
Liberalization in Taiwan, 
1979-1992 

M12106 Autumn, 2018

Dr Jonathan Sullivan







• Taiwan is a geographical term relating to the island of
Taiwan

• Also shorthand for the Republic of China (ROC)
• The ROC claims sovereignty over Taiwan, and smaller

islands of Penghu, Jinmen, Mazu
• 17 small states recognize the ROC
• PRC says Taiwan is a province of the PRC
• Reserves right to use force to prevent secession (2005

Anti-Secession Law)
• “1992 Consensus” – a useful fudge of “One China”



• Taiwan settled by Chinese from Fujian 1600’s on
• Taiwan made a Province of China in 1890
• Taiwan ceded to Japan at Treaty of Shimonseki in 1895,

at end of first China-Japan war
• Colony of Japan 1895-1945
• At end of Pacific War, Taiwan “returned” to China (then

under control of Nationalists)



• Communists won Civil War & established PRC in 1949
• Nationalists evacuate to Taiwan 1945-49 (KMT, elites,

soldiers, assets, ~2 million people)
• KMT repression: 228 & White Terror
• KMT rules under martial law until 1987
• KMT oversees Economic Miracle 60s-70s
• Birth of “native” Dangwai (黨外) movement 60s-70s



• During 1970s democratization was incremental process:
Bottom-up pressure by activists pushes top-down moves
by KMT

• External shocks – eg derecognition by US
• 1979 Meilidao galvanizes opposition
• 1986 DPP forms first opposition party
• 1990 Wild Lily student movement
• 1996 first direct election of the president



Democratization as decolonization project?



Some history



The Dutch trading colony







Taiwan was part of an international trading network



Koxinga 鄭成功Chinese Ming loyalist who used
Taiwan as base to resisted Qing conquest of China



But the Qing eventually prevailed









• Taiwanese treated like second-class citizens under Japanese colonial 
rule

• The reaction among Taiwanese elites to Japanese colonial rule was a 
mix of strategic opposition and collaboration

• Many Taiwanese reacted to the departure of the Japanese and the 
arrival of the Chinese nationalists in 1945 as “the dog goes, the pig 
comes”

• The Nationalists excluded Taiwanese reformers who had lobbied for 
self government under Japanese colonial rule from politics





A neo-colonial approach to governing Taiwan?

• 2-28 incident and White Terror
• Hard-authoritarian modernising regime
• Political exclusion of benshengren
• ‘Temporary Provisions’ (Martial Law)
• Re-introduction of Mandarin Chinese as lingua franca and 

introduction of KMT version of confucianism
• Strategic co-optation of parts of Taiwanese elite



Bruce Jacobs



Early resistance against rule by the Chinese Nationalist Party

• Lei Zhen, 1960 
• Peng Ming-min, 1964 
• Dangwai movement, 1969-1986



Liberalisation of the KMT party state, 1969-1986 (I)

• Ageing representatives of the National Assembly and Legislative Yuan 
• Liberalisation as a tool to re-legitimise KMT rule and protect its 
authority 
• Did not manage to absorb all aspiring participants into KMT-ranks 
(e.g. Xu Xinliang, Zhang Junhong)



Liberalisation of the KMT party state, 1969-1986 (II)

• Loss of face during Diaoyutai釣魚台 crisis, 1971 
• Retreat from UN Security Council & General Assembly, 1971 
• Diplomatic de-recognition by Japan, EC member states, US in 1971 
• Gaoxiong trials, 1980 
• Alleged state-murder of Henry Liu in US, 1985 
• Collapse of Marcos regime without US intervention, 1986



A fragmented dangwai, 1977-1986

• Uniting force: opposition to hegemonic KMT rule 
• Two competing groups within the Dangwai movement 
• Activist Writers and Editors Alliance around Huang Xinjie; mostly 
Taiwanese nationalists who treated democratisation as an ideal & 
emancipation from Chinese mainlander rule 
• Public Policy Research Association around Kang Ningxiang; saw 
democratisation as an instrument to live up to the needs of a diverse 
society. Reform should be achieved through the ballot box.



Social movements in the 1980s
• Consumer movement, 1980 
• Local anti-pollution movements, 1980 
• Conservation movement, 1982 
• Women’s movement, 1982 
• Aborigine human rights movement, 1983 
• Student movement, 1986 
• New Testament church protest, 1986 
• Labour movement, 1987 
• Handicapped and disadvantaged welfare group protest, 1987 
• Veterans welfare protest, 1987 
• Political victims human rights movement, 1987 
• Mainlanders home visiting movement, 1987



Social movements and the dangwai

• Most protest movements apolitical spontaneous and issue focused
• Social movements as undercurrent of the political dangwai

movement
• Different means and ends, e.g. Gaoxiong incident in 1979



Formosa incident 1979

• Forced closure of 美麗島, an independent magazine
• Arrest of editors and staff
• Radicalised a generation of opposition activists and birthed a 

generation of DPP politicians



Ethnic conflicts and democratisation

• Ethnic conflict between waishengren and benshengren (外/本省人)
• National identify conflict between Chinese and Taiwanese nationalists
• Essentially a political conflict couched in rhetoric that stresses 

constructed ethnic differences among two social groups, the 
waishengren and benshengren.

• This conflict has evolved around the problems of (a) the authoritative 
allocation of resources and (b) by whom and how the Taiwanese 
people should be represented. 





Election-successes and setbacks of the dangwai

• Dangwai scored between 20 and 30 percent in supplementary 
national and local elections 

• Disappointing election results in 1983 related to SNTV-system and 
anti-Kang movement 
• Kang Ningxiang led the dangwai through the dark years after 1979 
and paved the way for the foundation of the Democratic Progressive 
Party in 1986.



Election-driven democratisation, 1986-on

• DPP formed in 1986 – technically illegal, but Chiang Ching-kuo tacitly 
allows it

• Lifting of martial law, 1987 
• DPP includes the Taiwan Independence clause in its party platform, 
1991 
• Taiwan’s “founding election,” i.e. first direct legislative election, 1992 
(KMT wins 95/161 seats)



Is the DPP a “normal” party?

• “The DPP is essentially a party movement. On the one hand, it 
functions as a normal party by participating in elections, engaging in 
legislative work, and even running a few county and city 
governments. On the other hand, it considers itself as a mass 
movement, the principal mission of which is to mobilize the people to 
exert pressure upon the ruling KMT and government to democratize 
the political structure as well as to carry out other reforms.”



DPP’s contribution to social and political 
development
• Separation of KMT party and ROC-state, including partial 

constitutional reform 
• Civil control of Taiwan’s military apparatus 
• Electoral reform 
• Welfare reform (women, seniors, children, labour, indigenous people, 
farmers) 
• Educational and cultural reform 
• Anti-corruption measures



Factionalism within the DPP

• Factions as dyadic patron-client networks which tend to be “ideology-
free, interest centered and power-motivated” (Cheng and Chou 2000)
• New Tide faction as “party within a party”



Factions within the DPP

• New Era 
• New Energy 
• New Tide 
• Justice Alliance 
• Welfare State Alliance 
• Taiwan Independence Alliance 
• Mainstream Alliance



Effects of party factionalism on political 
culture in Taiwan
• Political patrons more important than party institutions? 
• Follow the leader syndrome (Lee Tenghui, Lien Chan, Soong Chu-yu, 
Chen Shui-bian etc) 
• Politics as zero-sum game – control of resources to channel to
supporters



• Why did the KMT liberalize?
• What were the legacies of KMT rule and the transition process for the 

way Taiwanese democracy has evolved?
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