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From “Free China” 
to Democratic Taiwan

To their political supporters they have little in common beyond wide smiles set in round faces.
One is a Hokkien-speaking Taiwanese who has devoted her life to bringing Taiwan out of
China’s shadow. A political outsider, she fought her way into leadership with courage, hard
work, and charisma. The other is a Mainlander, born into the Republic of China’s political
elite. The party he has served all his life calls itself the Chinese Nationalist Party, and its
aspiration has always been to merge Taiwan and the Chinese mainland. But from a distance,
these two politicians—Kaohsiung Mayor Chen Chu and Taichung Mayor Jason Hu—bear a
surprising resemblance. Both are politicians whose deepest joy comes from being among the
people. Both are workaholics who have suffered strokes while in office—but refused to resign
—and fully recovered. Both have pressed through great personal hardship—Chen Chu early in
her career, when she went to prison for her political views, Hu late in his, when he stayed in
politics after profound personal losses.

Chen and Hu have something else in common, too: They are the ambitious mayors of large,
complex communities whose interests and needs cannot be captured in a partisan sound bite.
The mayors struggle every day with the practical challenges of governing; their careers span a
time when adjusting to the changing environment has required tremendous flexibility. For Hu,
that has meant accommodating the popular preference for a Taiwan separate from China; for
Chen, it has meant learning to live with—and even promote—a degree of integration between
Taiwan and China far beyond her expectations only a decade ago. Their histories, including
those adjustments, track the development of Taiwan’s democratic politics, a process so rapid,
comprehensive, and peaceful that it has earned the label “political miracle.”

In August 1947, a few months after the bloody 2-28 Incident, General Albert C. Wedemeyer
submitted a sobering report to U.S. Secretary of State George Marshall. A recent fact-finding
mission had found the situation in China grim, and nowhere more so than in Taiwan:

The Administration of the former Governor Chen Yi has alienated the people from the Central Government. . . . The
Central Government lost a fine opportunity to indicate to the Chinese people and to the world at large its capability to
provide honest and efficient administration. They cannot attribute their failure to the activities of the Communists or of
dissident elements. The people anticipated sincerely and enthusiastically deliverance from the Japanese yoke. However,
Chen Yi and his henchmen ruthlessly, corruptly, and avariciously imposed their regime upon a happy and amenable
population. The Army conducted themselves as conquerors. Secret police operated freely to intimidate and to facilitate
exploitation by Central Government officials. . . . There were indications that Formosans would be receptive toward
United States guardianship and United Nations trusteeship. They fear that the Central Government contemplates bleeding
their island to support the tottering and corrupt Nanking machine, and I think their fears well founded.
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It is hard to imagine a less promising beginning. The 2-28 Incident and the tensions that
sparked it marred the Republic of China government’s early days in Taiwan. Then, less than
two years after Wedemeyer delivered his dreary report, Mao Zedong’s Red Army drove the
ROC off the mainland, leaving Taiwan’s poisoned political landscape as its only refuge. The
psychological and social consequences of those disastrous early encounters—distrust, anger,
fear—lingered for decades, reinforced by the ROC’s institutions and practices. An
authoritarian mentality pervaded nearly every realm, from popular culture and education to
high politics. It was only in the 1970s that Taiwanese began to resist the state in significant
numbers, to demand their freedom. But when they did, they discovered an unlikely resource to
support their claims: the ROC Constitution.

Although it didn’t look that way in the 1950s and 1960s, the ROC state was not built on an
authoritarian foundation. The constitution adopted in 1947 is a democratic document; it rests on
the ideas of Sun Yat-sen, a man whose impulses—if not always his actions—leaned toward
democracy. Sun’s political philosophy was rooted in his “Three Principles of the People”:
nationalism, democracy, and well-being. His Chinese approximation of Lincoln’s “government
of the people, by the people and for the people” carried the same democratic promise that
Lincoln had in mind when he spoke those memorable words.

Although the ROC state incorporated many compromises aimed at accommodating the
political realities of early twentieth-century China, it took the three principles as the basis of
its legitimacy. But democracy was not its only value—or even its primary one—for the ROC
also was a nationalist state. For the ROC government, the survival of the Chinese nation was a
precondition for democratization. Achieving that goal was a daunting task in a China wracked
by internal division and foreign aggression. To reconcile democracy and nationalism, Sun
prescribed a three-stage process. In the first phase, a military government would unite China,
fulfilling the nationalist mission and establishing a foundation for democracy. During the
second phase—which Sun called “political tutelage”—a provisional government would rule
the nation while the Chinese people learned the skills of democratic citizenship through local
self-government. Only after these two phases were completed would China enter the third and
final phase—constitutional government.

Sun Yat-sen imagined the first two phases might take ten years, but as it turned out, uniting
China and repelling Japanese invaders took more than three decades. In 1947 the ROC at last
was able to implement the final phase. A new constitution came into effect, followed by
elections throughout China that staffed local governments and two national representative
bodies, the National Assembly and Legislative Yuan. The Legislative Yuan made ROC law; the
National Assembly’s responsibilities included naming a president, and in 1948 its members
elected Chiang Kai-shek.

As the ROC entered the era of constitutional government, its political system was shot
through with contradictions. It was based on democratic concepts, but rarely lived up to its
founders’ lofty promises. The Nationalist Party, or Kuomintang (KMT), had squeezed out
nearly all of its political competitors, and Chinese politics had hardened into a violent
competition between the KMT and the Chinese Communist Party. Their hot war ended when
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the Nationalists fled to Taiwan, but the animosity lasted for decades, and distrust between the
two sides is palpable even today.

Stranded on Taiwan in 1949, the ROC government and its ruling party faced conditions as
dire as any they had encountered on the mainland. Any liberal impulses they might have had
were swamped by a torrent of crises, and the political institutions they set up on Taiwan
overrode and invalidated most of the constitution’s democratic precepts. Martial law
provisions imposed in the wake of the 2-28 uprising criminalized most political debate. They
empowered a military agency—the Taiwan Garrison Command—to enforce a ban on any
activity that challenged the KMT’s dominance. Other measures effectively suspended ROC
citizens’ political rights, walling off the national government from popular participation.

Despite these limitations, the constitution remained the source of the ROC state’s legitimacy.
Under the logic of the Cold War, the ROC carried the sobriquet “Free China.” The label
seemed a cruel joke to many Taiwanese, but its designation as part of the “Free World” forced
the KMT-led government to justify the glaring discrepancies between its democratic promises
and authoritarian practices.

The Cold War itself provided the most potent rationale for the ROC’s retreat from
constitutional government: rescuing mainland China from the clutches of the “Communist
bandits” (gongfei) who had seized the motherland. From the moment he set foot on Taiwan,
Chiang’s battle cry was “Fight back to the mainland!” For the 2 million Chinese soldiers,
officials, and refugees who moved to Taiwan from the mainland, recovering the mainland was
a personal mission as well as a political mandate. They had left behind their homeland, their
families, their property, their ancestors’ bones. Recovering the mainland was a matter of
desperate urgency.

The newcomers were mostly men, including thousands of soldiers, but there were women
and children, too. One tiny refugee, born in Beijing less than a year before the Communist
victory, was Jason Hu. The second son of a mid-ranking military officer, Hu grew up in
Taichung. A shy boy with a slight stammer, he was one of thousands of Mainlander youths who
grew up surrounded by reminders that the mainland—not Taiwan—was their true home. Theirs
was a life of privileged isolation that brought many opportunities, but also cut them off from
the everyday life around them.

The logic of segregation was rooted in history. The wave of Mainlanders arriving in Taiwan
in 1945 came not to settle, but to reincorporate the island into the Chinese nation. They were
soldiers and administrators—agents of a government headquartered on the mainland. Their job
was to rule the local people, not to integrate with them. When the mainland fell, a second wave
of Mainlanders arrived who were no more interested in becoming “Taiwanese” than were the
first. Mainlanders were planning to go home; relationships with Taiwanese would only
complicate their eventual departure. Nor were many Taiwanese enthusiastic about assimilating
the Mainlanders. Both groups saw the other as far too alien to be absorbed.

Growing up on the Taiwanese side of this social divide was a little girl named Chen Chu,
born in 1950 to a large farming family in Ilan County. Ilan is on Taiwan’s northeast coast; as
the crow flies, it is not far from Taipei, but until recently it was remote and rural. High
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mountains cut Ilan off from Taipei and the broad western plain where most Taiwanese live; it
would take a very high-altitude crow to make that direct flight. Ilan’s remoteness preserved its
wild natural beauty and rich Hokkien culture. Few Mainlanders ventured over the mountains to
live there, and the young Chen Chu grew up immersed in her Hokkien heritage with its unique
language, stories, beliefs, music, aromas, flavors, and outlook. Her grandfather was a
traditional Taiwanese patriarch who maintained a household of up to forty people, but when
Chen Chu was ready for school, he took a progressive view: Chen Chu was the first girl in her
family to attend high school, and she graduated from a technical college in 1968.

Even in an era when it was dangerous to speak against the government, Ilan sheltered an
abiding resentment of the KMT and the ROC government, whom many in the county saw as
outsiders who had imposed themselves on Taiwan by force. Chen Chu’s clan shared that
tradition: one biographer calls the family “pioneers of the democratic movement.” Her older
brothers kept Chen Chu supplied with dissident literature from the big city while she was in
school, stoking her passion for justice. When she was nineteen years old, Chen Chu went to
work as a secretary to Ilan’s most famous independent politician, Kuo Yu-hsin. Her life in
politics had begun.

As far as the ROC government was concerned, segregating Mainlanders from Taiwanese
was a matter of national destiny. The government that moved to Taiwan in 1949 never accepted
defeat; it planned to continue the civil war until the ROC battled back to power in the
mainland. It might be cut off from most of its territory, but the state itself was intact: the
National Assembly and Legislative Yuan were meeting in Taipei, the ROC’s bureaucratic
agencies had set up shop in offices built for Japan’s colonial officials, the armed forces were
fortifying their defenses—and President Chiang Kai-shek oversaw it all from the grand
Presidential Office at the west end of Hsinyi Road. As long as those institutions were
operating, the Republic of China was alive, and Mainlanders were its leading citizens.

Taiwanese were citizens of the ROC too, of course, but in the regime’s eyes, they were
citizens of a single, Johnny-come-lately province. Mainlanders, in contrast, were a microcosm
of Chinese society, including people from China’s many provinces and ethnic minorities. They
regarded themselves as the representatives of a past and future Chinese nation; they felt
obligated to their compatriots in the mainland to preserve the diversity of China’s population
within the ROC state. To fulfill their duties to the Chinese nation, they held themselves apart,
resisted the temptation to settle down in Taiwan, and took upon themselves the job of
governing the nation.

What did these duties mean in practice? To begin with, ROC citizens were required to be
vigilant about protecting their Chinese identity. The province of one’s birth became a key
demographic datum, recorded in household registries and on identity cards. Children born in
Taiwan inherited their fathers’ provincial origins, allowing diversity to survive through time
and intermarriage. Even if they had never visited their erstwhile hometowns, Mainlander
children were raised to think of themselves as “Hunanese” or “Shanghaiese” who shared their
parents’ responsibility to rescue the motherland from Communism. Their duty to govern the
nation meant Mainlanders trained themselves and their children for government service.
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Preparing for government service was exactly how Jason Hu spent his youth. He attended
National Chengchi University, a training ground for future KMT leaders, and graduated from its
School of Diplomacy. From there he moved to England where he earned a PhD in international
relations at Oxford. After teaching for a few years in Britain and Taiwan, Hu entered the ROC
government.

For Taiwanese, the ROC government’s efforts to reinforce Mainlanders’ Chinese identity
and sense of mission looked less like the selfless humanitarianism the Mainlanders imagined it
to be and more like a cynical rationalization of the newcomers’ power and privilege. It is not
hard to see how the demographic category “provincial origin” could look to Taiwanese like a
tool for entrenching discrimination. The expectation that Mainlander youth would take
government positions meant Taiwanese were expected not to take them, while a quota system
guaranteeing all provinces a share of state jobs limited the number of Taiwanese who could
serve.

Nor did the state limit its nationalistic indoctrination to Mainlanders. The ROC government
used education and popular culture to encourage all Taiwan residents to identify with China.
At first, its efforts were directed to wiping out Japanese cultural influences, but over time the
focus shifted to replacing Taiwanese identities—Hokkien, Hakka, and Austronesian—with a
homogenized Chinese identity. Even though more than three-quarters of the people living in
Taiwan in 1950 spoke Hokkien, the ROC government imposed Mandarin as the national
language. School curricula stressed Chinese history and mainland geography; students learned
exactly as much about Taiwan—the only “province” most would ever visit—as they did about
each of the ROC’s thirty-five other provinces.

The most consequential of all the measures the ROC government took to preserve its
legitimacy as a government for all of China was to freeze the national representative bodies. In
1948, citizens throughout China elected representatives to the Legislative Yuan and National
Assembly. By 1950, about half of those elected members had found their way to Taiwan,
where they took their seats in parliamentary bodies representing their constituents on the
mainland. When the time came for new elections a year later, the Judicial Yuan made a fateful
decision: the legislators elected in 1948 would retain their seats until new elections could be
held in the mainland. Electing new members from among the residents of Taiwan, the logic
went, would disenfranchise voters in the rest of China and overbalance the parliamentary
bodies in favor of a single province. Of course, holding new elections in the mainland was
never possible. As years—then decades—passed and the prospects of mainland recovery
dimmed, freezing the legislature increasingly seemed like a stratagem for denying democratic
representation to the people who actually lived under the ROC state: the people of Taiwan.

STIRRINGS OF RESISTANCE

Taiwanese call the 1950s and 1960s the period of White Terror—a repressive era when the
regime used martial law and political “necessity” to justify harsh violations of civil and human
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rights. At first, the government concentrated on consolidating support and rooting out
Communist sympathizers in the Mainlander community, but crushing the legacy of the 2-28
rebellion was also a high priority. In particular, the regime sought to wipe out any thought that
Taiwan might seek its destiny independent of China. Thousands of Taiwanese and Mainlanders
were swept up by the White Terror, suffering imprisonment, torture, even execution.

Three high-profile White Terror cases, those of Peng Ming-min, Bo Yang, and Lei Chen,
illustrate the regime’s preoccupations. Peng was a Kaohsiung-born professor at National
Taiwan University in the 1950s. Although he was Taiwanese and his father had narrowly
escaped execution during the 2-28 Incident, Peng had good relations with the government. But
the more he learned, the more he doubted the regime. In 1964 Peng and two colleagues
composed a manifesto criticizing the ROC’s authoritarianism and calling for reform—
including rights for Taiwanese. The government viewed the document as an attack on its
authority and despite pressure from the United States to be lenient, it convicted Peng and his
confederates of inciting others to overthrow the ROC government. Recognizing the damage the
case had done to Taipei’s international reputation, Peng was soon released, but he left Taiwan
in 1970 and became a leading figure in Taiwan’s overseas dissident movement. Twenty-five
years later he returned to Taiwan as a presidential candidate—and the standard-bearer for
Taiwan independence.

Bo Yang and Lei Chen were Mainlander intellectuals who had come to Taiwan with the
ROC government; both ended up in prison after publishing work critical of ROC leaders.
Theirs were among the writings Chen Chu’s young relatives brought home to Ilan. Bo Yang had
already established himself as a leading ROC literary light—with a strong anti-Communist
bent—under his real name, Guo Yidong, when he began publishing satirical essays under the
name “Bo Yang.” Satirical essays were a popular genre in the early decades of the ROC;
social critics conducted important debates in the fleet-footed, sharp-tongued format. Bo Yang
was one of the best, and his mordant criticisms of KMT politicians earned him powerful
enemies. But it was Popeye, the spinach-loving cartoon character, who put Bo Yang behind
bars.

One of Bo Yang’s jobs was to receive the Popeye comic strip from its syndicator in New
York and translate it for publication in a Taipei newspaper. In a series of strips Bo translated
in early 1968, Popeye and his son were celebrating their newly acquired power as owners of
an island. Bo’s translation had them bragging about their status as president and crown prince
of the island, and fighting over who would be elected president in this nation of two voters.
Bo’s enemies claimed Bo Yang was using the cartoon to make seditious fun of President
Chiang Kai-shek and his son (and political heir apparent) Chiang Ching-kuo. The accusations
mushroomed, and Bo eventually wrote an absurd, implausible confession. Although he later
retracted it, he was convicted and sentenced to eighteen years in prison. He was pardoned after
seven years in the Green Island Prison, and returned to writing. In the 1990s, Guo Yidong
(alias Bo Yang) founded Taiwan’s chapter of Amnesty International; after he died in 2008 his
ashes were scattered on Green Island.

A third White Terror victim, Lei Chen, posed a genuine threat—not to the survival of the
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ROC, but to the KMT’s political interests. Lei edited an important journal called Free China
Fortnightly. The magazine took the word “Free” in “Free China” seriously; its founding
principles, printed in every issue, were to promote democracy and democratic values, fight
Communist expansion, and bring freedom to Chinese living under Communist rule. Although it
received funding from the government and its publisher Hu Shih was the ROC’s leading
intellectual, the magazine frequently took positions that put it on the wrong side of the KMT.
Lei attracted strong criticism in 1957 when Free China published an editorial that dared
suggest the ROC was unlikely to return to China and advised the regime to set aside this
unrealistic goal to focus on improving life in Taiwan. Before long, Lei’s activism moved
beyond rhetoric. He began looking for ways to press forward his program of democratization.
One idea was to join forces with Taiwanese politicians who were using local elections as a
forum to promote reform.

Local elections were a unique feature of KMT authoritarianism. Japan’s colonial
government had introduced limited elections in the 1920s, and the KMT deepened and
expanded Taiwan’s local democracy after 1945. By the 1950s, Taiwanese were going to the
polls regularly to elect leaders in villages, townships, counties, and cities, as well as
representatives to Taiwan’s Provincial Assembly. Local elections carried risks for the ruling
party, but their benefits outweighed those risks. To begin with, the ROC’s claim to be “Free
China” required at least a veneer of democracy to be persuasive to audiences at home and
abroad. Local elections provided sound bites and photo-ops to make that case, from
newspaper articles about hot contests in remote counties to grainy photos of candidates
pressing the flesh in rural marketplaces.

Good propaganda was not local elections’ only virtue. The 2-28 Incident taught KMT
leaders that controlling Taiwan by force would be terribly costly. The loss of the mainland two
years later reinforced that lesson: the ROC could not rebuild and regroup in a hostile land.
Recovering the mainland would require enlisting all ROC citizens in a common project of
national unification; to do that, the regime needed to assimilate Taiwanese into the ROC—
including its ruling party and government. Local elections thus became a vehicle for enticing
Taiwanese into the system. Most Taiwanese politicians began their careers as independents;
the KMT recruited the successful ones into the party. Once enrolled, they received many
benefits, including electoral support, help with local governance, and opportunities to enhance
their status.

Local elections also reduced the national government’s administrative burden. Governing
every little town and village in Taiwan would have required an enormous commitment of
manpower, and expecting Hokkien, Hakka, and Austronesian communities to accept Mandarin-
speaking administrators dispatched from the center was unrealistic. A far more promising
approach would be to identify authentic local leaders and co-opt them into the KMT-led state.
And what better way to identify those leaders than competitive elections?

Taiwan’s local elections were flawed in many ways. Under martial law, new political
parties were prohibited, allowing the KMT to monopolize the electoral process. Non-KMT
candidates could—and did—participate, but without the ruling party’s vast financial and
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organizational resources, their chances were slim. Access to money was especially important
because islanders expected their votes to confer concrete benefits. An incumbent might point to
new construction or an economic development project in the village as proof of his
competence, but the easiest way to reach voters was to hand them something of value. In the
1950s, these gifts were most often simple household items—a towel, a box of soap powder, a
packet of cigarettes—but before long, cash payments to voters were the norm. Vote buying
made political campaigns expensive and lengthened the KMT candidates’ head start. On the
rare occasion that its financial and organizational advantages fell short, the KMT sometimes
intervened in the vote counting process to deny election to independent candidates. To protect
its power further, the KMT made sure to limit elected local officials’ influence. The important
decisions—including decisions about money—were made in Taipei.

Despite their flaws, local elections inspired enthusiastic participation. They were a stage on
which Taiwanese acted out conflicts and pursued ambitions. The personal stakes were high
and the competition was often heated. Assembly and council elections took place in
multimember constituencies that easily devolved into unpredictable free-for-alls in which all
the top vote-getters—sometimes a half dozen or more—were winners. The complexity of
multimember elections increased their excitement and uncertainty.

In most counties and cities, KMT-linked politicians formed factions within the party to help
them manage the complicated electoral rules; before long, a pseudo-partisan competition
evolved in which faction labels (White versus Red; Mountain versus Ocean; Lin versus Chen)
supplanted the KMT party brand. The fact that all the candidates were members of the same
party gave the KMT leadership some leverage, but factions could be feisty. Factionalism
allowed groups in society to compete for resources and power within a system of rules and
institutions defined by the central government.

It was this lively crowd of grassroots politicians sparring in a complex and competitive
arena that Free China publisher Lei Chen hoped to harness to the cause of democratic reform.
In 1957, several independent politicians joined forces to contest local and provincial
elections. Under the name “Dangwai (Non-Party) Candidates’ Alliance” they endorsed
candidates in local races, sponsored public meetings and openly criticized the KMT’s unfair
election practices. Six of their recommended candidates were elected to the Provincial
Assembly, where they advocated for democratic reform. Free China staffers met with Alliance
leaders to discuss ways they could work together to advance a pro-democracy agenda. In
1960, Lei Chen’s magazine published an article calling for a new political party, to be called
the China Democratic Party.

The notion of popular, electable Taiwanese politicians joining forces with Mainlander
reformers was a fearsome prospect for KMT leaders. The Taiwan Garrison Command—the
military unit responsible for enforcing martial law—arrested Lei and accused him of spreading
Communist propaganda. Efforts by well-placed Mainlanders to free him failed. When a KMT
legislator questioned the government’s actions on the floor of the Legislative Yuan, the party
suspended his membership. Lei’s collaborators tried to press forward with the new party, but it
never got off the ground. Lei Chen spent ten years in prison.
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One of the men who worked with Lei Chen to bridge the gap between Mainlander and
Taiwanese reformers was Kao Yu-shu. Kao was one of the most successful independent
politicians of his day; in 1954, he was elected mayor of Taipei City, Taiwan’s largest
municipality. When he sought a second term in 1957, the story made international headlines. A
Time magazine article published in May described Kao as “no Kuomintang . . . party stalwart,
but a hard-campaigning islander”:

Overruling the advice of old-line ward bosses (who wanted to gerrymander Taipei into an independent city and make its
mayor a political appointee), Kuomintang reform politicians set out to defeat Independent Kao in the next election on his
own terms. . . . Candidates toured their constituencies in open cars, sound trucks blared, backs were slapped, babies
kissed. Nearly all Kuomintang candidates were Taiwanese. The new tactics paid off. In Taipei, where 82% of 376,870
voters cast their ballots in a hotly argued and cleanly fought campaign, the Kuomintang candidate, Formosa-born Huang
Chi-jui, roundly trounced Independent Kao, despite the fact that Kao piled up 9,000 more votes than in 1954. Government
party candidates, all native Taiwanese, took 46 of the Provincial Assembly’s 66 seats, four of the island’s five mayoralties
and all 16 magistrate posts.

Kao’s political career did not end in 1957. He was elected mayor twice more, beating KMT
candidates both times. Finally, the “old-line ward bosses” got their way: to avoid yet another
embarrassment, the regime elevated Taipei City to “special municipality status” with an
appointed mayor in 1967. Cleverly, though, the central government gave Kao the position; later
he was appointed to a cabinet post.

Arresting Lei and muzzling Kao broke up the collaboration between Mainlander
intellectuals and Taiwanese politicians, but it did not silence the nascent opposition movement.
Local politicians continued to use electoral campaign events as occasions for criticizing the
regime; those who were successful took their message into municipal and provincial
government chambers. And the size of their platform was about to expand.

The ROC government had been designed for the whole of China, so when its jurisdiction
contracted to include only Taiwan and a few tiny islands, its institutions were an awkward fit.
To cope, the regime walled off the national government, sharply limiting Taiwanese people’s
access to it. Provincial and local politics flourished, but national politics became ever more
frozen and crabbed. Factions battled behind the scenes for power and favor within the ruling
party while the national representative bodies atrophied. Fewer than half the members of the
Legislative Yuan and National Assembly elected on the mainland in 1948 were still attending
sessions a decade later. Many had never come to the island; many of those who did make the
move were growing old and infirm. By the mid-1960s, the government faced a crisis.

In 1966 the National Assembly approved “supplementary” elections to replenish the
national bodies’ dwindling ranks. Three years later, Taiwanese elected fifteen new
representatives to the National Assembly and eleven to the Legislative Yuan. All of the
National Assembly members and eight of the new legislators were KMT members, and they
represented a tiny portion—less than 3 percent—of all national representatives, so the
elections posed no threat to the KMT’s power. Nonetheless, the change was significant. All
twenty-six new representatives were Taiwan born, and they won their seats in competitive
elections. For the first time, the Taiwanese people had a voice in national institutions. The
regime’s decision to hold supplementary elections also represented a tacit acknowledgment
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that stabilizing the ROC’s political future could not wait until the mainland was recovered.
As the 1970s dawned, the island seemed headed toward a political breakdown, but instead

the decade saw a democratic breakthrough. The supplementary elections had not reversed the
national institutions’ decline, and Chiang Kai-shek’s advancing age made the question of
succession increasingly urgent. Taiwan’s economy stumbled due to disrupted energy supplies
and flagging global markets. At the same time, the People’s Republic of China was recovering
from its chaotic Cultural Revolution and establishing diplomatic ties with countries around the
world, undercutting the KMT’s hopes for mainland recovery and undermining Taiwan’s
international status. Worst of all, from the KMT’s point of view, the United States, Taiwan’s
longtime ally, opened a dialogue with Beijing in 1971.

It was a perfect storm: political decline, economic troubles, and international isolation.
Taiwan’s leaders could have responded by tightening their grip and staying the course. But that
is not what they did. Chiang Kai-shek’s impending death was a taboo subject in public, but
behind the scenes KMT leaders were smoothing the way for his son, Chiang Ching-kuo, to take
his place. In 1972, the younger Chiang—known in the West by his initials, CCK—was
appointed premier. After his father died in April 1975, CCK took over the all-important
position of KMT party chair. He became president in 1978.

Chiang Ching-kuo’s biography held little promise for his future as a reformer. From age
fifteen to twenty-seven he lived in the Soviet Union, first as a student, then as a political
hostage. He was allowed to return to China only after his father revived his alliance with the
Chinese Communist Party when Japan invaded China. As an officer of the ROC government,
CCK played many roles, but his image in Taiwan was shaped by his fifteen years heading the
secret police. To many Taiwanese, his was the hand behind the widespread human rights
abuses of the White Terror era.

As CCK ascended toward the presidency, however, he chose a different approach. As
premier, he opened new opportunities for Taiwanese in government. While Mainlanders
retained a disproportionate share of national bureaucratic positions, CCK promoted Taiwanese
for provincial and local posts. He appointed the first Taiwanese provincial governor and vice
premier. He also spearheaded efforts to increase Taiwanese participation in the KMT, both at
the grassroots level and in the leadership: between 1973 and 1979, Taiwanese representation
on the KMT central standing committee more than doubled. In 1982 Chiang surprised
observers by naming Lee Teng-hui—a Taiwanese—to be his vice president (and, given CCK’s
failing health, his likely successor). The officials CCK patronized—Taiwanese and
Mainlander alike—shared his reformist ideology. Under his leadership they worked to
revitalize and rejuvenate the KMT, and to make elections an integral component of the KMT’s
legitimacy formula.

Chiang’s reformist inclinations were real, but limited. His goal was to reinvigorate the
regime; he had no interest in toppling it. As the American Taiwan-watcher Gerald McBeath
wrote in early 1977, “The regime has clearly expressed the limitations on dissent. Those
criticizing high officials, demanding the termination of martial law, or suggesting negotiations
with China will be jailed; and electoral procedures will be bent to deny office to opposition
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candidates with a strong base of support.” Opposing the KMT was a grueling proposition. In
1977, Chen Chu’s boss, the dissident politician Kuo Yu-hsin, left Taiwan for good after years
of surveillance and harassment.

Under Chiang Ching-kuo, the KMT cultivated a more professional, public-spirited image. In
the 1960s, most political candidates were driven by ambition and opportunities for personal
gain. Money flowed freely between the central government and elected officials; the temptation
to redirect some of that cash into private hands was sometimes irresistible. To make matters
worse, KMT leaders tended to use party resources to manipulate the KMT factions that
dominated local politics, reinforcing the pervasive corruption.

CCK sought to change those dynamics by nominating well-qualified candidates in place of
well-connected politicians in the 1972 municipal elections. Money kept mainstream politicians
tethered to the ruling party to ensure their access to the spoils of office; the threat of losing
important nominations kept them obedient. CCK’s reforms angered many local politicians, who
felt the party had violated its deal with the factions. The breach created an opportunity for
Taiwan’s growing opposition movement.

Provincial and municipal elections scheduled for December 1977 brought these trends to a
head. Dissident politicians Huang Hsin-chieh and Kang Ning-hsiang organized candidates to
contest the elections under the banner of a new Dangwai movement. Huang had dropped out of
the KMT years earlier and had a successful career as an independent. He supported Taipei
City mayor Kao Yu-shu and he won seats in the Taipei City Council and the Legislative Yuan.
In 1969, Kang Ning-hsiang had acted as Huang’s campaign manager during his successful
legislative bid. The coordinated Dangwai strategy these two activists engineered threw a wild
card into the electoral process.

The KMT’s reform-minded leadership decided to repeat its strategy from 1972 and denied
nominations to many candidates linked to local factions. This time, the local factions fought
back. Rather than mobilize their networks of supporters behind the KMT nominees who had
displaced them, factions in several localities provided tacit support to Dangwai candidates
challenging KMT nominees. Dangwai politicians captured four municipal executive positions
and fourteen Provincial Assembly seats—other non-KMT candidates captured another seven,
leaving the KMT with less than three-quarters of a chamber it had once monopolized. In one
locality, rioting broke out when Dangwai supporters suspected a fraudulent vote count was
underway. The incident revealed the depth of public distrust toward the KMT—and the
importance of elections to the ROC’s legitimacy.

After the 1977 fiasco the KMT abandoned its plans to replace local factions with higher-
brow politicians, but the change came too late to arrest the Dangwai’s growing momentum. The
next round of elections was scheduled for December 1978, and the opposition again
coordinated a slate of candidates, this time under the banner of the Dangwai Campaign
Assistance Group. Huang Hsin-chieh headed the group, with help from the activists Shih Ming-
teh and Chen Chu. The Dangwai group spent months preparing for the elections, but just days
before the balloting was to take place the U.S. government announced its intention to normalize
relations with the People’s Republic of China—and to break off diplomatic ties with Taiwan.
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Although Taiwanese leaders knew the move was coming, the announcement’s stark finality
traumatized Taipei. Fearing chaos, the government called off the elections.

Dangwai politicians and activists were divided over how to respond. Moderates believed
the regime was justified in postponing the balloting, but the militants saw the move as an
excuse to derail the Dangwai’s growth. The disagreement reflected an underlying difference of
opinion within the Dangwai group. Despite their successful collaboration, the Dangwai
legislators Huang Hsin-chieh and Kang Ning-hsiang did not see eye to eye on every issue.
Kang advocated “political kungfu,” turning a stronger opponent’s strength against him rather
than trying to overpower him. Huang believed in using strong words and actions to win
democratic reform. Their relationship characterized a pattern in Taiwan’s opposition
movement: moderate and militant groups working together despite tactical disagreements.

Another important Dangwai politician was Yu Teng-fa, father of a long-lasting political
dynasty. Yu was elected Kaohsiung County executive in 1977 under the Dangwai umbrella. His
political career had begun in the KMT, where Yu was affiliated with his county’s Black
faction. The Black faction existed to do battle with the White and Red factions, all of which got
their start under the KMT banner. For Yu, joining the KMT was a pragmatic act, not a sign of
ideological commitment. But as time passed, Yu found the KMT less supportive of his
undertakings—and himself more at odds with its goals—so when the Dangwai came into being
he attached himself and his faction—a small army of vote bosses and ward heelers—to the
upstart political force. Yu Teng-fa called the government’s decision to postpone the 1978
elections an unconstitutional act that exposed the KMT’s “martial law mentality,” and for that
he was arrested. The arrest sparked protests in his home county. The authorities removed the
Dangwai-linked Taoyuan County executive Hsu Hsin-liang from office after he joined
demonstrations in support of Yu. The conflict between the regime and the militants was
escalating.

Yu’s arrest marked the beginning of a year of rising activism. Huang Hsin-chieh pulled
together key players from the Dangwai Campaign Assistance Group for a new enterprise, a
dissident magazine called Formosa. The magazine’s staff included high-profile Dangwai
politicians such as Hsu Hsin-liang and provincial assembly members Chang Chun-hung and Lin
Yi-hsiung as well as full-time activists like Chen Chu, Shih Ming-teh, and women’s rights
crusader Annette Lu. Formosa was the militants’ answer to Kang Ning-hsiang’s moderate
publication, The Eighties. Both magazines criticized the regime and called for democratic
reforms, but while The Eighties advocated working within the system, Formosa called for
direct action against the government. The Formosa group announced plans to open “service
centers” around the island, creating a network of locally based activist headquarters. With
publications, coordinated electoral campaigns, and plans for local branches, the Dangwai was
fast becoming a political party in all but name.

The Formosa group decided to sponsor a rally in Kaohsiung City on December 10, 1979, to
recognize International Human Rights Day. As demonstrators gathered outside the Formosa
service center in Kaohsiung, police surrounded the group. According to the activists, riot
police trapped the demonstrators, then advanced on them with tear gas, shields, and
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truncheons. Photos of the incident show demonstrators using their placards to fight the heavily
armored officers; Dangwai activists insist the police sent agents provocateurs to start the
violence. Some police and demonstrators were injured, none seriously.

The regime seized on the Kaohsiung Incident as an excuse to round up the opposition. Chen
Chu was arrested on December 13 at the Formosa Magazine office in Taipei. The office was
in an upper story of Dangwai provincial assembly member Lin Yi-hsiung’s home. Chen Chu
loved working and living at the Lins’ house; she was especially fond of their twin daughters.
They were too young for school, so even though they lived in the heart of Taipei, their Hokkien
speech bore their parents’ distinctive Ilan inflection. Listening to their childish chatter in her
own local accent was a tonic to the hardworking young activist.

Chen Chu was seized in her pajamas—in their race to round up the Dangwai, the police
would not pause even to let her dress. She and seven other members of the Formosa staff were
tried in military courts on charges of subversion. Thirty-seven others faced civilian trials.
Even though Hsu Hsin-liang was out of the country when the demonstration occurred,
prosecutors blamed him for the violence and he took political asylum in Sweden. Fearing a
“fatal accident” if he were captured, Shih Ming-teh slipped through the police dragnet and
sought refuge with Reverend Kao Chun-ming, head of the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan. Kao
eventually arranged for Shih’s safe arrest, only to find himself facing a seven-year prison
sentence for harboring a fugitive. Shih was given a life sentence. Chen Chu was sentenced to
twelve years. The entire militant group, it seemed, was in prison or exile.

With the militants decimated, the moderates stepped up. Kang Ning-hsiang assembled a team
of first-rate attorneys to defend his Dangwai comrades. Taking the case carried enormous risks
for the lawyers. For Huang Hsin-chieh’s defense, Kang called on Chen Shui-bian—a
southerner who had overcome enormous odds to become one of Taiwan’s leading young
attorneys. In his autobiography, Chen wrote that when he was very young, his mother would put
him in a hole near the fields where she worked as a tenant farmer so he would not wander off.
From this poor-man’s playpen, Chen worked his way to Taiwan’s top university. He qualified
as a lawyer three years into the standard five-year law course, joined the commercial practice
at a top law firm and married into Taiwan’s Hokkien elite. Chen had heard Huang Hsin-chieh
speak years earlier, and the firebrand’s bold oratory left him “impressed from the bottom of my
heart.” But when the call came, the up-and-coming young lawyer with everything to lose
hesitated. It was only when his wife urged him to take the case that Chen agreed.

The Kaohsiung defendants’ legal team included top talent, but few expected to win. The
regime was determined, as the Chinese saying goes, to “kill chickens to scare monkeys.” In
making the Kaohsiung defendants pay a terrible price for challenging the regime, the state
planned to silence them and cow their would-be supporters. But no one was prepared for just
how far the nightmare would go.

On February 27, 1980, defendant Lin Yi-hsiung’s wife visited him in jail. Lin, along with
several other defendants, had been beaten. His wife saw his injuries and asked if he was being
tortured. Lin, who says his captors had threatened to harm his family if he spoke of his
treatment, did not deny her suspicions. The next day, while police had Lin’s home under
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twenty-four-hour surveillance, someone broke in and stabbed his mother and seven-year-old
twin daughters to death. His older daughter survived, with terrible injuries. Chen Chu got the
news in her prison cell: the sweet, vivacious girls with their adorable Ilan accents were dead.
It was the lowest moment of her six-year ordeal.

The crime—which has never been solved—horrified Taiwanese. Lin Yi-hsiung had played
no role in the Human Rights Day demonstration; he had not even planned to attend, but was
called to the rally late in the day to help calm the crowd. Yet he was in prison, his family
slaughtered. The brutality of the attack was unprecedented, beyond comprehension, and there
was no way the regime could escape blame. A political show trial designed to silence the
Dangwai instead exposed the regime’s merciless determination to crush the opposition.

The Kaohsiung Incident and its bloody aftermath marred the KMT’s reputation. Even within
the government, there were stirrings of resistance. In 1982 the Provincial Assembly defied the
ruling party and passed a resolution seeking clemency for their colleague, Lin Yi-hsiung. In the
three years following the trial, Taiwanese showed their sympathy for the defendants—and their
outrage at the regime—by turning out in droves to support their wives and attorneys, several of
whom ran for office. Electoral campaigns gave the dissidents a platform on which to speak,
and their passion moved the nation. Members of the “wives and lawyers club” finished first in
a number of districts in the 1983 legislative elections. Lin Yi-hsiung’s wife—the murdered
children’s mother—received the third largest vote total of any candidate in the country.

The Kaohsiung Incident also damaged the KMT’s reputation abroad. For decades,
Washington had overlooked its anti-Communist ally’s human rights abuses, but by 1979, the
United States had switched its allegiance to Beijing. Taipei had lost its privileged position and
with it, protection against scrutiny. The heightened attention to human rights issues under
President Jimmy Carter created a welcoming environment for Taiwanese activists in the United
States. On International Human Rights Day in 1982 Senator Edward Kennedy held a press
conference to commemorate the Kaohsiung Incident. He said, “Political repression on Taiwan
blights our mutual interests and undermines ties between our two peoples. I have spoken out
against serious human rights abuses in the People’s Republic of China, with which we are
building an important new relationship, and I believe that the American people cannot stand
aloof from capricious imprisonment and persecution in Taiwan.” Pressure from the United
States was yet another factor complicating the KMT’s efforts to stay the course on political
reform.

In short, the KMT-led government faced intense pressure to reform in the early 1980s.
Taiwan’s economy was strong, but, paradoxically, economic success seemed only to encourage
the opposition—and increase its funding. Mainlanders dominated the central government, but
in business—especially the small and medium-sized manufacturing firms driving Taiwan’s
explosive export growth—Taiwanese ruled. As the PRC recovered from its disastrous
“Cultural Revolution,” the ROC’s chances of recovering the mainland appeared more remote
than ever; meanwhile, the ROC was losing international recognition. Squabbling between
Dangwai militants and moderates continued, but the opposition pulled itself together to post
impressive electoral gains. A succession of scandals early in the decade only reinforced the
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gloomy prognosis facing the KMT-led authoritarian regime. The early release of the Kaohsiung
Incident defendants—Lin Yi-hsiung in 1984, Annette Lu in 1985, Chen Chu in 1986, Huang
Hsin-chieh and others in 1987, “ringleader” Shih Ming-teh in 1990—represented a tacit
admission that the case against them was unjust.

Since the days of Lei Chen, the Dangwai’s ultimate goal had been to found a new political
party. Both strands within the movement shared this objective. For a new generation of
militants organizing in the 1980s, founding a party was another way to challenge the KMT’s
monopoly on power. For the moderates, it was a tool for more effective electoral combat. In
1985, Dangwai candidates joined local elections under the slogan, “New Party, New
Atmosphere and Self-Determination will Save Taiwan.” A year later, Kang Ning-hsiang joined
militant activist Lin Cheng-chieh to found the Committee for Organizing a Party and Carrying
Out Its Construction.

Dangwai activists took encouragement from signs the reform faction was gaining ground in
the KMT. In early 1986, President Chiang Ching-kuo made an important speech to the KMT
Central Committee. The speech suggested CCK was ready to begin lifting the remaining
restrictions on full constitutional government, including martial law, the ban on new political
parties, the suspension of national-level elections, and measures limiting local autonomy. The
list included all of the issues Dangwai activists cared most about, although the president did
not address the activists’ intangible concerns, mainly equality for Taiwanese and Mainlanders
and the increasingly popular idea that Taiwan should think of itself as a self-determining entity.

On September 28, 1986, Dangwai activists gathered at Taipei’s Grand Hotel to finalize their
candidate list for elections three months later. As a pet project of Chiang Kai-shek’s wife, the
Grand Hotel seems an odd choice for the opposition’s meeting, but the grandeur of the setting
suited the historic business they had come to conduct.

If their business was historic, it was risky, too. Only a few days earlier, the minister of
justice had reminded Taiwanese that forming new parties remained illegal and punishable by
law. To avoid trouble, the Dangwai activists reserved their meeting room in the Grand Hotel
under the guise of a local Rotary Club—although with Dangwai celebrities like the newly
released political prisoner Chen Chu in the room, no one was fooled. The participants had a
full agenda, and it was late in the day when a proposal to found a political party came to the
floor. The activists debated the measure—would a new party give the KMT a pretext to
exclude their candidates from the December election? Would it be better to form a committee
to study founding a new party?—but when the chair called the vote, the answer was
unequivocal. Moderates and militants stood united behind the banner of the Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP).

The opposition’s move sparked a vigorous debate within the KMT. Conservatives believed
failing to enforce the law against the new party would invite chaos. Reformers feared the
regime’s shaky legitimacy might not survive another crackdown. In the end, President Chiang
and his pro-reform team prevailed. Following behind-the-scenes assurances from DPP
moderates that the new party would stay away from the KMT’s chief taboos—Communism and
Taiwan independence—the regime did nothing. A week later, CCK told the Washington Post
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he intended to lift martial law as soon as a national security law was in place, a promise he
delivered in July 1987.

Ending martial law enabled massive changes in Taiwan’s political scene. Martial law
provisions had restricted far more than dissident political activity and new political
organizations. To begin with, it sharply limited the media. Prior to 1987, only thirty-one
newspaper licenses existed in Taiwan. For decades, publishers had traded those licenses
within a narrow circle of KMT-linked organizations and firms. The end of martial law opened
the industry to anyone with the capital and ambition to publish a newspaper. Among the first
new licenses was one issued to Kang Ning-hsiang’s Capital Daily. Like most of the papers
born in that heady moment of possibility, the paper failed. But the new papers failed for
financial reasons, not because their political views threatened the KMT. The government did
not issue new television broadcasting licenses, so the three existing stations—all closely tied
to the regime—kept their monopoly, but it did open new radio frequencies. Hokkien and
Hakka-language broadcasters were the main beneficiaries.

Ironically, the DPP was not the first opposition party to gain official recognition when
martial law ended. Technically, it was still illegal, while several other parties applied for and
attained legal status as soon as martial law was gone. However, none of those parties had the
DPP’s political weight; a significant third party was not born until 1993, when the Chinese
New Party split from the KMT. The DPP proved too important to ignore, and within a few
months, the Democratic Progressives had achieved formal recognition. Taiwan was now
officially a multiparty state.

President Chiang Ching-kuo accomplished these critical changes just in time. On January 18,
1988, barely six months after ending martial law, he died. His reformist agenda lived on,
however, in his successor, Lee Teng-hui. Lee was born in 1923, a subject of the Japanese
empire. It was not until he was a grown man that Lee became a Chinese citizen. He studied in
Kyoto during World War II and served in the civil defense forces. A decade later, he was in the
United States, studying at Iowa State University. He worked as an economist in Taiwan for
several years then returned to the United States, earning a PhD in agricultural economics at
Cornell University in 1968.

One element missing from Lee Teng-hui’s varied background was any relationship with
China or its ruling party. Still, when Lee returned to his homeland after graduate school, the
KMT was an obvious affiliation for the brilliant, ambitious, globally savvy young Taiwanese.
He joined the KMT in 1971 and was put in charge of agricultural policy. In 1978 he was
appointed mayor of Taipei City. Three years later he became governor of Taiwan province.
From there, he moved into position as CCK’s vice president.

During his years as a KMT member and ROC government official, Lee stuck close to the
party’s official ideology, including its insistence on recovering the mainland. He made
hundreds of speeches paying homage to the KMT’s dream of mainland recovery. As president,
he instituted the Guidelines for National Unification, a blueprint for uniting Taiwan with
mainland China. It was only after he stepped down after twelve years as president of the
Republic of China that Lee was free to speak his mind. And what was in his mind was
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surprising indeed: he soon became the world’s most prominent Taiwan independence
advocate.

When he assumed the presidency in 1988, those stunning revelations were far in the future.
At the time, the big news was that Taiwan’s leadership at last was in the hands of a Hokkien-
speaking Taiwanese, not a Mainlander transplant. The fact that Lee was also a KMT-affiliated
technocrat did little to dampen his compatriots’ enthusiasm. Taiwanese rejoiced—even the
opposition recognized that the elevation of one of their own to the top position was a big step
forward. At the same time, though, Taiwanese worried that Lee might have a hard time winning
support from his KMT colleagues. He would need to be confirmed as party head, and then, in
1990, he would need to win reelection in a National Assembly vote. Many observers
wondered whether Lee had the political dexterity to overcome conservatives’ objections and
secure his position.

In the early months of Lee’s presidency, observers focused their attention on the hard-core
conservatives pressing him from the right. This faction had dominated ROC politics for
decades; without his mentor, CCK, Lee seemed vulnerable. What resources could he muster to
counterbalance the conservatives’ political weight? Lee Teng-hui’s response was pure genius:
instead of trying to pacify the conservatives, Lee harnessed the popularity of democratization
to strengthen his own position. He became a leading reform advocate; in the process, he
increased popular support for the KMT and marginalized the conservatives.

In December 1989, county and city executiveships, provincial assembly seats, and
supplementary positions in the Legislative Yuan were all up for election. In its campaign, the
DPP hammered the KMT on the slow pace of reform. In particular, the Democratic
Progressives demanded the “senior representatives” (whom opposition supporters called “old
bandits”) elected in 1948 yield their seats to new representatives elected from among
Taiwan’s population. The issue worked well for the DPP, because the KMT—despite Lee’s
efforts—had not been able to persuade the senior representatives to vote themselves out of a
job. While the KMT won the vast majority of seats in 1989, the DPP made significant progress.
Lee used the election results as evidence that the KMT must push forward with reform to
remain electorally viable.

A few months after the election, Lee’s strategy faced a critical test. The presidential term
Lee had inherited from CCK was ending and he needed the National Assembly—
overwhelmingly peopled by senior representatives—to confirm his bid for another term. The
conservatives put forward a team of their own, and it took Lee and the reform faction months to
persuade his opponents to withdraw. To recapture his momentum, Lee used another bold,
creative move: he convened a National Affairs Conference. The idea was to gather
representatives of all political stripes with scholars, business leaders, and other VIPs to build
consensus on how Taiwan could realize the democracy promised in the ROC Constitution.

Some critical issues were resolved even before the conference began. Taiwan’s supreme
court, the Council of Grand Justices, ruled the senior representatives must step down. Then Lee
announced a plan to abolish the martial-law era statute that gave the president extra-
constitutional powers. Delegates to the National Affairs Conference continued the reform
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trend, agreeing to pull down the remaining obstacles to democratization. Among their
recommendations were direct election of the provincial governor, Taipei mayor, and
Kaohsiung mayor—even the president. As the architect of the conference, Lee Teng-hui earned
praise for bringing the island to consensus on completing its democratic transition.

The early 1990s saw a cascade of democratic “firsts”: the first election of all-new National
Assembly members in 1991, the first election of an all-new Legislative Yuan in 1992, the
reintroduction of directly elected Kaohsiung City and Taipei City mayors in 1994, the first
direct election of the provincial governor in 1994, and, in 1996, the first popular presidential
election—which made Lee Teng-hui the first person in history to be directly elected to lead an
ethnic Chinese nation.

Jason Hu left teaching in 1990 to become an aide to President Lee, joining an ROC
government far different from the one his father had served in the 1940s and 1950s. In a
succession of positions in the “new Taiwan,” including government spokesman and
representative to the United States, Hu understood that his primary duty was to the people of
Taiwan. As a diplomat, his job was not to rehash the Cold War, but to cultivate support for a
democratic, pro-Western Taiwan.

Lee Teng-hui was a prodigious force in Taiwan’s modern history. He presided over the
transformation of its domestic politics while deftly managing its fast-moving relations with the
mainland. He fended off unwelcome initiatives and refused to back down in the face of military
intimidation. In doing so, Lee signaled to Beijing that unification in any form would require
lengthy and sensitive negotiation. He made it clear that whether Beijing’s plan was to absorb
Taiwan into the PRC or unite with the ROC in a marriage of equals, Taiwan would hold out for
its own interests. He was wildly popular, so much so that the media coined the pseudo-
psychological term “Lee Teng-hui Complex” to describe Taiwan people’s attachment to him.

Inevitably, the retirement of this towering figure left a yawning hole in Taiwan’s political
scene, so the approaching 2000 presidential election brought Taiwan voters’ excitement and
uncertainty to new levels. Few observers believed a Democratic Progressive candidate could
win the presidency. The party’s vote share in national and municipal elections hovered around
40 percent, a respectable showing, but not enough to win a presidential contest—and its 1996
presidential candidate had done only half that well. Still, the party united behind its best hope,
Chen Shui-bian.

In 1994 Chen—often called by the Hokkien nickname A-Bian—had exploited a split in the
KMT’s vote base to win the most valuable prize in Taiwan’s local politics: the Taipei City
mayorship. Elected with only 44 percent of the vote, Chen set aside ideological issues to
address the city’s practical needs. In his four-year term, the DPP mayor managed to win over
much of Taipei’s heavily Mainlander population; his approval ratings climbed to over 70
percent. Chen sought a second term in 1998, but this time the KMT was ready. It nominated its
most popular politician—the charismatic Ma Ying-jeou—and made sure there would be no
challenger from the conservative side. Although Chen’s share of the vote improved in both
number and percentage, Ma won the election. DPP supporters saw the outcome as proof that
Mainlanders were unwilling to support a Taiwanese—even one as successful as Chen. The
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1998 setback had at least one benefit, though: it freed Chen to run for president in 2000. And
incredibly, he found himself once again facing a divided KMT.

Lee Teng-hui had several would-be successors, men waiting with ill-disguised impatience
for him to step down. The 2000 presidential race was their chance. Despite party leaders’
heroic efforts to defuse intra-party competition, two KMT politicians insisted on running. The
first was Lee’s vice president and heir apparent, Lien Chan. When Lien was named the KMT’s
official nominee, another presidential hopeful, James Soong, announced he would run as an
independent. In 1994, Soong had been elected governor of Taiwan province, which included
all of the ROC’s territory except Taipei City and Kaohsiung City, making him the only KMT
politician other than Lee to have experience winning a large-scale election. As governor (the
position was eliminated along with most provincial governing bodies in 1998), Soong forged
tight alliances with local politicians across the island. He used those relationships to challenge
the KMT party apparatus and its standard-bearer, Lien Chan, in the 2000 election.

THE CHEN SHUI-BIAN ERA

When the votes were counted, the 2000 election turned out to be a replay of the 1994 Taipei
mayor’s race. Chen picked up the usual DPP vote share, while Soong and Lien split the KMT
vote. Party leaders insisted to the end that Lien would win, and refused to transfer their support
to Soong. Lien and Soong both tried last-ditch “dump-save” appeals—a popular Taiwanese
electoral strategy of urging voters to “dump” a failing first-choice candidate in order to “save”
their second choice—but if their appeals worked at all, they merely traded votes. In the end,
the KMT won its traditional vote share, but divided in such a way that neither candidate was
successful. Chen won with 39 percent. Soong followed with 37 percent, and Lien took up the
rear with 23 percent of the vote.

The 2000 election was truly historic: an opposition party candidate had captured the top
office in the Republic of China. Chen Shui-bian had completed his journey from poverty to
presidency. After decades of struggle, Taiwan’s democratic activists and politicians took
enormous pride and satisfaction in Chen’s victory. But they were not naïve about its
implications. They knew a president elected by a plurality of the vote, facing a legislature
dominated by KMT politicians who had long assumed governing was their party’s birthright,
would face daunting challenges. As one of Chen’s young aides told me a few weeks after the
election, “For about the first three hours we were ecstatic. And then the truth began to set in,
and I thought, ‘what have we gotten into now?’”

Some observers feared the KMT might not accept defeat, but KMT activists directed their
ire inward. Some blamed Soong for splitting the vote; others blamed Lee Teng-hui, whom they
said had rammed through an unpopular nominee but not done enough to secure his victory.
Before long, a conspiracy theory was circulating: Lee secretly preferred Chen, and chose Lien
precisely because he knew he couldn’t win. The rancor within the party was too great to
overcome, and before long, Lee quit the KMT. Soong founded a party of his own, the People
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First Party (PFP). During the Chen presidency, the KMT and PFP cooperated in what they
called the “Pan-Blue Camp.” Soong’s fortunes declined and most PFP politicians eventually
were reabsorbed into the KMT.

The Blue Camp didn’t try to overturn the election results, but they had no interest in helping
Chen govern, either. The Blues held a large majority in the Legislative Yuan, and they used that
power to block Chen’s initiatives—including some that were consistent with past KMT policy.
When Chen selected a respected KMT official to be his premier, the poor man was pilloried
by his former colleagues for accepting the post. Chen’s high-level appointees were a mix of
KMT members, Democratic Progressives, and independents; for the non-KMT administrators,
this was their first taste of high-level service. Chen Chu, who had headed the labor affairs
department in Kaohsiung City, was tapped to head the Council of Labor Affairs, a cabinet-
level post. Losing the presidential office forced many KMT bureaucrats to look for new work.
In 2001, Jason Hu left the protection of the civil service and entered the political fray as a
candidate for the mayorship of Taichung City, his hometown. He won the post.

PRC policy toward the Chen administration mirrored the Blue Camp’s obstructionism,
denying Chen any accomplishments in cross-Strait relations. During the campaign, Chen
promised to push for direct transportation links between Taiwan and China. Taiwanese
businesspeople were losing a fortune in time and money by flying indirectly, typically on
flights that connected through Hong Kong. What should have been a few hours’ flying time from
Taipei to Shanghai or Beijing became an expensive, full-day ordeal. But without Beijing’s
cooperation, Chen could not deliver on his promise, and the PRC was not about to hand him a
political victory. The diversions to Hong Kong continued, costing Taiwanese businesses
millions.

With little to show for his moderation, Chen found himself under increasing pressure from
hardliners in his own party. Those who had questioned the wisdom of the moderate strategy
felt vindicated: obviously, they argued, neither the PRC nor the KMT was interested in real
negotiation or compromise. Trying to cooperate with them was futile; if the Chen presidency
was to mean anything, they said, Chen must take whatever power he possessed and use it to
advance cherished DPP goals.

The showdown came in October. When the legislature appropriated funds to complete a
fourth nuclear plant, Chen refused to release the money. Opposing nuclear power was a
defining principle for the DPP, but KMT legislators were so furious at what they considered an
abuse of executive power that they launched a petition to recall him from office. It was the first
of many recall attempts that would be made during Chen Shui-bian’s eight years in office.

Chen’s outreach to Beijing lasted longer, but when the first two years of his presidency
passed with little sign that the PRC’s position might change, Chen finally tacked in a new
direction. In August 2002, Chen infuriated Beijing when he described Taiwan and China as
“one country on each side of the Strait.” He followed the statement with a series of policies
that enraged the Beijing leadership even more—including endorsing a long-simmering
campaign to institute a national referendum process. Chen argued that ballot measures could be
used to signal societal consensus or resolve controversial policy issues, but the truth was, he
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also hoped to find a way around the legislative resistance that stymied his efforts.
Beyond these practical benefits, Chen and his party saw political advantage in the

referendum plan. The idea of a referendum process made conservatives nervous, not least
because the first people to mention the idea were activists in exile who hoped to use a
plebiscite to bring about Taiwan independence. Still, conservatives were wary of coming out
too strongly against the idea for fear they would be pilloried for trying to limit Taiwan’s
democracy. The DPP was more comfortable fighting on ideological ground, especially when
its position could be construed as standing up for Taiwan’s democracy and freedom.

If referendum in general was a winning issue for the DPP, specific referendum proposals
could be even more advantageous. DPP activists believed they could design no-lose
propositions—a proposal supporting Taiwan’s participation in international organizations, for
example—that would mobilize the party’s base and appeal to centrist voters. If the referendum
were held on the same day as other elections, it could have a “coattails effect” that would
sweep DPP candidates into office. The timing seemed perfect for Chen Shui-bian’s reelection
in March 2004. The only thing lacking was legislation establishing a referendum process.

The battle to pass that legislation dominated Taiwan politics in 2002 and 2003. PRC leaders
were convinced the referendum process was aimed at advancing the independence cause, and
the way the DPP designed its referendum-enabling law gave credence to those fears. To make
it harder for the KMT to oppose, the DPP proposal made it very difficult to call for a
referendum—except in one circumstance: if Taiwan were threatened militarily, it could use a
so-called defensive referendum to rally the people. To the PRC, this looked like an escape
clause justifying an independence vote. To Taiwanese voters, it looked entirely reasonable.
The KMT fell back on its general distrust of the DPP as its argument against the referendum
proposal—a weak position.

For months, the KMT used its legislative majority to block the DPP’s referendum proposal,
but in October 2003, Chen Shui-bian experienced an expected windfall thanks to an unlikely
benefactor: the United States. For George W. Bush, support for Taiwan was an ideological
reflex. Early in his presidency he made a number of gestures that suggested he would be more
pro-Taiwan than any recent predecessor, including at one point saying the United States would
do “whatever it takes” to help Taiwan defend itself. America’s basic policy did not change, but
U.S. foreign policy officials sent mixed messages and Taiwanese officials interpreted them
according to their own preferences. When it came to the referendum project, American
officials were troubled by Chen’s lackadaisical attitude toward Beijing’s objections, but they
were reluctant to go on record opposing a democratic right for the Taiwanese people.

The issue took on new urgency in September 2003 when Chen announced his intention to
create a new constitution for Taiwan, to be ratified by a popular referendum in 2006 and put
into effect in 2008. While Chen argued that Taiwan needed a new constitution to address
inefficiencies in existing political institutions, he also said the new document would make
Taiwan “a normal, complete, great state.” In Beijing, these were incendiary statements;
Chinese leaders convinced themselves that a new constitution would mark the beginning of an
independent Taiwan. Washington was not happy with the idea either, nor was it pleased that
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Chen announced it without first warning U.S. officials. Nonetheless, Chen was allowed to
make a transit stop in the United States a month later. American officials tried to keep the trip
low key, but the Chen administration and the Taiwan media trumpeted it as proof that the Bush
administration supported Chen’s approach. When the White House appointee responsible for
the visit, Therese Shaheen, described President Bush as Chen’s “secret guardian angel” the
Democratic Progressives were ecstatic.

Back in Taiwan, Chen’s opponents panicked. With the United States now apparently on
record supporting Chen, there seemed little point in continuing to resist his agenda. Within days
the legislature passed a bill enabling referendum votes in Taiwan. KMT legislators thought the
restrictions built into the legislation would make it impossible for the DPP to introduce a
referendum alongside the March presidential election, but Chen quickly put forth two
proposals under the “defensive referendum” rubric. With the presidential election barely four
months away, the KMT was outfoxed.

Chen’s first term in office did not please Beijing or the KMT, but it was not the catastrophe
many had predicted. Chen delivered few of his campaign promises, but many voters blamed
those disappointments on obstructionist legislators and hostile Chinese officials. Democratic
Progressive strategists knew it would be hard to beat a well-prepared opponent, but with the
plenty-of-blame-to-go-around logic in play and the referendum energizing their grassroots
supporters, they thought luck and determination might just get Chen a second term.

The KMT and PFP united behind what looked to be a very strong Blue ticket: Lien Chan as
the presidential candidate with James Soong in the vice presidential spot. The ordering of the
candidates was curious: Soong had won 50 percent more votes than Lien just four years
earlier. But the KMT was determined not to reward Soong for his maverick action, and
Soong’s grassroots connections were stale. The KMT began the electoral season with a
reasonable expectation: Lien and Soong had proven they could win 60 percent of the vote
running separately. Running together they could easily pass 50 percent.

Or could they? Lien Chan had never been a popular politician. Lien’s clan had been on
Taiwan for generations, but in the early twentieth century his family moved to the mainland. In
Taiwan’s complex ethnic landscape, this kind of family was known as “half-mountain”—and
the term is not a compliment. Although Lien claimed to be a Taiwanese, his half-mountain
status counted against him. An even stronger strike against Lien was his reputation as a silver-
spoon baby. Chen Shui-bian was born to a poor farming family; his success was due entirely to
his brilliance and hard work. Lien was born into wealth and privilege. Chen’s wife was a
democratic martyr, paralyzed when a truck plowed into her during a political rally in the
1980s. Lien’s wife was a former beauty queen. Finally, Lien lacked the charisma needed to
campaign effectively—a quality Chen possessed in abundance.

The campaign was intense, even more rancorous than in 2000. In that year, the KMT had
been confident; the Soong challenge was annoying, but a DPP victory seemed implausible. In
2004, the Blues had learned their lesson. They were not about to lose again.

But lose they did, for many reasons. One was Lien’s weakness; another was the sharp
decline in enthusiasm for Soong. The DPP’s crowing about the “Secret Guardian Angel”
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remark influenced some voters. The DPP also worked hard to avoid a repeat of the 1998
Taipei mayoral election. Chen’s supporters hammered away at Blue Camp obstructionism and
they appealed to Hokkien-speaking Taiwanese to show solidarity with one of their own. Their
core argument was simple: the KMT never accepted the verdict we, the people, delivered in
2000, so Chen deserves another chance to show what he can do.

And then, on March 19, the night before the election, the election took a bizarre twist. Chen
and his running mate, vice president Annette Lu, were standing in an open jeep, driving through
the streets of Tainan, waving to voters. As the parade wound down, Chen and Lu both realized
they were injured and bleeding. When they looked more closely, they discovered they’d been
shot, he across the abdomen (the bullet lodged in his jacket after gashing his skin), she in the
knee. Taiwan’s army of talk-show hosts jumped into action. On the DPP side, pundits stirred up
pity for the injured president, recalling the bad old days of KMT violence against political
opponents. In contrast, KMT-leaning talk show hosts were skeptical. Sisy Chen, a former DPP
activist who had morphed into Chen’s most strident TV critic, used her show to propose a
theory: the shooting was a setup, staged by the Chen campaign to win sympathy votes.

Sisy Chen’s accusations drove the DPP’s supporters to a fever of outrage. That she would
jump to the conclusion, before any medical, forensic, or police evidence was available, that
Chen had faked the shooting confirmed everything the “Deep Greens” believed about the mass
media and Chen’s detractors. It seemed there was no limit to KMT pundits’ hatred of Chen, and
by extension, of all those who opposed the KMT’s political domination.

No one knows what effect the events of March 19 had on the outcome of the election. The
race was close coming into the final week, but whether Chen would have won without the
“Two Bullet Incident” is unknowable. Many KMT analysts and foreign scholars are convinced
the shooting boosted turnout among Chen’s supporters and won him a significant number of
sympathy votes. I spent March 20 visiting polling stations in a rural part of central Taiwan, and
my conversations there left me convinced that the fury at Sisy Chen’s accusations was even
more powerful a factor than the shooting itself. Whatever the dynamics, when the votes were
counted, Chen had won by a tiny margin, less than twenty-three thousand votes, or two-tenths
of 1 percent.

In 2000, the Blues had turned their frustration and disappointment inward, but in 2004, they
lashed out. When the Central Election Commission declared Chen the winner, Lien Chan
appeared on television, his face a white, frozen rictus of fury. Instead of the concession speech
viewers were expecting he said, “This election is void. I demand a recount.”

For weeks, Taiwan’s democracy teetered on the brink of crisis. Angry demonstrators
mobbed the streets outside the presidential office building. The president’s name was painted
on pavement next to the words “spit here.” KMT officials attacked Chen in increasingly
provocative terms. A PFP legislator told the Financial Times, “We need to storm the
fortifications. You cannot conduct a revolution if you think about your public image. Only with
open conflict will we be able to scare Chen Shui-bian.” Conspiracy theories abounded, and
rumors that the PRC might use the turmoil as a pretext to “intervene” in Taiwan spread. There
were even whispers that the Blue Camp might invite the PRC to overthrow Chen. The DPP
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dared not celebrate Chen’s victory for fear of further inflaming the demonstrators. As one
campaign worker said, “When we lose, we can’t cry; when we win, we can’t cheer.”

At the heart of the upheaval were two mysteries: How could a united Lien-Soong ticket lose
to Chen? How could two people be shot and not know it?

The first question is answered above: A combination of factors convinced a tiny majority of
Taiwan’s voters that Chen was a better choice. The second question requires a little up-close-
and-personal description of Taiwanese elections. Taiwanese political candidates do many
things an American would recognize: they make speeches, they buy TV ads, they hang posters,
they stand in shopping centers and shake hands with people. They also do a few less familiar
things: they wear sashes like beauty pageant contestants, they sing karaoke, they burn a lot of
incense in temples (sometimes they swear oaths there, too, inviting the gods to smite them on
the spot if they’re lying). They also “sweep the streets.”

Street sweeping is mandatory for political candidates in Taiwan. The candidate assembles a
parade of supporters, some walking, others riding on sound trucks (pickups outfitted with
stages and loudspeakers) who scour the streets of the district singing the candidate’s praises.
The idea is to cover every street, so the parade doubles back again and again, east to west,
north to south, until every inch of the district is covered. Voters come out to watch, and the
candidate, his wife, lieutenants, and surrogates press the flesh on all sides. To make sure no
one misses the show, campaign assistants let off fireworks at every corner. I’ve seen men
teetering atop moving sound trucks with cartons of bottle rockets balanced above their heads
on one hand while they light the fuses with the other. The din is spectacular, the smoke is
overwhelming, and the fireworks are a menace. This is what Taiwanese enjoy most about
elections: what they call renao, the hot and noisy.

Chen and Lu were street sweeping in Tainan City when they were shot. According to foreign
TV cameramen following in a second open jeep, the air was thick with smoke from
firecrackers, and bottle rockets were bouncing off cars, people, cameras—everything. One
said he could smell his hair smoldering as ash and half-burned paper from the fireworks
drifted into it. Chen and Lu reported that they initially assumed the shots that hit them were
ordnance raining down from their supporters—as it turns out, Taiwanese political candidates
get used to being hit by hot, fast-moving debris. And as for someone hearing the shots fired,
there was no chance of that at all.

A third mystery of the 2004 election—who shot Chen and Lu?—has never been solved. The
case was investigated repeatedly, but no one has determined to the satisfaction of all whether it
was a setup, an assassination attempt, or something even stranger. KMT efforts to unearth a
conspiracy continued well into Chen’s second term, but the crisis over whether he would
assume office settled down more quickly. Chen helped that process by agreeing to a recount,
although the KMT blocked it in the legislature. He also used his second inaugural address to
calm both his supporters and his opponents.

CHEN SHUI-BIAN’S SECOND TERM—AND BEYOND
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Chen’s second inaugural speech focused on reuniting a society fractured by conflicts over
politics, language, ancestry, and collective memory. He addressed the postelection crisis head-
on, acknowledging that his victory was narrow and political trust had been damaged. “The
ultimate challenge of this past election lay not as much in garnering a mandate as in the post-
election hurdle of how to scale the wall of antagonism, and in finding ways to reconcile the
deep divide caused by distrust,” said Chen. “We must not allow the narrow margin of victory
to become a source of greater conflict in society.”

In the speech, Chen reiterated his determination to make constitutional reform a top priority
in his second term: “In our face-off with increasingly fierce and vigorous competition on the
international front . . . we must bear in mind that historic and political circumstances confine us
to an existing constitutional framework that now poses the most direct impediment to effective
governance.” Chen delivered on a number of important constitutional reforms during his
second term. In 2005, the National Assembly ratified amendments that halved the number of
legislators and changed the rules for electing them. It also transferred its own powers to others,
effectively voting itself out of existence. With the most popular ideas implemented, the
constitutional reform process lost momentum. President Chen continued to advocate further
change, but most Taiwanese preferred to wait for the previous wave of reforms to take effect
before implementing more.

President Chen Shui-bian had a tough ride in his first term, and his second term began under
a massive cloud. Although the Blues eventually dropped their efforts to invalidate the election
result, they continued to resist Chen’s every proposal, and without a legislative majority, the
DPP was powerless to stop them. But those challenges paled in comparison to the cascading
scandals that wracked his presidency from 2005 to 2008. The trouble began when construction
workers brought from Thailand to build a subway in Kaohsiung City protested their working
conditions. That led to an investigation of one of President Chen’s close advisors, which in
turn unearthed evidence the aide was involved not only in labor exploitation, but in
misappropriation of public funds as well. The scandal forced two high-profile DPP politicians
to resign: Kaohsiung’s acting mayor, Chen Chi-mai—a rising DPP star who happened to be the
disgraced aide’s son—and the labor minister, Chen Chu.

From its founding, the DPP had made corruption fighting one of its top goals. Its reputation
for cleanliness was one of the few advantages it enjoyed over the KMT. Public opinion polling
consistently found voters favored the KMT on measures like competence and responsibility,
while the DPP got high marks for its incorruptibility. The Chen scandals undermined that
reputation. To reverse the trend a group of young politicians proposed a “New DPP
Movement” aimed at returning their party to its anticorruption roots. They called on their
comrades to reflect on how the party had gone astray and seek correction from the public.
Instead of seizing this as an opportunity for political damage control, senior party leaders—
including Chen—crushed the New DPP Movement.

The number of presidential associates in trouble with the law ballooned in 2006, and
prosecutors turned their attention to Chen’s family. In May, his son-in-law was arrested amid a
swirl of rumors that Chen’s wife, Wu Shu-jen, was involved in insider trading and influence
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peddling. In June, the Blue Camp tried another recall petition in the legislature. Although they
could not meet the two-thirds vote threshold to send the recall to the voters, they kept up the
political pressure. Before long, prosecutors were interviewing Chen himself. In November,
they indicted Wu Shu-jen.

The scandals undermined Chen’s effectiveness and eroded his popular support. A wave of
disgust and disappointment was rising, even among DPP activists. The recall efforts united
DPP supporters briefly, but the mounting evidence of malfeasance in the presidential office
battered their morale. In July, a group of “Green Academics”—mainly veterans of pro-
democracy student activism in the late 1980s and early 1990s—circulated a petition calling on
Chen to resign. On the heels of that effort, Shih Ming-teh—who had spent twenty-five years in
prison for his pro-democracy activism—led a sit-in outside the Taipei train station aimed at
the same goal. Shih’s supporters wore red, earning them the name “Red Shirt Army” and they
occupied the square for weeks. They were an eclectic mix, but most were longtime Chen Shui-
bian detractors. For the many Mainlanders in the group, standing elbow-to-elbow with Shih
was an education. One rushed home to tell his daughter—a former student activist with strong
ties to the DPP—some shocking news: back in the day, the KMT kept political dissidents like
Shih Ming-teh locked up!

The rest of Chen’s second term passed in a blur of corruption allegations, indictments, trials,
and recriminations. During the 2008 presidential race, DPP candidate Frank Hsieh so
despaired over the state of affairs that he cancelled his public appearances and went into
seclusion for two weeks. The KMT’s candidate was the popular Ma Ying-jeou. The
nomination was salt on the DPP’s wound, since Ma stood out among KMT politicians in
having a reputation for incorruptibility. During a stint as justice minister in the 1990s, Ma had
taken on political corruption so aggressively that the targets of his efforts persuaded Lee Teng-
hui to fire him. Against most KMT candidates, the DPP could say, “Our guy hasn’t done
anything their guy hasn’t done.” Against Ma it could say nothing. Ma Ying-jeou won the 2008
election with 58 percent of the vote.

When Ma Ying-jeou won back the presidency for the KMT, Democratic Progressives felt
crushed. The DPP had lost most of its legislative seats in December, thanks largely to new
electoral rules that the party had championed but that worked against the party in practice.
Their standard-bearer, Chen Shui-bian, had barely moved out of the presidential office when
he was moved into another government building: a Taipei City jail. To many of Taiwan’s
democracy activists and advocates, those setbacks seemed insurmountable. Grief hung over the
party headquarters; scores of dedicated party workers found themselves unemployed. Some
observers wondered whether Taiwan had reached the end of its democratic journey and was
circling back toward KMT-dominated single-party politics.

Those fears turned out to be overblown, for it wasn’t long before democracy was showing
its strength anew. Neither a huge public electoral mandate nor a massive KMT legislative
majority could protect President Ma from democracy. From the very beginning of his term, he
faced challenges from all sides—protests from the DPP, lack of disciplined support from his
own party, and low approval ratings from the public. The public’s expectations for Ma were
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high, but he took office at the height of a global recession, and the nation’s problems soon cut
him down to a more realistic size. Voters began treating Ma like any other president.

And that, in the end, is what democratic politics is all about: treating every president as a
fallible individual whose authority to govern comes from the voters. Ma’s first two years in
office frustrated his supporters—even when the economy began to revive, his popularity
remained low—but they can be read as evidence that Taiwan’s political miracle has stabilized.

In 2009, Taiwan’s legislature decided to consolidate some of the island’s municipal
governments, creating four new “megacities,” including an enlarged Taichung and a massive
new Kaohsiung. In December 2010, the two mayors whose stories began this chapter, Jason Hu
and Chen Chu, were elected mayors of the new Taichung and Kaohsiung, respectively.
Conversations with the mayors in early 2010 underscored the degree to which Taiwan’s
democracy has become routine. Chen and Hu have strong ideas about how Taiwan should
develop, but ideology does not drive their day-to-day decision making; they are preoccupied
with the practical problems of governance. As Mayor Chen put it,

I’m constantly thinking about what we can produce, what industries we can have in the future. I was talking to Hsu Wen-
lung [the head of the Chi Mei Corporation, one of Taiwan’s leading chemical companies] recently and he asked me,
“What kind of mayor do you want to be? The kind who develops industry at all costs, or the one who, fifty years from
now, people will look back on and say ‘She preserved and protected our community’?” He’s thinking about philosophy.
Given the pressures on me, I don’t really have much chance to think about that, but he makes a good point. When it
comes to economic development, we don’t have a lot of people thinking about how to balance these goals. We need to
think about what kind of economic development we want.

Mayor Hu speaks in similar terms about the importance of a long-term vision. Asked what
he learned from leaving the bureaucratic posts for which he had been groomed to enter
electoral politics he answers, “I was reborn.” He describes the months following the KMT’s
presidential defeat in 2000 as “a time of shock for us. We needed to take off our leather shoes
and put on sports shoes.” Taichung City was a special challenge for the Oxford-educated
Mainlander who had built his career in the diplomatic corps. The city was known for
organized crime, local factionalism, inadequate infrastructure, and industrial pollution. As Hu
puts it, “When I started going to Taichung there were people who said ‘he’s a ballet dancer; he
doesn’t have what it takes to be a mud wrestler.’”

“I think the experience of running for election changed me,” says Hu. “I believe all
politicians should go through elections first, and should serve locally first, before they move to
the national level.” Serving the city forced Hu to prioritize local needs; like Mayor Chen, Hu is
determined to find an economic niche for his city:

I decided a city should have a face. Paris, London, Kyoto, maybe Shanghai—all of these cities have a face. Other than
these few, most cities look about the same. That face defines the character of a city. Eight years ago I decided that
Taichung must have a cultural face. We can’t compete with Taipei and Kaohsiung—the center of government, the port
city—we needed to do something different to distinguish our city.

Turning Taichung into a cultural center was not easy. Hu learned a painful lesson about the
limits of executive power when he was courting the Guggenheim Foundation to build a major
art museum in the city. “I lost the Guggenheim museum after they had made the decision to
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come because I couldn’t get it through the city council. There was a lack of local and central
support. After that I got smarter.” He learned to operate more effectively within the city council
and to focus on projects with wide appeal—a baseball stadium (baseball is Taiwan’s most
popular spectator sport), a multipurpose amphitheater, public concerts. “When we started, each
citizen attended an average of four cultural events a year. Last year [2009] we averaged 33
attendances per citizen.”

Mayors of major cities inevitably emphasize economic development, but Hu and Chen
resemble one another in less predictable ways, too. If we look only at their backgrounds—the
Mainlander bureaucrat steeped in Chinese nationalist ideology, the Hokkien dissident grounded
in Taiwanese identity politics—we would expect to find them on opposite sides of Taiwan’s
hottest political issue. In fact, though, their views about how Taiwan should interact with the
People’s Republic of China are surprisingly similar, although far from identical.

Mayor Hu is famous for his humor, and one of his best lines came in a 1996 interview with
New York Times columnist (and Hu’s Oxford classmate) Thomas Friedman. Speaking about
missile tests Beijing was using to intimidate Taiwanese in the run-up to the first direct
presidential election, Friedman referred to China as an 800-pound gorilla in Taiwan’s living
room. Hu replied, “Tom, it’s worse than that. Not only do I have an 800-pound gorilla in my
living room, that gorilla happens to think that he’s my brother!”

The quip captures Hu’s outlook on cross-Strait relations. Asked how he developed such a
flexible view, given his long association with the KMT he replied:

If there ever was an “old KMT” that KMT taught me to be Chinese, but not to be pro-unification. Even CCK said, toward
the end of his life, that he was both Chinese and Taiwanese. We don’t have to dichotomize these things. China is our
father; Taiwan is our mother, or the other way around. Can we deny either one of them? I don’t have to disbelieve what
the old KMT has taught us to be a politician close to the people. I grew up knowing I was a Taiwanese, despite having
Mainlander parents. When I was small I was puzzled: The teacher, and other people, said “Speak Mandarin,” but when it
was time for elections, all the politicians spoke Taiwanese. So I couldn’t understand: What’s wrong with speaking dialect?

Hu’s attitude comes through in his actions as mayor. In 2009 Taichung hosted talks between
Chen Yunlin, Beijing’s top Taiwan-affairs official, and Chiang Pin-kung, his Taiwanese
counterpart. The talks attracted a host of protesters to the city. Says Hu, “We did not treat the
protesters as the other side. The Chinese are the other side. We Taiwanese are all on the same
side.” He sums up the KMT’s approach to cross-Strait relations this way, “We don’t want to
sail any closer to China, but I think we have a better course than the previous government. We
still have extremes on both sides, but they are a tiny minority.”

If Jason Hu resists the die-hard unificationist stereotype of a career KMT politician, Chen
Chu, too, defies easy labeling. She has been a leading proponent of Taiwanese identity, but she
also advocates a moderate China policy for the DPP. In May 2009 Chen Chu traveled to the
mainland to talk to officials about the World Games Kaohsiung was to host two months later.
Some DPP colleagues criticized her for reaching out to the mainland, but Chen defends her
decision:

China is a very important country in the World Games, and the Olympics, which they’d just finished. To make our World
Games successful I needed their cooperation. They needed to buy into the idea that the World Games is about peace
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among nations. Sport is never free of politics, but we wanted to minimize the politics. So we went to China. We talked to
them privately, to make sure the games would be peaceful. Some people here criticized us. They said we shouldn’t go,
that we were giving up our ideals, but this World Games was really important for Taiwan’s international recognition and
reputation. We couldn’t afford to let it fail. So I had to go over there and tell them this was not political, but an occasion
for peace.

I had a big job to do pacifying the Taiwan independence people here. I told them it’s important to understand the
difference between your personal goals and the responsibility you have if you’re organizing a global event. If the World
Games had gone badly that really would have hurt Taiwan’s international image, and that’s something we had to avoid.
The DPP needs to understand China. China has enormous influence over Taiwan’s development. China is huge—it can
easily eat us up. If we in the DPP have a China policy that isn’t rooted in a good understanding of China, that is really
dangerous. The Chinese shouldn’t just talk to the KMT. Taiwan has many people who are not in the KMT, and they need
to hear what we have to say, too. They may not like my opinions, but they need to hear them.

Mayor Chen’s trip was an important moment in cross-Strait relations. It not only showed the
DPP’s willingness to engage the PRC, but it also called attention to the range of opinion within
Taiwan. Unlike some KMT leaders who had visited the mainland, Chen Chu did not bend over
backward to accommodate her hosts. She was not intentionally provocative, but she did not
censor herself, either.

There was a headline that said “Beijing Mayor versus Kaohsiung Mayor” when I met the mayor of Beijing. That was a
good headline, because it made us equals. We felt huge pressure while we were there. We had to be so careful with
everything we said. We didn’t know what they were thinking, what they would say. Every night my shoulders were so
sore from the tension. But at the very least, we went to Beijing and we went to Shanghai. And while we were there the
mayor of Beijing was talking about getting funding from the central government for the Olympics and I said “President Ma
Ying-jeou of our central government” and that was reported, quoted. People were really happy about that. Our
government was happy. They wouldn’t dare to use that language themselves [that is, to refer to Ma as “president” and the
ROC authorities as a “central government”], but I didn’t care about making the Beijing people happy, so I just said it.

Not all Taiwanese politicians are as wise, sensible, charismatic, and effective as Chen Chu
and Jason Hu. Still, the two mayors’ success and popularity bode well for Taiwan’s
democracy. From a distance, Taiwan politics can appear polarized and dysfunctional, but when
we zoom in closer, the system looks much healthier. Compared to the corrupt and authoritarian
single-party government of forty years ago, Taiwan’s democracy—with all its flaws—is an
infinitely more humane and sustainable form of government.

SOURCES

This chapter relies heavily on formal interviews and informal conversations. I am especially
grateful to Chen Chu and Jason Hu, both of whom have agreed to be interviewed many times
over the past twenty years. Chen Chu was the first Taiwanese political figure I met in Taiwan,
and she has been unflagging in her support for my efforts to understand and tell Taiwan’s story.
Jason Hu and Ma Ying-jeou have been particularly generous with their time and
encouragement, as have many other politicians of all political colorations.

The chapter also draws on the extensive literature on Taiwan’s democratization. Path-
breaking works in this category include early articles by Edwin Winckler, “Institutionalization
and Participation on Taiwan: From Hard to Soft Authoritarianism?” and Tun-jen Cheng,
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“Democratizing the Quasi-Leninist Regime in Taiwan,” as well as Hung-mao Tien’s book The
Great Transition: Political and Social Change in Taiwan. More recent works include The
Kuomintang and the Democratization of Taiwan (Steven J. Hood); Democratization in China
and Taiwan (Bruce J. Dickson); The First Chinese Democracy: Political Life in the Republic
of China on Taiwan (Linda Chao and Ramon H. Myers); Political Change on Taiwan: A Study
of Ruling Party Adaptability (Peter Moody); Crafting Democracy in Taiwan (Yun-han Chu);
Taiwan’s Democratization: Forces behind the New Momentum (Joseph Jauhsieh Wu);
Taiwan: National Identity and Democratization (Alan Wachman); Taiwan and Chinese
Nationalism (Christopher Hughes); Party Politics in Taiwan (Dafydd Fell); and my book
Politics in Taiwan: Voting for Democracy.

The passage from General Wedemeyer is quoted in George H. Kerr’s Formosa Betrayed. I
consulted several biographies of Chen Chu and Jason Hu for this chapter; it is Chen Yu-hua
who refers to Chen’s family as “democratic pioneers” in her collection Uncommon Women
(Buyiyang de Nuren). Gerald McBeath’s article appeared in Asian Survey in January of 1977.
Chen Shui-bian’s biography is The Son of Taiwan: The Life of Chen Shui-bian and His
Dreams for Taiwan. David J. Toman wrote the English translation.
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Taiwan’s presidential office building housed the Japanese colonial government in the early 1900s.

An Austronesian artisan demonstrates seated loom weaving on Taiwan’s east coast.
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School children participate in a morning flag-raising ceremony at an elementary school near Taipei.

A modern statue shows Zheng Chenggong (Koxinga) receiving the Dutch surrender in the 1600s.
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A traditional courtyard house shows the elegance of Taiwan’s traditional architecture.

The view of Kaohsiung Harbor from the British Consulate high above the city captures the bustling maritime commerce that
makes Kaohsiung one of the world’s busiest ports.
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The Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall is located in one of Taipei’s few open spaces.

The Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall includes a 30-foot statue of the man who led the Republic of China for half a century.
Above his head is the word “democracy,” although most Taiwanese agree there was little democracy on the island during his
reign.
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Taipei’s Grand Hotel is one of the city’s most visible landmarks.

During his presidential campaigns, Chen Shui-bian sold merchandise that appealed to Taiwanese consumers’ taste for the “cute
and tiny.”
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Many Taiwanese women, like this fish vendor, work in the informal sector.

The high speed rail line linking Taipei and Kaohsiung reduced the travel time between the two cities to ninety minutes.
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Lighthouse near the entrance to Kaohsiung Harbor.

Worshippers at a temple in Lukang make offerings to the goddess Mazu.
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Guanyin idol, Tainan.

The historic city of Lukang is a center for handcrafting ritual objects for use in Taiwan’s thousands of temples.
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In 2006, Taiwanese chose traditional glove puppetry as the art form that best represents their culture.
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