
Chapter 3

Social Protests and Political 
Democratization in Taiwan

Yun-han Chu

For a long time Taiwan has been known among students of comparative politics 
for its economic dynamism and political stasis. But since the early 1980s the 
political landscape of the island has changed almost beyond recognition. One of 
the most salient aspects of the political change taking place in the last few years 
has been the sudden upsurge of organized contentious collective actions in the 
form of citizen petitions, demonstrations, wildcat strikes, civil disobedience, and 
riots—almost two reported incidents a day in 1987.1

Only a few years ago, incidences of organized protest that pressed demands 
on the authorities were few and far between. In the past, few segments within 
Taiwanese civil society escaped the immediate control of the authoritarian re-
gime. But recent years have witnessed an explosion of autonomous social mobi-
lization throughout the society. In its most ostensible form, it manifested itself in 
the outburst of reported incidents of social protest, which increased from 143 in 
1983, the year the data series begins, to 676 in 1987 (see table 3.1).2 Contentious 
collective actions as a means of pressing collective demands have proliferated 
into all kinds of issue areas and spread across the island within a very short time 
span. Most notably, four major types of social protest have emerged in recent 
years—political, environmental, economic, and labor (see table 3.2).3 Except for 
political protests, which were typically organized by the political opposition, 
most types of social protest were initiated by ordinary citizens making claims 
over issues of livelihood.

This chapter explores the interplay between the assertion of autonomous so-
cial forces in the form of social protests and the process of political democratiza-
tion, a process that has been pushed forward by the political opposition as well as
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100 PART II: POLITICAL CHANGE

Table 3.1

Reported Frequencies of Social Protest Incidence in Taiwan, 1983-1987

Year 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 Total

Frequency 143 183 243 271 676 1,516

Growth rate — 28.0% 32.8% 11.5% 149.4%

Table 3.2

Reported Frequencies of Social Protest Incidence in Taiwan by Type of 
Issue, 1983-1987

Col.
Issue 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 Total Percent

Political 
Frequency 
Growth rate

5 4
-20.0%

20
400.0%

35
75.0%

106
202.9%

170 11.2%

Environmental 
Frequency 
Growth rate

43 61
41.9%

OA
-44.3%

78
129.4%

167
114.1%

383 25.3%

Economic 
Frequency 
Growth rate

57 72
26.3%

89
23.6%

101
13.5%

257
154.5%

576 38.0%

Labor 
Frequency 
Growth rate

20 37
85.0%

85
129.7%

38
-55.3%

63
65.8%

243 16.0%

Other 
Frequency 
Growth rate

18 9
-50.0%

15
66.7%

19
26.7%

83
336.8%

144 9.5%

ushered in by the ruling elite.4 This chapter examines the impact of political 
democratization on the recent upsurge of contentious collective actions and eval-
uates the implications of this development for the political transition process.

The Political Setting of the Explosion of Social Protest

In comparative perspective, Kuomintang (KMT) one-party rule in Taiwan is 
distinctive among third world authoritarian systems in two important aspects: 
First, the KMT regime on Taiwan is one of the few entrenched authoritarian 
regimes that have effectively combined political stability with successful eco-
nomic development in the postwar era. The KMT regime has enjoyed un-
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SOCIAL PROTESTS AND POLITICAL DEMOCRATIZATION 101

disrupted rule for almost four decades in a context of a dynamic industrialization 
and social transformation. Second, in the contemporary era, few authoritarian 
regimes in developing countries have been able to do without some form of 
democratic facade,5 but since its initial consolidation on Taiwan, the KMT re-
gime has relied very little on democratic legitimacy for its rule.

The KMT regime in Taiwan entered the 1970s with a proven formula for 
maintaining the entrenched political dominance of the mainlander elite at the 
national level and for controlling a limited popular electoral process at the local 
level. Formally the KMT state maintained a complicated five-branch (yuan) 
national government, with a functioning legislature claiming to represent all the 
provinces of China with its life-term members elected in 1948 on the mainland. 
It also intentionally retained a cumbersome four-tier administrative system de-
signed for all of China, from the national down to provincial, county/city, and 
town/borough levels. Limited home rule was implemented in 1950. Native Tai-
wanese were allowed to elect their own representatives up to the provincial level, 
and executive officials up to the county/city level.

But under the surface, the KMT maintained a stable political order through 
an elaborate ideology akin to socialism, a cohesive and highly penetrating 
party apparatus organized along Leninist democratic centralist lines, and a 
powerful, pervasive, but less visible security apparatus reinforced by martial 
law. The official ideology, Sun Yat-sen’s eclectic “Three Principles of the 
People”—nationalism, democracy, and people’s livelihood—advocated the 
commensurability of the interests of the capitalist class and working class, 
the need for regulating private capital, and the advancement of state capital. 
Through their exclusive control over such socialization agents as schools and 
mass media, the mainlander elite constructed an ideologically indoctrinated 
popular coalition where all members of society believed that the KMT state 
embodied the interest of all classes and that they had a stake in preserving the 
political status quo.6

The party apparatus consisted of cross-cutting functional units organized 
along both regional and corporatist (sectorial) lines. At the grass-roots level, the 
KMT utilized the existing social structure to establish complex local political 
machines built on patron-client networks within the party structure throughout 
the island. Within each administrative district below the provincial level, the 
KMT nurtured and kept at least two competing local factions striving for elec-
toral offices and other public offices in such quasi-state organizations as Farmer 
Associations, Fisherman Associations, Irrigation Associations, Produce Coopera-
tives, and, more important, for a share of region-based economic rents in the 
nontradable goods sector to be distributed by the party-directed local spoils 
system.7 Above the local level, the KMT controlled and demobilized all modem 
social sectors through preemptive incorporation of business and professional 
associations, labor unions, state employees, journalists, intellectuals, students, 
and other targeted groups. Few autonomous social forces escaped the immediate
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102 PART II: POLITICAL CHANGE

control of the authoritarian order. The party apparatus filled up all the political 
space in the society, and party membership reached almost 15 percent of the 
entire adult population. Also, the KMT captured the rents created by natural 
monopoly and governmental procurement at the national level and used them to 
cushion the economic security of their loyalist mainlander followers. Finally, 
wherever indoctrination or cooptation failed, the security apparatus picked up. 
Under the rule of martial law, the security authority was prepared to suppress 
even a hint of political stirring. For almost three decades of its rule, the KMT 
faced a very unorganized and weak political opposition consisting primarily 
of defiant local factions that had no national political aims and posed little 
threat to the KMT’s dominant position. Thus for an extended period of time, 
the ruling elite saw no pressing need for even a limited electoral opening at 
the national level.

Initially, the electoral system was installed by the emigrant regime at the 
local level to coopt the native elite and incorporate existing local patron- 
client networks into a superimposed party apparatus. A series of develop-
ments, however, have gradually transformed both the nature and the signifi-
cance of the electoral process.

First, as it evolved, the election has become the major institution to assimilate 
emerging economic and social forces into the political system. Facing recurring 
electoral challenges, the party-sanctioned local factional networks are more 
adaptive than the formal party apparatus to socioeconomic changes. When tradi-
tional clientelist networks could no longer deliver votes as effectively as they 
once did, faction-centered or candidate-centered clientelism was expanded to 
incorporate more secondary associations and regional business concerns, espe-
cially in rapidly urbanizing areas. Also, more and more new contenders were 
drawn into the electoral process to seek political access and economic privilege, 
since electoral success could be readily translated into instant social prestige and 
handsome economic gain. With an ever-expanding economy, both the cost and 
the stakes of elections became ever greater for the established factions. Thus as 
more social resources were mobilized into the electoral process, elections be-
came more institutionalized. Elections became the institution in which the local 
political elite found their self-identity and on which the entire local power struc-
ture rested. Increasingly, the national ruling elite found out not only that they 
could not do without elections, but that they had to deal with the rising pressure 
from both inside and outside the party for electoral openings at a higher level.

Another unavoidable political consequence of rapid socioeconomic changes 
has been the rise of a new breed of political opposition in the elections. With 
rapid urbanization, diffusion of education, and a general rise in material well-
being, the opposition, who dared to initiate a challenge to the legitimacy of the 
KMT regime, have found more and more open ears among an increasingly 
articulate, self-assured, and economically secure electorate. This development 
culminated in the local election of 1977, in which a loosely coordinated opposi-
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SOCIAL PROTESTS AND POLITICAL DEMOCRATIZATION 103

tion group, bearing the label of dangwai (outside the party), made considerable 
gains in contesting local and provincial electoral offices. Since 1977, more and 
more activists have dared to test the permissible limits of public defiance of 
political taboos. The opposition has turned the campaign process into an effec-
tive medium of “resocialization” for fostering the growth in popular demands for 
democratic legitimacy. On the other hand, it has become increasingly costly for 
the ruling elite to use repressive measures against popularly elected opposition 
leaders. To do this, the KMT regime had to pay a considerable price at the cost 
of its own legitimacy, as the ruling elite soon found out in the aftermath of the 
Formosa incident, in which a number of prominent dissident leaders were prose-
cuted and jailed for treason. The incident also precipitated great political strain 
on the political system. After a temporary period of disarray, dangwai members 
soon regrouped and regained their electoral momentum. Building on increased 
electoral backing, the opposition became even bolder in their political demands.

Drastic changes in the external environment also compelled the ruling elite to 
become more responsive to the rising popular demand for political opening. 
During the 1970s a series of diplomatic setbacks, including the loss of Taiwan’s 
United Nations seat to the People’s Republic and derecognition by major allies, 
severely undermined the KMT’s claim to be the sole legitimate government of 
China. A series of peace overtures initiated by the PRC in the late 1970s and the 
emerging detente atmosphere in the Taiwan Strait also began to melt down the 
“besieged mentality” among the public. Thus the KMT elite felt the need to turn 
inward and to rely more on the legitimating function of electoral institutions. 
Thus limited electoral opening of national representative bodies was first insti-
tuted in 1972 and expanded in 1980. But the overall institutional arrangements 
retained the necessary design to ensure that the opposition that emerged in the 
election and the competition it brought about would in no way pose a real 
challenge to the regime.

The limited opening of national representative bodies to electoral contests 
provided a fertile ground for the formation of an islandwide coalition among 
independent candidates with national political aims. Also, increased electoral 
support has emboldened the opposition to break the legal limitations on their 
organizational growth. Since 1979 the opposition has moved cautiously toward 
forming a quasi-party despite stem warnings from the government of its resolve 
to enforce the legal ban. After a temporary setback in the aftermath of the 
Formosa incident, the opposition regrouped and united under various forms of 
quasi-party organization.8 Also, beginning in 1984 the dangwai gradually 
stepped up their push for democratic changes in ways never before tolerated. 
They organized mass rallies, staged street demonstrations, and engaged in other 
kinds of confrontational strategies to undermine the political support for the 
KMT regime on three fronts: at the levels of political community, political 
regime, and policy performance.9 They confronted the regime on the sensitive 
issues of constitutional reform, Taiwanese identity, and self-determination. Fac-
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104 PART II: POLITICAL CHANGE

ing the opposition’s intensified challenge, the KMT regime evidently lost its 
resolve to use repressive measures against the opposition, especially during the 
last two years of Chiang Ching-kuo’s tenure (1985-86). Thus the opposition 
effectively expanded the public space the ruling elite decided to tolerate at the 
beginning of the transition. On the eve of the 1986 election, a formal party, the 
Democratic Progressive party (DPP), was declared in defiance of the legal ban.10

In retrospect, the limited political opening that started in the early 1980s 
clearly has had an effect on loosening the regime’s authoritarian grip on society. 
It ignited a broadly based popular demand for political decompression and 
started a reciprocal cycle between political liberalization and democratization in 
the early 1980s. Suddenly the KMT regime found itself reigning over a resur-
rected civil society that expressed itself in the mushrooming of autonomous 
social groups breaking out of the corporatist straightjacket and in the upsurge of 
social protests and all kinds of contentious collective actions. The following 
section examines the impact of political democratization on social movements in 
the light of recent literature on social mobilization.

Some Theoretical Considerations

As I explore the interplay between the recent democratic opening and the up-
surge of social protest, two questions are particularly relevant: “How” and 
“Why.” The domains of these two questions, and therefore the kinds of answer, 
are different. “How” questions are concerned with the domain of the possible, 
whereas “why” questions are concerned with the domain of the actual.11 The 
former is dealt with in terms of structural analysis, which tries to answer “How is 
A possible?” Structural analysis uncovers “tendencies” for structures to be actu-
alized in certain ways but does not directly account for the production of particu-
lar events.12 The latter is dealt with in terms of causal analysis, which tries to 
answer “Why did A happen rather than B?” and thus takes as unproblematic the 
possibility that those events can happen in the first place.

In searching for answers in these two explanatory domains, two theoretical 
perspectives are particularly relevant in the analysis of the structural and con- 
junctual causes for the explosion of social protest in Taiwan: Charles Tilly’s 
comprehensive analytical framework for social mobilization and contentious col-
lective action, and recent literature on transition from authoritarianism.13

The conclusion that Tilly has drawn from his analysis of how collective 
action in Europe evolved under the influence of long-term structural transforma-
tion brought about by industrialization can be summarized as follows: Rapid 
urbanization and industrialization did exert stress on existing social fabrics and 
stimulate social conflict over the long run, but the changes labeled as moderniza-
tion had no uniform effects on the level, form, or timing of major bursts of 
contentious collective actions. Instead, shifts in the struggle for political power 
explain the timing and intensity of contentious collective actions better than
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SOCIAL PROTESTS AND POLITICAL DEMOCRATIZATION 105

hypotheses based on social breakdown or economic hardship. Major bursts of 
violent social protest usually accompany large-scale realignments of the political 
system. Finally, the main determinants of a group’s mobilization and possible 
forms of collective action are its organization and the current opportunities and 
threats confronting its interest, in particular the possibility of its subjection to the 
repression of the state. In sum, Tilly’s mobilization model directs one’s attention 
not just to the long-term disrupting effect of industrialization but more to the 
larger political process and the microscopic social settings of protesters.

The emphasis on state power and political process is also brought up by 
O’Donnell and Schmitter in their analysis of the democratic opening in Latin 
America and southern Europe. They contend that the opening of authoritarian 
rule usually produces a sharp and rapid increase in general politicization and 
popular activation. This explosion has to be set against the background of the 
success of most authoritarian regimes in depoliticizing as well as atomizing their 
respective societies. Once the government signals that it is permitting contesta-
tion on issues previously declared off limits and is lowering its willingness to use 
coercive forces, these regimes quickly discover that the so-called peace and 
consensus were, at best, “part of an imposed armistice.”14 This limited conces-
sion is usually forced on the ruling elite by the effective mobilization and con-
frontational political strategies of the political opposition. Other groups from a 
rather different segment of the society also take rapid advantage of political 
liberalization. Once most social actors learn that they can engage in collective 
actions at lower cost to themselves and their followers, an enormous backlog of 
grievance, anger, and conflict long repressed or ignored by the authoritarian rule 
is unleashed and results in an explosion of grass-roots organizations and conten-
tious collective actions.

Against this theoretical backdrop, one can consider the social and political 
sources of the recent burst of social protest on the island in two domains. In the 
domain of structural analysis, the recent upsurge of contentious collective actions 
in Taiwan should be understood as a result of a number of structural factors—the 
social conflict and social mobilization brought about by the island’s rapid indus-
trialization in the last three decades, the structural characteristics of the authori-
tarian state itself, and the facilitating effect of the existing social fabric at the 
communal level.

In Taiwan, as in many other developing societies, industrialization and urban-
ization as a long-term force stimulated social conflicts. New forms of production 
relations generated a structural situation of potential conflicts between modem 
economic actors, in particular between the capitalists and the workers. Also, 
popular grievances held by the victims of many forms of negative externality of 
production and consumption accumulated rapidly in the process of growth-first 
industrialization. This was further aggravated by increased social density of ex-
change, interaction, communication, and interdependence in a highly compact 
ecological environment.15 A general rise in education level also increased the
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106 PART II: POLITICAL CHANGE

level of awareness among the masses of the complex causal mechanism that bears 
one’s own interest or the interest of other contenders. All of the aforementioned 
conflict-prone changes have taken root in Taiwan’s rapid industrialization.

Next, some inherent features of the state structure are also possible structural 
sources of the outbreak of popular discontent. One of the weaknesses of one- 
party authoritarian rule is the underorganization of secondary associations, most 
of which are not functional under the KMT’s strict control. Thus the inability of 
functional intermediaries to translate popular discontent into effective policy 
responses has been an enduring feature as well as a weakness of the political 
system. With the arrival of an articulate and partially mobilized civil society, the 
ruling elite is constrained by a lack of an effective organizational instrument to 
assimilate these emerging social forces into the institutionalized political pro-
cess. In many cases, the existing local factions can hardly make up the void. 
Next, the organizational characteristics of the state apparatus also constrain the 
capacity of the state to respond effectively and in a timely fashion to emerging 
popular demands and thus prevent a backlog of popular discontent from accumu-
lating. The cumbersome multilayer state administrative apparatus that the KMT 
elite insisted on tends to reduce the state’s capability to group the acuteness and 
urgency of popular discontent at the grass-roots level. At the same time, over-
centralization of power and resources at the national level leads to severe un-
dercapacity of local governmental agencies. As the society becomes more 
industrialized and urbanized, increasingly it shows signs that the state apparatus 
as a whole just cannot keep up with the magnitude and complexity of social 
problems at hand in terms of institutional design, personnel competence, and 
disposition. Furthermore, the proliferation of local rent-seeking factions in local 
politics has skewed the quality of public policies intimately affecting the liveli-
hood of common people. Local authority becomes highly susceptible to particu-
laristic demands, which usually involve extra-legal or illegal economic 
privileges. This erodes the popular faith in the impartiality of public authority. 
These structural tendencies for contentious collective actions, however, have seldom 
been actualized in the past under the highly restrictive political environment.

Effective collective actions always require organization. Thus it is necessary 
to identify certain features of the micro-socioeconomic setting in Taiwan society 
that are conducive to the organization of collective actions at the local level. 
Most small-scale collective actions, which were typical in the early phase of the 
recent upsurge, benefited from the existing organizational endowment com-
monly found at the communal level in both rural and urban areas. Specifically, 
the long-standing hierarchy and social networks in the local community, in the 
form of lineage ties, brotherhood gangs, workshop circles, and local factions, are 
crucial. These existing organizational endowments minimize the free-rider prob-
lem in organizing effective collective action and provide instant leadership. For 
all reported incidents of social protest during the 1983-87 period, in at least 45 
percent the participants shared lineage, communal, religious, or factional ties.16
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SOCIAL PROTESTS AND POLITICAL DEMOCRATIZATION 107

While it is part of a complete explanation of actual events, the structural 
explanation has its limits. It explicates the possibilistic relationship between 
structural factors, on the one hand, and the explosion of social protest, on the 
other. However, it hardly explains the timing and intensity of social protest. Most 
of these conditions that are conducive to the outbreak of contentious collective 
actions existed long before the actualization of social protest in the 1980s. What 
is missing in the complete explanation is the more immediate antecedent of the 
upsurge of social protest. In the domain of historical analysis, the timing and 
intensity of the recent burst of social protests, I argue, can be better explained by 
the perceived erosion by the social actors of the willingness of the state elite to 
use coercive forces against open defiance of public authority. Specifically, the 
dangwai agitation spearheaded the whole process as it continued testing the will 
and resolve of the state elite and the limits of its toleration. Moreover, with the 
political opposition in the forefront of challenging the authoritarian order, other 
social actors might have perceived a strategic opening for exerting their claims, 
as the government concentrated its coercive resources on meeting the more 
obvious threat to its authority.

Statistical Evidence for the Contagious Effect of 
Political Protest on Other Types of Social Protest

The preceding argument about the direct impact of political protest on other 
types of social protest can be recast in terms of the vector autoregression (VAR) 
framework.17 A four-variable VAR model can be constructed as follows:

Politicalt ' 'A u ( B )  A i2( B ) A 13(B ) A 14( B ) \ Political t_1 + eit

Environmenti
< > = <

A 2 i (B )A 2 2 (B )A 23 (B )A 2 4 (B )

> + <
Environment t_1 + 021

>
Economict A 3 i ( B )A 3 2 (B )A 33(B )A 3 4 (B ) Economic t~1 + e3t

> Labort , , A 4 l(B ) A 42(B) A43(B ) A 44(B) , Labor t_1 + e4t ,

Note: Aii is a vector of coefficient parameters where 
A ii(B ) =  Aii | "*■ Aii2B +  Aji3B^ +  . . .
B is the backward shift operator 
eu is the residual white noise series

One of the functions of the VAR system is to assess the causal interdepen-
dence, in the sense of Granger causality,18 among the variables. My arguments 
about the relation between political protest and other types of social protest 
revolve around all four equations in the system. The first equation assesses the
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108 PART II: POLITICAL CHANGE

impact of the past history of environmental, economic, and labor protests and of 
political protest itself on the current level of political protest. One can verify 
whether changes in the reported frequencies of environmental protest, economic 
protest, and labor protest have a lagged impact on the ebb and flow of political 
protests by assessing the joint statistical significance of A12, Ai3t and A 14, respec-
tively. F tests or specially constructed likelihood ratio tests can be used for this 
purpose.19 Similarly, the joint statistical significance of A2 1, A3 1, and A41 can be 
used to assess the causal dependence of environmental protest, economic 
protest, and labor protest on the past history of political protest. The discus-
sion can be extended to other Ah in the matrix of VAR coefficients in a 
straightforward fashion.

Based on the above characterization of the interplay between political liberal-
ization and social protests in Taiwan, it can be expected that the F statistic for 
A21, A31, and A41 is significant, and all statistically significant regression coeffi-
cient estimates in vector A21, A31, and A41 carry positive signs, or substantively, 
the faster the rise in the level of political protest, the more frequent the social 
protests centered around environmental, economic, and labor issues. This also 
means that political protest is causally prior to other types of social protest. In 
addition, I expect that the F statistic for A12, A13, and A10 will be insignificant. 
This means I expect that the overall impact of past history of other types of 
social protest on the current level of political protest should be negligible. In 
other words, political protests tend to precipitate more types of social protest at a 
later time, but not vice versa. There is no prediction for A23, A24, and A34 or A32, 
A42, and A43, or causal interdependence among environmental, economic, and 
labor protests. Finally, since we have no prior knowledge about what lag struc-
ture best characterizes the relation, we will have to determine the appropriate lag 
length empirically.

I fit this four-factor VAR model in the monthly time series data for the period 
from January 1982 to December 1987.20 All series were checked for stationarity 
as required by the VAR model. First differenced values of each series, instead of 
original scores, were used in the estimation. Since the same right-side variables 
appear in all four equations, one ordinary least square method is used to fit the 
model.21 Preliminary investigation reveals that two lags of each variable should 
be included in the model22 The results of the Granger causality assessment are 
summarized in table 3.3.

According to the F statistic, among the four monthly indices of different types 
of social protest, the past changes in the reported frequency of political protest 
help predict the current level of environmental protest, economic protest, and 
political protest itself. The significance level of the F statistic for A41 is close to 
.05,23 which suggests that the level of political protest also has some lagged 
impact on the level of labor protest. The overall effect is on the border line of 
being statistically significant24 The two lagged regression coefficient estimates 
in vector A21 both carry positive signs. The same applies to A31. The F statistic
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Table 3.3

Assessment of Causal Independence Between Different Types of Social 
Protest: Monthly Time Series, January 1982 to December 1987 
Vector Autoregression Version of the Direct Granger Method

Past History of

Protest
for

political
issue

Protest
for

environ-
mental
issue

Protest
for

economic
issue

Protest 
for labor 

issue

R2 F2.45 f“2,45 F2.45 F2.45 Q21 (P)

Current Level of:

Political protest .69 35.34** .43 1.63 .05 22.0 (.40)

Environmental protest .43 6.71** 6.82** 2.59 2.41 16.9 (.71)

Economic protest .38 4.94** .55 3.89* .31 14.1 (.86)

Labor protest .41 3.01 .67 .37 11.02** 19.3 (.56)

*P < .05 
* * P <.01

for coefficient estimates in vectors A22, A33, and A44 are all significant. This 
means the current level of environmental, economic, and labor protest, respec-
tively, is influenced by its own past history. On the other hand, the F statistics for 
A12, A 13, Ah  are all insignificant. This suggests that as long as its own past 
history is taken into account, neither the immediate history of environmental 
protest nor of economic protest nor that of labor protest helps predict reported 
frequencies of political protest. Overall, the VAR analysis provides strong statis-
tical evidence to support the argument that a rise in the reported frequencies of 
political protest tends to bring about a higher level of other types of social 
protest, but not vice versa.

Lastly, the detected nonstationarity in each of the four time series begets 
substantive explanations. Nonstationarity can be understood as the result of cer-
tain endogenous dynamics within each type of social protest. These endogenous 
dynamics might involve the spillover effect of some established grass-roots orga-
nizations that continue to agitate other, like-minded people with their existing 
mobilization resources. Also, through diffusion or other mechanisms, the posi-
tive responses or concessions that the protesting groups usually got from the 
authorities simply invited more similar collective actions or more contentious 
forms of social protest.
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Conclusion

The data clearly suggest that the recent bursts of social protest were encouraged 
by the intensified confrontation staged by the political opposition against the 
KMT regime. This answers only part of the larger question. The political conse-
quences of the burst of social protest are also of interest here. They can be 
evaluated along two lines of analysis. First, it can be convincingly argued that 
the outburst of social protest widens the cracks of the existing authoritarian 
order, creates potential resources for the political opposition to exploit, and thus 
tends to hasten the process of political liberalization. Direct evidence for this line 
of analysis is not difficult to come by. Evidently the KMT regime was compelled 
to respond to these developments in recent years with an accelerated 
“Taiwanization” within the party’s power structure and a general political de-
compression culminating in the lifting of the martial law and other longtime 
political bans at the end of 1986.

On the other hand, one might also ponder whether the recent upsurge really 
weakened the authoritarian order and if the state power has been substantially 
pushed back. Is the strong state in retreat or just in the process of repositioning 
itself? The responsive and adaptive strategies of the state elite in other areas 
seem to suggest that the incumbent elite is trying to protect the authoritarian core 
from popular control while liberalizing and democratizing the system at the 
margins. To this end, it has reorganized the state administrative apparatus and 
revitalized the existing corporatist structure. New state agencies, such as Labor, 
Social Welfare, and Environmental Protection, are being created to take over the 
emerging issues and coopt new social groups. Also, the ruling party has indi-
cated its intention of retaining the Temporary Articles,25 which protect the apex 
of state power structure, the presidency, from direct popular accountability. Thus 
it is still too early to give a definite answer at this point. We have to wait for the 
transition process to run its full course.

Lastly, one might wonder if democratization in Taiwan will ameliorate social 
protest. It depends on the development of political parties and the kind of interest 
intermediation and representative institutions in the making. Alfred Stepan re-
minds us that a critical question for democratization is how the gap between the 
new movements based in the civil arena and the organized opposition in the 
political arena can be bridged.26 There are no sure signs that the gap will be 
bridged in Taiwan.

Notes

1. The data set used in this chapter was constructed by a research team led by Profes-
sor Ya-li Lu. The data set is essentially a collection of archival event-based time series 
data covering the period from the beginning of 1982 to the end of 1987. The data are 
constructed from a content analysis of newspaper reports about social protests in Taiwan.
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In recording these events, our research assistants searched through all editions of China 
Times, one of the two leading newspapers with a circulation over 1 million, to locate news 
stories about events that fit a standard definition of social protests. We then coded relevant 
information about the event on a uniform coding sheet. The basic unit of the data set is a 
record of a dated event described by its qualitative and quantitative characteristics. At the 
next level, a series of events that involve the same group of participants and the same 
issue constitutes a social movement. Thus the characteristics of a movement are con-
structed, by rules of aggregation or composition, from the characteristics of its constitutive 
events.

2. In this chapter, I define an incidence of social protest as an occasion on which a 
number of people gather in a publicly accessible place and make claims that are directed 
toward public authority or any party believed to bear on the interests of the participants. 
This broad definition includes all kinds of contentious collective actions, from citizen 
petitions, demonstrations, civil disobedience, and strikes to riots. This rather broad defini-
tion of social protest is justified considering the island's highly restrictive political atmo-
sphere during the past four decades. Before July 1, 1987, the day the martial law statute 
was formally lifted, any public gathering without the government’s approval in advance 
was prohibited under the martial law.

3. For analytical purposes I classify events of social protest by nature of the issue. 
Environmental protests refer to events precipitated by pollution or the perceived possibil-
ity of pollution. Political protests refer to contentious collective actions precipitated by the 
dissatisfaction with certain features of the existing political structure, institutions, and 
power configuration or with certain concrete official measures believed to be the conse-
quences of these features. Any protests involving disputes over wages, working condi-
tions, and labor practice regulations belong to the category of labor disputes. Economic 
protest is a residual category for social protests caused by disputes over the distribution of 
economic resources other than labor and environmental protests.

4. I share the view of Share and Mainwaring that democracy implies the possibility of an 
alternation in power. In this sense, a transition to democracy involves more than a liberaliza-
tion of an authoritarian regime. Democratization refers to the establishment of institutional 
arrangements—free competitive elections, universal adult suffrage, freedom of speech, of 
press, and of political association—that make possible such an alternation. Transitions to 
democracy involve what O’Donnell and Schmitter call “democratization” and “liberalization.” 
See Donald Share and Scott Mainwaring, “Transitions Through Transaction: Democratization. 
in Brazil and Spain,” in Political Liberalization in Brazil: Dynamics, Dilemmas, and Future 
Prospects, ed. Wayne A. Selcher (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1986); Guillermo O’Donnell, 
“Introduction to Latin American Cases,” in Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Latin Amer-
ica, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986).

5. Edward Epstein, “Legitimacy, Institutionalization, and Opposition in Exclusionary 
Bureaucratic-Authoritarian Regimes,” Comparative Politics (October 1984): 37—54.

6 . Thomas Gold, State and Society in the Taiwan Miracle (Armonk, NY: M.E. 
Sharpe, 1986).

7. Edwin Winckler, “National, Regional and Local Politics,” in The Anthropology of 
Taiwanese Society, ed. Emily Ahem and Hill Gates (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1981).

8. Hsiao-fong Lee, The Forty-Year Democratic Movement in Taiwan (in Chinese) 
(Taipei: Independent Evening News, 1987).

9. David Easton, “A Re-assessment of the Concept of Political Support,” British 
Journal o f Political Science 5 (1975): 435-57.

10. Fu Hu and Yun-han Chu, “Electoral Competition and Political Democratization in
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Taiwan,” paper presented at the Joint Conference of the Center for International Affairs of 
Harvard University and the Institute for International Relations of National Cheng-chi 
University on Democratization in the Republic of China, Taipei, January 1989.

11. Alan Garfmkel, Forms of Explanations (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1981): 21-48.

12. Andrew Sayer, Method in Social Science: A Realist Approach (London: Hutchin-
son, 1984): 216-17.

13. Charles Tilly, The Rebellious Century, 1883-1930 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1975); From Mobilization to Revolution (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1978); 
Guillermo O’Donnell, “Introduction to Latin American Cases,” in Transitions from Au-
thoritarian Rule: Latin America, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and 
Laurence Whitehead (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); James Malloy 
and Mitchell Seligson, eds., Authoritarian and Democratic Regime Transition in Latin 
America (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1987).

14. Guillermo O’Donnell, “Introduction to Latin American Cases,” in Transitions 
from Authoritarian Rule: Latin America, ed. Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, 
and Laurence Whitehead (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986): 40.

15. Taiwan is one of the most densely populated countries in the world.
16. Yun-han Chu, “The Social Structural Causes of the Recent Upsurge of Social 

Protest in Taiwan,” in Public Authority and Social Protest (in Chinese), ed. Ya-li Lu 
(Taipei: Ming-teh Foundation, forthcoming).

17. Christopher A. Sims, “Macroeconomics and Reality,” Econometrica 48 (1980): 
1-49; John Freeman, “Granger Causality and Time Series Analysis of Political Relation-
ships,” American Journal of Political Science 27 (May 1983): 327—58.

18. A variable X is said to Granger cause another variable Y, if Y can be better 
predicted for the past of X and Y together than the past of Y alone, other relevant 
information being used in the prediction (Pierce and Haugh, 1976 [source as given]). A 
thorough review of the concept and its application in political analysis can be found in 
John Freeman, “Granger Causality and Time Series Analysis of Political Relationships,” 
American Journal of Political Science 27 (May 1983): 327—58.

19. John Freeman and John Williams, “Modeling Macro Political Processes,” pre-
sented at the Third Annual Political Methodology Conference, Harvard University, Au-
gust 1986,44^*5.

20. I aggregate the event-based time series into monthly time series because incidents of 
social protest are discrete, rare events and thus might be best analyzed as Poisson outcomes.

21. A check of the Q statistic of the four residual series verified that they are all 
serially uncorrelated. The correlation matrix of the residuals, however, does indicate that 
the three economic series are weakly correlated. This should not be of any concern. As 
long as the same right-side variables appear in all four equations, GLS reduces to OLS. 
OLS estimator is still unbiased and consistent regardless of the possibility of contempora-
neously correlated disturbances (Johnston, 1984: 338 [source as given]).

22. Models with different lag length—two, three, and four—have been investigated. 
The selection of lag length of two is based on the likelihood ratio statistics, following the 
method introduced by Litterman (1984 [source as given]). The likelihood ratio statistic, 
chi-square, has the values of 11.36 with 16 degrees of freedom (P = .79) for the test of two 
versus three lags; for the test of three versus four lags it has the values of 24.06 with 16 
degrees of freedom (P = .09), and for the test of two versus four lags it has the values of 
34.13 with 32 degrees of freedom (P = .35). The likelihood ratio statistic was corrected by 
the number of variables in each unrestricted equation as suggested by Christopher A. Sims, 
“Macroeconomics and Reality,” Econometrica 48 (1980): 17.

23. The probability level is .059.
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24. There are a number of possible reasons why labor protest is least affected by the 
level of political protest. First, the level of labor protest, in contrast to other types of social 
protest, is more likely to be affected by some short-term ups and downs in the economy. 
Second, in the time series of reported frequencies of labor protest, there is a strong 
seasonal component. Most labor protests took place around the Chinese New Year, the 
time when the issue of the year-end bonus strains the labor-employer relationship.

25. The articles, having been in effect since 1948, supersede the constitution.
26. Alfred Stepan, Rethinking Military Politics: Brazil and the Southern Cone 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988).
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