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Introduction
Taiwan, officially known as the Republic of China (ROC), presents one of the most
intriguing and distinctive government systems in the world today. Rooted in a blend of
Western democratic principles and traditional Chinese governance, contemporary
Taiwanese politics is the result of a complex historical journey defined by colonial
experiences, civil war, democratization, and constant adaptation. For those seeking to
understand how Taiwan functions — from its powerful presidency to the intricacies of
its unique five-power system — a thorough exploration of its institutions, mechanisms,
and practices is essential.

The Taiwanese system is built on the foundation of the 1947 Constitution of the
Republic of China. Unlike most governments modeled strictly on three branches —
executive, legislative, and judicial — Taiwan’s government incorporates two additional
branches: the Examination Yuan and the Control Yuan. This five-power architecture,
envisioned by Dr. Sun Yat-sen, was inspired both by Western models and thousands of
years of Chinese administrative tradition. As a result, Taiwan’s system is both a
reflection of universal democratic ideas and a celebration of Chinese meritocratic
values and oversight.

Democracy in Taiwan is vibrant and dynamic, characterized by competitive multi-party
elections, peaceful transfers of power, and robust citizen participation at national and
local levels. Over the past few decades, a number of pivotal constitutional reforms and
grassroots movements have not only transformed Taiwan’s political landscape but
have also confirmed its place among the world’s advanced democracies.
Understanding the mechanisms of government — from how laws are made, budgets
approved, and civil servants appointed, to how oversight is conducted — offers
invaluable insight into how Taiwan has managed its successful democratization.

Local governance, too, plays a critical role in shaping the daily lives of Taiwan’s island
residents. With its ecosystem of special municipalities, counties, and cities, the local
government structure provides avenues for citizen representation, community
development, and direct policy implementation. Each administrative tier is both a
reflection of Taiwan’s distinctive political past and a platform for modern reform and
innovation.

Throughout this book, we will systematically examine how each component of
Taiwan’s government works, their interrelations, and the unique challenges they face.
By delving into both the national structures of power and the organization of local self-
government, this guide will demystify the complexities of the Taiwanese model.
Readers will come away with not only an understanding of explicit governmental
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functions but also an appreciation for the political and cultural context that makes
Taiwan's system unique.

Whether you are a student, policy analyst, civil servant, or an interested observer, this
book aims to provide a comprehensive, accessible, and up-to-date account of how
governance functions in Taiwan — from the highest offices of state down to the local
township hall. Through this exploration, we hope you will gain a clearer picture of the
enduring strengths, continuing evolutions, and future prospects of the Taiwanese
government system.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Currents Shaping
Taiwan's Governance
To truly grasp the intricacies of Taiwan's government today, we must first cast our
gaze backward, tracing the historical currents that carved its unique political
landscape. Taiwan's journey is not a simple linear progression but a tapestry woven
with threads of diverse influences, colonial legacies, revolutionary ideals, and the stark
realities of conflict and displacement. Understanding this layered past is essential, for
the echoes of history resonate in the institutions and political culture of the Republic of
China on Taiwan.

For much of its early history, Taiwan existed largely outside the direct administrative
control of major continental powers. Indigenous peoples inhabited the island for
millennia, developing their own complex societies. While Chinese fishermen and
merchants visited and even settled in coastal areas, a centralized governing authority
over the entire island was absent until the arrival of European powers in the 17th
century. The Dutch established a presence in the south, followed briefly by the
Spanish in the north, marking Taiwan's initial, albeit temporary, encounters with
external colonial rule.

The Dutch East India Company initiated a transformation, encouraging Han Chinese
migration for agricultural labor and setting up administrative structures. This period,
though relatively short, introduced new forms of governance and began to alter the
demographic makeup of the island. In 1662, Koxinga, a loyalist to the fallen Ming
Dynasty, defeated the Dutch and established the Kingdom of Tungning. His rule
represented the first predominantly Han Chinese regime on Taiwan, focused on
resisting the newly established Qing Dynasty on the mainland. This era saw further
Han migration and the development of administrative units, laying down some of the
earliest foundations for formalized governance on the island.

The Qing Dynasty eventually conquered the Kingdom of Tungning in 1683, annexing
Taiwan. For over two centuries, Taiwan was governed as a prefecture and later a
province of the Qing Empire. While Qing rule brought Taiwan into a larger
administrative framework, its control was often limited, particularly in the
mountainous interior where indigenous communities maintained autonomy. Migration
from the mainland, though sometimes restricted, continued and the Han Chinese
population grew significantly, leading to expansion into indigenous territories and
occasional conflicts. The Qing administration focused primarily on the western plains,
establishing governmental offices and collecting taxes, but governance was often
characterized by a degree of detachment from Beijing.
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A pivotal shift occurred in 1895 when, as a consequence of losing the First Sino-
Japanese War, the Qing Dynasty ceded Taiwan and the Penghu Islands to Japan
through the Treaty of Shimonoseki. This marked the beginning of fifty years of
Japanese colonial rule. The Japanese established a centralized administration under a
Governor-General, wielding significant executive, legislative, and judicial power. This
period brought significant infrastructure development, including railways, harbors, and
public health systems, alongside the imposition of Japanese law, language, and
culture. While Japanese rule was often harsh, marked by initial armed resistance and
later assimilation policies, it profoundly reshaped Taiwan's society and introduced
modern administrative concepts and institutions that were distinct from those of the
Qing Dynasty.

Meanwhile, momentous changes were unfolding on the Chinese mainland. The late
19th and early 20th centuries saw the Qing Dynasty weaken, plagued by internal
unrest and external pressures. Revolutionary ideas, advocating for an end to imperial
rule and the establishment of a republic, gained traction. Led by figures like Dr. Sun
Yat-sen, these revolutionaries sought to modernize China and create a new political
order.

The Wuchang Uprising in 1911 triggered the Xinhai Revolution, which successfully
overthrew the Qing Dynasty, ending over two thousand years of imperial rule. On
January 1, 1912, the Republic of China (ROC) was formally established on the
mainland, with Sun Yat-sen briefly serving as provisional president. This new republic,
however, faced immense challenges, including internal divisions, the rise of
warlordism, and the looming threat of foreign powers.

The Kuomintang (KMT), or Nationalist Party, played a central role in the early ROC,
founded by Sun Yat-sen. Following Sun's death, Chiang Kai-shek rose to prominence
and led the KMT to nominally unify China in the Northern Expedition by 1928. The KMT
then became the ruling party of the Republic of China on the mainland. While the KMT
aimed to implement Sun Yat-sen's vision and principles, including the idea of a five-
power constitutional system, their rule on the mainland was marked by struggles
against regional powers, the invasion by Japan in the Second Sino-Japanese War, and
an escalating conflict with the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

World War II dramatically altered the geopolitical landscape. Taiwan, as a Japanese
colony, was involved in the conflict. Towards the end of the war, the Allied powers,
including the Republic of China under Chiang Kai-shek, discussed the post-war status
of territories. The Cairo Declaration in 1943 stated that Taiwan and the Penghu Islands
should be restored to the Republic of China after Japan's surrender.

Upon Japan's surrender in 1945, the Republic of China government, led by the KMT,
took control of Taiwan. This marked the end of Japanese colonial rule and the
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beginning of ROC administration on the island. Initially, the arrival of the ROC forces
was met with some welcome, but tensions soon arose due to misgovernance,
corruption, and cultural misunderstandings between the newcomers and the long-time
residents of Taiwan, who had lived under different rule for fifty years.

Simultaneously, the civil war between the KMT and the CCP on the mainland
intensified following the end of World War II. Despite earlier periods of cooperation
against external threats, the fundamental ideological differences and power struggle
led to a full-blown conflict. The war raged across mainland China, with the balance of
power gradually shifting in favor of the Communist forces led by Mao Zedong.

Facing imminent defeat on the mainland, the KMT-led Republic of China government
made the momentous decision to retreat to Taiwan. This "Great Retreat" in 1949 saw
the relocation of the ROC government structure, military forces, and a significant
number of civilians, including many intellectuals and businesspeople, to the island.
This was not merely a tactical withdrawal but a fundamental shift, establishing Taiwan
as the primary base of the Republic of China government.

Upon arriving in Taiwan, the ROC government, still claiming to be the legitimate
government of all of China, found itself ruling an island that had been shaped by a
different colonial history and possessed a population with distinct experiences. The
government brought with it the constitutional framework and institutions developed
on the mainland, including the 1947 Constitution. The state of civil war, however, led
to the imposition of martial law, which would profoundly impact the development of
governance on Taiwan for decades. This historical trajectory – from diverse early
influences and colonial rule to the establishment of the Republic of China on the
mainland and its eventual relocation to Taiwan – provides the essential backdrop for
understanding the unique governmental system that evolved on the island.
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