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Introduction

Taiwan’s political journey is one of remarkable transformation, resilience, and ongoing
complexity. Officially known as the Republic of China (ROC), Taiwan has developed a
distinct political identity shaped by a turbulent history, authoritarian rule, bold
democratic reforms, and the persistent challenge of defining its international status.
The transition from martial law and one-party dominance to a vibrant, multi-party
democracy is a testament to the determination of the Taiwanese people to pursue
political freedoms, representative government, and civic participation.

This book, The Politics of Taiwan: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Taiwan, aims to provide a comprehensive exploration of Taiwan’s contemporary
political landscape. It unpacks the structure and operation of Taiwan’s unique five-
branch government, the evolution and dynamics of its major and emerging political
parties, and the mechanisms by which leaders and lawmakers are elected and held
accountable to the public. Through each chapter, readers will gain insight into the
institutions, habits, and shifts that characterize Taiwan’s democracy.

Understanding Taiwan'’s politics also necessitates a consideration of its complex
relationship with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The “China factor” remains a
central concern in electoral campaigns, policy decisions, and day-to-day public
discourse. Cross-strait relations shape Taiwan’s defense planning, diplomatic efforts,
and the ongoing debate over national identity. At the same time, democratization has
fostered an increasingly robust sense of Taiwanese identity tailored to the island’s
unique historical and cultural experience.

Taiwan’s model of governance is rooted in the Constitution of the Republic of China,
which, since its promulgation in 1947, has undergone several rounds of amendments
to reflect the island’s democratization and practical realities. Despite pressures from
external actors and internal challenges such as a divided legislature, the system of
checks and balances among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches,
complemented by the oversight and civil service examination functions of the other
Yuans, underpins Taiwan’s democratic stability.

Today, Taiwan faces both opportunities and uncertainties. Its democracy is
energetic—marked by contentious elections, activism, and lively exchanges in the
media. The rise of new political parties, the influence of social movements, and the
increasing salience of issues ranging from economic development and social justice to
national security and cross-strait relations continually redefine the political agenda.
Yet, persistent challenges—such as legislative gridlock, international isolation, socio-
economic pressures, and the ever-present threat from the mainland—pose significant
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tests to the strength and adaptability of Taiwan’s political system.

This book invites readers to delve into the intricacies of Taiwan’s political institutions,
processes, and debates. By providing historical context, analytical frameworks, and up-
to-date discussion of major controversies and reforms, it seeks to serve both
newcomers and specialists who wish to deepen their understanding of Taiwan’s
evolving democracy and its significance on the regional and global stage.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Roots of Taiwan’s
Political System

Taiwan's political story is a long and winding one, stretching back far beyond the
establishment of the Republic of China on the island. To truly grasp the complexities of
its modern political system, we need to peel back the layers of history, understanding
the influences that have shaped its institutions, its political culture, and its ongoing
struggle for identity and recognition. It's a narrative of indigenous inhabitants, waves
of migration, colonial rule, and ultimately, a dramatic relocation that set the stage for
the unique political entity we see today.

Before any Han Chinese settlers arrived, Taiwan was home to various indigenous
tribes, who had their own systems of governance and social structures. Their history is
an integral part of the island's past, though their political influence was significantly
diminished with the arrival of external powers. While their traditional political systems
are not the direct precursors to the current ROC structure, the presence of indigenous
peoples and their historical marginalization remain relevant considerations in
contemporary Taiwanese politics, particularly concerning issues of representation and
rights.

The first significant wave of Han Chinese migration began in the 17th century,
primarily from the Fujian and Guangdong provinces of mainland China. This migration
was often driven by economic hardship and political instability on the mainland. These
early settlers brought with them their own social customs, organizational structures,
and forms of local governance, often based on clan and kinship ties. This period saw
the gradual establishment of agricultural communities and the development of a more
formalized society, though it remained largely under the nominal control of the Qing
Dynasty.

The Qing Dynasty's control over Taiwan was often tenuous, and the island was
frequently plagued by unrest and rebellions. This environment fostered a degree of
self-reliance and local autonomy among the Han Chinese settlers. While official
administrative structures were in place, local power dynamics, driven by economic
interests and social hierarchies, played a significant role in the day-to-day governance
of many areas. This historical experience of a somewhat distant central authority and
strong local networks perhaps subtly influenced later political developments, fostering
a sense of regional identity.

In 1895, following its defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, the Qing Dynasty ceded
Taiwan to Japan. This marked the beginning of 50 years of Japanese colonial rule. The
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Japanese administration implemented significant changes to the island's
infrastructure, economy, and social systems. They established a more centralized and
efficient administrative structure, introduced modern policing and legal systems, and
invested heavily in education and public health. This period fundamentally altered the
trajectory of Taiwan's development.

Japanese colonial rule, while bringing about modernization in some areas, was also
characterized by authoritarian control and the suppression of local political
aspirations. Taiwanese identity began to evolve during this period, shaped by the
experience of being governed by a foreign power and the shared experience of
modernization. While there were movements advocating for greater autonomy or even
independence, these were largely suppressed by the Japanese authorities. The
political consciousness of the Taiwanese people was being shaped by this colonial
encounter.

The end of World War Il in 1945 brought about another dramatic shift. Japan
surrendered, and control of Taiwan was transferred to the Republic of China
government, led by the Kuomintang (KMT). For many Taiwanese, who had lived under
Japanese rule for half a century, this transfer of power was initially met with hope for
self-governance and a return to Chinese cultural roots, although the lived experience
of Chinese rule was quite different from that of Japanese rule.

However, the reality of KMT rule quickly dashed many of these hopes. The KMT
administration, newly arrived from the mainland and grappling with its own internal
conflicts and the ongoing civil war against the Communists, proved to be corrupt and
inefficient. Economic mismanagement, coupled with a heavy-handed approach to
governance, led to widespread discontent among the Taiwanese population. Tensions
between the mainlanders who arrived with the KMT and the existing Taiwanese
population escalated rapidly.

This simmering discontent boiled over in the tragic events of February 28, 1947, an
incident now known as the 228 Incident. A seemingly minor dispute between a
cigarette vendor and a police officer ignited widespread protests against the KMT
government. The KMT's brutal crackdown on these protests, which resulted in the
deaths of thousands of Taiwanese, left deep scars and fundamentally altered the
relationship between the ruling KMT and the local population. The 228 Incident
became a pivotal moment, fueling a sense of alienation and contributing to the
development of a distinct Taiwanese identity separate from mainland China.

Following their defeat by the Chinese Communist Party in the Chinese Civil War, the
KMT government, led by Chiang Kai-shek, retreated to Taiwan in 1949. They brought
with them a large number of soldiers, officials, and civilians, effectively establishing a
government in exile. The ROC government in Taiwan continued to claim sovereignty
over all of mainland China, viewing its presence on the island as temporary until it
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could retake the mainland. This claim had profound implications for Taiwan's political
development and its international status.

The arrival of the KMT government in 1949 marked the beginning of a long period of
authoritarian rule under martial law, which would last until 1987. During this time, the
KMT maintained a tight grip on power, suppressing dissent and limiting political
freedoms. The political system was heavily influenced by the KMT's party structure,
with the party permeating all levels of government and society. This era, while
characterized by political repression, also saw significant economic development,
transforming Taiwan into an industrial powerhouse.

The constitutional framework that the KMT brought to Taiwan was the Constitution of
the Republic of China, which had been promulgated in 1947 on the mainland. This
constitution was based on the political philosophy of Sun Yat-sen, the founder of the
ROC, and envisioned a system with five branches of government: the Executive,
Legislative, Judicial, Examination, and Control Yuans. While this constitution remained
in place, its implementation was heavily shaped by the realities of martial law and the
KMT's authoritarian rule.

The historical context of Taiwan, from its indigenous roots and early Han Chinese
settlement to Japanese colonial rule and the arrival of the KMT, is crucial for
understanding the evolution of its political system. Each period left its mark, shaping
the island's social fabric, its economic structures, and its people's political
consciousness. The legacy of authoritarianism, the trauma of the 228 Incident, and the
ongoing tension with mainland China have all contributed to the unique political
landscape of modern Taiwan. These historical layers provide the foundation upon
which the democratic system of today has been built, a system that continues to
grapple with the weight of the past while navigating the complexities of the present
and future.
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