col-
leges with 1,228,727 undergraduate students and 160,401 postgraduate stu-
dents.11

In their important, though flawed, cross-cultural study of democracy, 
Almond and Verba found that education gives people important skills 
related to political participation and belief in their ability to influence 
government.12 Clearly, the relatively high educational standards of 
Taiwan’s citizenry have contributed to the island’s smooth democratic 
transition.

Electoral Experience under Japanese and KMT Colonial Rule

Both the Japanese and the KMT colonial regimes allowed elections that 
gave Taiwan’s citizens experience with voting. Although candidates pre-
ferred by the regime could lose in both periods, neither system of elec-
tions threatened the regime itself.

During the mid-1930s, after considerable campaigning by Taiwanese, 
the Japanese finally allowed the partial election of “advisory councils” on 
the prefectural, county and township levels. However, the electors—
males over twenty-five with sufficient property and with approval from 
the Japanese police—elected one less than half of the councilors while 
the Japanese colonial government appointed the majority of members. 
After the first election in 1935, the Japanese reduced the property qualifi-
cations and by the third biennial election in 1939, Taiwan had 286,700 
Taiwanese voters who chose some 3,104 Taiwanese for various councils.13

Upon arriving in Taiwan, the KMT almost instantly instituted a system 
of elections. Within three months of taking control from the Japanese, on 
January 23, 1946, the KMT conducted popular elections for village head 

11 Taiwan Yearbook 2005, CD-ROM ed. (Taipei: Government Information Office, 
2005), chap. 18. 

12 Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and 
Democracy in Five Nations (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1963), 
pp. 379–387. For the flaws, see the chapters in Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, eds., 
The Civic Culture Revisited (Boston: Little, Brown, 1980).

13 Kerr, Formosa: Licensed Revolution, pp. 162, 169–171. Six of the eleven members of 
the Mazu Township Advisory Council were appointed while five were elected. During the 
Japanese period, heads of households rather than all citizens elected the village heads, 
see J. Bruce Jacobs, Local Politics in a Rural Chinese Cultural Setting: A Field Study of Mazu 
Township, Taiwan (Canberra: Contemporary China Centre, Research School of Pacific 
Studies, Australian National University, 1980), p. 116n. Alternatively, see Jacobs, Local 
Politics in Rural Taiwan under Dictatorship and Democracy, p. 140, n. 1. 
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chapter one10

and vice-head and for township assembly in early March. The township 
assembly elected the township executive later that year.14 After a 1950 
administrative reorganization, which replaced two Japanese levels with 
the county, Taiwan’s citizens also began voting directly for township 
executive and county assembly in 1951.15 The first direct election of county 
executives began in August 1950 and stretched through to May 1951,16 
while the first popular election of the provisional provincial assembly 
took place in 1954.17

These elections were hard fought, though as I have argued elsewhere, 
the primary gain was “face” and prestige rather than power or profit.18 For 
the most part, these elections were “free” in that KMT nominees did not 
always win and skullduggery, though it occurred, was reasonably limited. 
On several occasions, non-partisan oppositionists won individual local 
elections, though the KMT was never in danger of losing control because 
the central government and the executive branch of the provincial gov-
ernment were never chosen electorally. Thus, the central legislature was 
not popularly elected until 1992, the provincial governor not until 1994 
and the president not until 1996.19 

Increasing Economic Prosperity with Increasing Equality

Many theorists have pointed to the importance of a “strong middle class” 
for democratization. I would argue that economic growth with good 
future prospects and equality of opportunity are more important. Taiwan 
certainly provides such a case study. Per capita national income rose 
from US$186 in 1952 to US$12,961 in 2000.20 More importantly, until 1980, 
personal income became more equal. Thus, in 1953 the richest fifth of 

14 Jacobs, Local Politics, pp. 115–116; Jacobs, Local Politics in Rural Taiwan under Dica-
torship and Democracy, p. 140.

15 Jacobs, Local Politics, pp. 117–120; Jacobs, Local Politics in Rural Taiwan under Dica-
torship and Democracy, pp. 142–146.

16 Taiwan sheng difang zizhi zhiyao 臺灣省地方自治誌要 [Record of Local Autonomy 
in Taiwan Province] (Taichung: Taiwan sheng difang zizhi zhiyao bianji weiyuanhui  
臺灣省地方自治誌要編輯委員會, 1965), pp. 407–408. 

17 Ibid., p. 254.
18 Jacobs, Local Politics, pp. 64–67; Jacobs, Local Politics in Rural Taiwan under Dicta-

torship and Democracy, pp. 81–85.
19 For a useful study of voting in both authoritarian and democratic Taiwan, Shelley 

Rigger, Politics in Taiwan: Voting for Democracy (London and New York: Routledge, 1999).
20 Taiwan Statistical Data Book 2001 (Taipei: Council for Economic Planning and 

Development, Republic of China, 2001), p. 50.
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how taiwan became democratic 11

Taiwan’s families had 20.47 times the income of Taiwan’s poorest fifth.21 
By 1980, this ratio had declined to 4.17,22 though since the ratio had gradu-
ally increased to 5.50 in 1999.23

This growth with increasing equity coincided with substantial social 
mobility. During the 1970s, many girls left the countryside to work in fac-
tories in order to earn dowries and to put their brothers into universities. 
Later, as indicated above, many of these girls went to universities them-
selves. In a significant longitudinal study, David Schak deliberately stud-
ied two of Taiwan’s poorest communities, a beggar’s den and a welfare 
community. Ten years later, these communities had essentially disap-
peared. After finding many of the original subjects, Schak concluded, they 
had “bettered their socioeconomic position, both absolutely and relative 
to the wider society.”24 And, certainly, the poorest sector, the country-
side, also gained considerable, widespread prosperity during the 1970s 
and afterwards.

To some extent, these policies originated in a KMT fear of social insta-
bility that derived from their Mainland experience. Thus, the KMT 
emphasized policies that contributed to “social stability” such as making 
certain that people had enough to eat and that arrangements were made 
to take care of orphans. In spite of its conservative external image, the 
KMT pursued progressive social policies on the island.25

Some “Liberals” among Top KMT Leadership

In some ways, Chiang Ching-kuo had “liberal” or reformist elements in his 
leadership. Beginning in 1972, when he became premier and the clear suc-
cessor to his father, Chiang pushed hard for more Taiwanese as well as for 
younger, more educated persons among his top leadership. And he 
pushed a variety of reforms.26 Of course, as discussed in the next chapter, 

21 See Shirley W.Y. Kuo, The Taiwan Economy in Transition (Boulder, Colorado: West-
view Press, 1983), pp. 96–97 (Table 6.1).

22 Taiwan Statistical Data Book 1992 (Taipei: Council for Economic Planning and 
Development, Republic of China, 1992), pp. 62–63.

23 Taiwan Statistical Data Book 2001, pp. 78–79.
24 David C. Schak, “Socioeconomic Mobility and the Urban Poor in Taiwan,” Modern 

China, 15, no. 3 (1989), pp. 346–373, quote from p. 346.
25 J. Bruce Jacobs, “Chinese Nationalist Politics in Taiwan under the Two Chiangs,” in 

Modern Taiwan in the 1990s, ed. Gary Klintworth (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Stud-
ies Centre, Australian National University, 1991), pp. 18–19.

26 See, for example, J. Bruce Jacobs, “Taiwan 1972: Political Season,” Asian Survey, 
XIII, no. 1 (January 1973), pp. 102–112.
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chapter one12

Chiang Ching-kuo also sanctioned the arrest of the Kaohsiung Incident 
demonstrators in December 1979, gave the conservative Wang Sheng  
王昇 considerable power from 1979 until 1983 and may have approved 
the assassination of Henry Liu  (also known as Liu Yiliang 劉宜良 and 
Chiang Nan 江南), a journalist who had written a biography of Chiang 
Ching-kuo himself, on October 14, 1984.

In terms of today, pre-eminent among these early appointments, 
beginning as a Minister without Portfolio in 1972, was Lee Teng-hui 李登
煇, who had a Cornell PhD in agricultural economics. George K.C. Yeh 
(Yeh Kung-ch’ao 葉公超), another 1972 appointment as Minister without 
Portfolio, had graduated with a BA from Amherst College and an MA 
from Cambridge University before beginning a career in foreign affairs. 
He too had a reputation as a “liberal.” Sun Yun-suan 孫運璿, appointed 
Minister of Economics in 1972 and Premier from 1978 until struck down 
by a stroke in 1984, trained in the Tennessee Valley Authority during 
1943–1945 and also had a strong reputation as a “liberal.” Chiang Ching-
kuo also appointed Kao Yü-shu 高玉樹 (also known as Henry Kao) as 
Minister of Transport in 1972. Kao, of course, was a Taiwanese non-parti-
san who had won election as mayor of Taipei in 1954 and 1964. Taipei’s 
elevation to provincial status in 1967 was, in part, an attempt to derail 
Kao’s political career. Bringing Kao back into the cabinet in 1972 was an 
explicit move to reform. Kao was educated at Waseda University.

Other “liberal” leaders who held senior political positions under 
Chiang Ching-kuo include:

 – Chao Shou-po 趙守博, a Taiwanese who received postgraduate educa-
tion at the University of Illinois and held senior positions within the 
KMT;

 – Chen Chi-lu 陳奇祿, a senior Taiwanese anthropologist, who studied 
at the University of New Mexico and held cabinet positions during 
1977–1988;

 – Hsu Shui-teh 許水徳, a Taiwanese with postgraduate education at 
Tokyo University, who served as mayor of Kaohsiung (1982–1985) and 
Taipei (1985–1988) before becoming a cabinet member as well as a 
member of the KMT Central Standing Committee in 1988;

 – Kao Yu-jen 高育仁, a Taiwanese who won elected positions as Taiwan 
provincial assemblyman and county executive of Tainan County 
before being appointed to a variety of government and party positions 
and then winning election as Speaker of the Taiwan Provincial Assem-
bly in 1981 until 1989;
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how taiwan became democratic 13

 – Lee Huan 李煥, an important “liberal” advisor to Chiang Ching-kuo, 
who gained an MA from Columbia University and who held many 
senior party and government positions in the 1970s and 1980s;

 – Lin Chin-sheng 林金生, a Taiwanese politician who was a member of 
the cabinet from 1972 to 1984 and a member of the KMT’s Central 
Standing Committee from 1976 to 1987; 

 – Lin Yang-kang 林洋港, a Taiwanese politician who held senior posi-
tions in the KMT and in government including mayor of Taipei (1976–
1978), governor of Taiwan province (1978–1981) and cabinet positions 
(1981–1987);

 – Ma Ying-jeou 馬英九, a lawyer who studied at both New York Univer-
sity and Harvard University and who worked in the Office of the Pres-
ident during 1981–1988 and as Deputy Secretary-General of the KMT 
during 1984–1988;

 – James C.Y. Soong (Sung Ch’u-yu 宋楚瑜), received MA degrees at the 
University of California at Berkeley and Catholic University of Amer-
ica before a PhD at Georgetown, and later acted as English secretary 
to President Chiang Ching-kuo, headed the Government Information 
Office and held senior positions in the KMT;27

 – Tao Pai-chuan 陶百川, an older Mainlander who supported Lei Chen 
雷震 as a member of the Control Branch in the 1950s and then left the 
KMT, but who remained a prestigious figure who had access to Chiang 
Ching-kuo; and

 – Tsiang Yien-si (Chiang Yen-shih 蔣彥士), an agricultural scientist who 
received his PhD from the University of Minnesota and who held min-
isterial posts from 1972–1979 and served as Secretary-General of the 
KMT from 1979–1984.

Clearly, specialists on Taiwan politics could have debates about this list. 
Some might argue that some of these names do not deserve being here 
while other names have not been included. This list is not meant to be 
exhaustive and some people lost their “liberal” credentials after Lee Teng-
hui became president in 1988. However, I have reason to believe each of 
the names on the list was both reasonably influential under Chiang 
Ching-kuo and was reasonably “liberal” during that period. Their pres-
ence symbolizes that “liberal” voices did have some influence during 

27 While Soong took many conservative positions as Director of the Government 
Information Office after the Kaohsiung Incident, his role in supporting President Lee 
Teng-hui as KMT Party Chairman in 1988 suggests he belongs in this list.
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chapter one14

Chiang Ching-kuo’s leadership. The contrast with South Korea, where 
very few “liberals” worked for the military regimes of Park Chung-hee and 
Chun Doo-hwan, is stark.28

A Non-Violent, Democratic Opposition

Taiwan has been blessed with an opposition which has used non-violent 
methods and which supports democratization. This began during the 
February 28, 1947 Uprising and continued right through to Taiwan’s 
democratization in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Thus, for example, the 
dangwai 黨外 (those outside the KMT) used non-violent methods in their 
demonstrations from 1977 through the Kaohsiung Incident in 1979. In the 
early 1980s the opposition again used peaceful means of political action. 
This continued through the demonstrations in the mid and late 1980s and 
helps account for the many accounts stressing Taiwan’s “peaceful” demo-
cratic transition. The armed uprisings during the February 28, 1947 move-
ment (in response to the KMT’s repression), the attempted assassination 
of Chiang Ching-kuo in New York on April 24, 1970 and the sending of a 
letter bomb to Provincial Governor Shieh Tung-min (Hsieh Tung-min  
謝東閔) on October 10, 1976 were sharp, relatively rare and political insig-
nificant exceptions to this general rule of non-violence.

Links between Government and Opposition

In a useful discussion in perhaps his best book, Samuel Huntington draws 
distinctions between “reformers” and “standpatters” in authoritarian gov-
ernments and between “moderates” and “radicals” among the opposition. 
He notes that if the “reformers” and the “moderates” have relatively more 
power among the government and the opposition respectively, the pos-
sibilities for democratic transition are greater.29

This situation existed in Taiwan. With the exceptions listed above, 
Chiang Ching-kuo basically proved a “reformer” and supported “liberals.” 
As noted in the previous section, the opposition too had many “moder-
ates” and few “radicals” as can be seen by their non-violent approach. In 
addition, even in the 1970s, Chiang Ching-kuo either personally or 
through his key subordinates often developed links with moderate oppo-
sition leaders such as Kang Ning-hsiang 康寧祥. The KMT established 
more formal consultation procedures towards the end of Chiang Ching-
kuo’s life. Some of these links will be discussed in the next chapter.

28 Jacobs, “Taiwan and South Korea,” pp. 248–249.
29 Huntington, Third Wave, pp. 121–124.
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how taiwan became democratic 15

Popular Associations and Interest Group Activity

In an important discussion, Almond and Verba draw links between inter-
est group membership and increased political competence: “Membership 
in an organization, political or not, appears therefore to be related to an 
increase in the political competence and activity of the individual.”30 In 
Taiwan, under the KMT authoritarian regime, the government set up 
numerous “popular associations,” which though technically independent, 
in fact operated under government and party control and supervision. 
Back in 1978, the author wrote: “The paradox of Taiwan’s interests groups 
lies in the fact that government and party organisation and control of 
popular associations has at the same time strengthened and even created 
groups which may be capable of independent interest articulation.”31 We 
know, for example, that the Farmers’ Associations led the battle against 
the government’s rice for fertilizer barter policy, which meant that to get 
chemical fertilizer farmers had to give the government rice at very unfa-
vorable prices. The Provincial Grain Bureau announced the end of this 
policy on January 9, 1973.32 The change came because Lee Teng-hui, 
appointed to the cabinet as a Minister without Portfolio in May 1972, 
worked with the Farmers’ Associations.33

The broad and encompassing nature of the “popular associations” is 
clear.34 Furthermore, some of these associations have long histories. The 
Farmers’ Associations, for example, were founded during the Japanese 
colonial period. The “popular associations” clearly involved a large variety 
of Taiwan’s citizens during the KMT authoritarian period. Unfortunately, 
being black-listed from Taiwan, the writer was unable to observe their 
roles during the democratic transition and no one else has reported on 
this. Yet, it does appear that the widespread membership of the popular 
associations did ease Taiwan’s transformation into a democracy.

30 Almond and Verba, The Civic Culture, p. 310.
31 J. Bruce Jacobs, “Paradoxes in the Politics of Taiwan: Lessons for Comparative Pol-

itics,” Politics, XIII, no. 2 (November 1978), p. 244.
32 Taiwan lishi nianbiao (1966–1978) 台灣歷史年表 [Chronology of Taiwan History], 

vol. II (Taibei: Guojia zhengce yanjiusuo ziliao zhongxin, 1990), p. 194.
33 For the role of Lee Teng-hui, see zhang Yanxian et al 張炎憲等, Li Denghui xiansh-

eng yu Taiwan minzhu hua 李登輝先生與台灣民主化 [Mr Lee Teng-hui and Taiwan’s 
Democratization (Taibei: Yushanshe 玉山社, 2004), pp. 44–45, 101.

34 Jacobs, “Paradoxes,” pp. 243–244.

Jacobs, J. Bruce. Democratizing Taiwan, BRILL, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=848679.
Created from nottingham on 2018-10-12 05:22:33.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



chapter one16

American Political Pressure

Following the passage of the Taiwan Relations Act on April 10, 1979, 
Congress began to pay more attention to human rights in Taiwan. These 
bi-partisan pressures became stronger after the Kaohsiung Incident of 
December 10, 1979, when many Taiwanese were arrested, and became 
particularly strong after the murder of Henry Liu  (Chiang Nan, Liu 
Yiliang) on October 14, 1984. The American Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI) probed this case, which took place in the United States, and discov-
ered clear evidence that Taiwan’s security agencies had been involved in 
the murder, a fact Taiwan admitted in January 1985.35 This distinguished 
the Henry Liu  case from earlier political murders, which had occurred in 
Taiwan, and created “a severe, self-inflicted crisis” on the island.36 
President Reagan, who was “pro-Taiwan,” and Congress also placed pres-
sure on Taiwan on August 17, 1985 by passing the “1986–1987 Foreign 
Affairs Authorization Action.”37

The Fall of President Marcos

The relatively sudden fall of President Ferdinand Marcos of the 
Philippines in February 1986 really frightened authoritarian leaders in 
much of Asia including Taiwan and South Korea. After September 28, 
1986 the Taiwan regime allowed the newly created opposition Democratic 
Progressive Party to exist and to contest explicitly the December 6, 1986 
legislative and national assembly elections. In mid-October 1986, Chiang 
Ching-kuo announced the abolition of martial law effective July 1987. 
(These and other reforms are discussed in the next chapter.) Similarly, 
South Korea also made reforms following the fall of President Marcos.

A Non-Factor: Presbyterianism

The Presbyterian Church has a relatively long history in Taiwan dating 
back to the 1860s. Later, the Japanese gave the Presbyterian Church a vir-
tual monopoly as the only Protestant Church in Taiwan from 1895 until 

35 For an excellent overview, see Richard C. Bush, At Cross Purposes: U.S.-Taiwan 
Relations Since 1942 (Armonk, NY and London, England: M.E. Sharpe, 2004), pp. 179–218. 
See also David E. Kaplan, Fires of the Dragon: Politics, Murder, and the Kuomintang (New 
York: Atheneum, 1992).

36 J. Bruce Jacobs, “Uncurbed security forces threaten Taiwan’s future,” The Age, p. 13.
37 Kiyoshi Ito, History of Taiwan, trans. Walter Chen (Taibei: Qianwei, 2004), pp. 316–

317.
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how taiwan became democratic 17

1925.38 Thus, the Presbyterian Church has identified with the island and 
has been a leader in both pushing for democracy and for the island’s 
Taiwan identity. Peng Ming-min 彭明敏, an early Taiwan Independence 
leader and the DPP candidate for president in 1996, had early connections 
with the Presbyterian Church,39 though these influences gain no mention 
in Peng’s famous “Declaration of Formosans” issued in 1964.40 The 
Presbyterian Church itself issued its first famous proclamation on 
December 29, 1971, a few months after Taiwan had withdrawn from the 
United Nations. 41 The Presbyterian Church also made a “Declaration on 
Human Rights” on August 16, 1977, which urged “our government to face 
reality and to take effective measures whereby Taiwan may become a 
new and independent country.”42

It is also true that President Lee Teng-hui and many members of then 
opposition DPP were and are members of the Presbyterian Church. 
However, after discussing this with many political leaders and activists—
both church members and not—the writer believes that Church mem-
bership is not a factor in Taiwan’s democratization. Many members of the 
DPP, as well as the KMT and other political parties, are not Church mem-
bers. A few interviewees suggested that the Church may have instilled 
democratic values, but many in the democratic movement do not  
have Christian beliefs while many leaders of the former authoritarian 
regime, including Chiang Kai-shek and his wife Soong Mayling 宋美嶺,  
did believe in Christianity. Thus, while the Presbyterian Church, as an 
organization, did work to enhance democratization in Taiwan, church 
beliefs have not in themselves made any particular contributions.

38 Murray A. Rubinstein, The Protestant Community on Modern Taiwan: Mission, Sem-
inary, and Church (Armonk, N.Y. and London, England: M.E. Sharpe, 1991), pp. 20–21.

39 Peng Ming-min, A Taste of Freedom: Memoirs of a Formosan Independence Leader 
(New York, Chicago and San Francisco: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972), pp. 4–5, 9–10, 
123.

40 Victor H. Li, ed., The Future of Taiwan: a Difference of Opinion (White Plains, N.Y.: 
M.E. Sharpe, 1980), pp. 174–185.

41 “Presbyterians Urge Reforms in Taiwan,” New York Times, December 30, 1971, p. 10. 
The text of this Declaration appears in Presbyterian Church in Taiwan, Statement on our 
National Fate (December 29, 1971, accessed October 3, 2009); available from http://www.
taiwandocuments.org/pct01.htm.

42 Li, ed., Future, pp. 186–187, quote on p. 187. The text is at Presbyterian Church in 
Taiwan, A Declaration of Human Rights (August 16, 1977, accessed October 3, 2009); 
 available from http://www.taiwandocuments.org/pct04.htm.
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chapter one18

Conclusions

We have drawn an important distinction between “liberalization” and 
“democratization”, though we have noted that “liberalization” of an 
authoritarian regime can contribute to its ultimate “democratization.” In 
addition, we have explored some ten factors from the authoritarian peri-
ods that have contributed to Taiwan’s democratization. In the next chap-
ter, we explore the “colonial” dictatorships of both the Japanese and the 
KMT in order to gain some understanding of these precedents. 
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