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Introduction

Taiwan’s Kuomintang (KMT) Party is often credited for the
island’s remarkably successful transition from authoritar-
ian to democratic rule. Indeed, former KMT President Lee
Teng-Hui is referred to as ‘Mr. Democracy’, in reference to
the electoral reforms he ushered in between 1987 and
2000. One can argue that this assessment is accurate; KMT
administrations in the 1980s and 1990s introduced the
reforms that eventually led to free and fair elections for the
presidency and legislature in 1996. However, these re-
forms were not introduced in isolation. The willingness of
Presidents Chiang Chiang-kuo and Lee Teng-hui to intro-
duce democratic reforms was influenced by domestic and
international pressures affecting the KMT’s ability to con-
tinue to successfully rule authoritatively. One of the most
important of these forces was the Tangwai, a loosely or-
ganized coalition of politicians, intellectuals and activists,
and later the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which
openly criticized the KMT’s authoritarian regime and used
a variety of tactics to increase popular support for demo-
cratic reforms.

This case study examines the contributions of the Tangwai
and the DPP in the democratization of Taiwan. It describes
the DPP’s evolution from a social movement in the 1970s,
mainstream electoral force in the late 1980s and 1990s, to
governing party in 2000. Critical features of the Tangwai
and DPP, such as their adoption of a variety of advocacy
tactics and the institutionalization of its various factions,
are also discussed. The paper illustrates how the role of

opposition forces has evolved over the past thirty-five years.
From a marginal voice of protest in the early 1970s, to the
KMT’s primary critic and opponent in the late 1970s and
1980s, the DPP is now only one voice in a diverse polity
that includes multiple parties, a vibrant civil society and
independent media outlets.

Evolving Roles of the Tangwai Movement and
DPP

Democratic theorists often distinguish between procedural
democracy and the consolidation or deepening of democ-
racy.1  Procedural democratization refers to the creation of
institutions and laws that are necessary for the exercise of
democratic politics. This includes the existence of a legiti-
mate state apparatus, free and contested elections for ex-
ecutive and legislative positions and governance accord-
ing to the rule of law. The consolidation or deepening of
democracy is a far more fluid concept that refers to institu-
tional, behavioural and attitudinal changes that cause de-
mocracy to become the only acceptable form of govern-
ment for a country’s political actors.2  Whereas procedural
democracy allows citizens to engage in democratic poli-
tics at a given point in history consolidation ensures that
democracy is sustained over an extended period of time,
even in the event of a national crisis or extended political
conflict.
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This distinction is important in understanding the role
played by the Tangwai and DPP in the democratization
process. In the 1970s and early 1980s, in the absence of
even procedural democracy, the Tangwai served as a ve-
hicle through which politicians, intellectuals and activists
challenged the authoritarian KMT and articulated their
demands for democratic reforms. The movement sought
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Those who risked openly criticizing the KMT regime were
brutally repressed and often imprisoned. Many dissidents
ended up fleeing Taiwan to escape long-term imprison-
ment, and pockets of resistance appeared in a number of
western countries, especially the United States.6  Like other
expatriate movements, they sought to undermine the KMT
regime by raising awareness of human rights abuses in
Taiwan in the hope that western countries would begin
pressuring Chiang Kai-shek to introduce reforms. In the
west, expatriate activists were exposed to liberal and demo-
cratic societies, further reinforcing their convictions that
authoritarian rule was unacceptable. In the late 1980s,
many of these activists would later return to play critical
roles in the newly formed Democratic Progressive Party.

The first cracks in the KMT’s rigid governance structure
began to appear in the late 1960s. National assembly
members, who in 1953 were granted the right to retain
their seats indefinitely, were rapidly ageing. A decision was
made to hold open elections in 1969 for a small number
of assembly positions to replace members that had passed
away. Huang Hsin-Chieh was one of two opposition-ori-
ented legislators who were elected to life terms in the Leg-
islative Yuan during the 1969 elections. A former KMT
member, Hsin-Chieh had left the party and sat as an inde-
pendent on Taipei’s city council before winning the Na-
tional Assembly seat.

Three years later, another Taipei city council member, Kang
Ning-hsiang, joined Hsin-Chieh in the National Assem-
bly. Ning-hsiang shared Hsin-Chieh’s opposition to the
KMT’s authoritarian rule, and during the election, he openly
defined himself as a Tangwai (‘outside of the party’) candi-
date. Besides criticizing the authoritarianism of the KMT
regime, he advocated the lifting of martial law and tempo-
rary provisions which prevented the full implementation
of the constitution. With the election of Ning-hsiang and
Hsin-Chieh, a small but vocal opposition force found po-
litical representation at the national level.

Ten years earlier, Kang Ning-hsiang and Huang Hsin-Chieh
might have faced terrible repercussions for identifying
themselves as opposed to the KMT regime. However, in
the 1970s, the KMT regime faced new challenges from
abroad. In 1971, the United Nations General Assembly
voted to officially recognize the People’s Republic of China.
While many of Taiwan’s supporters, including the US,
maintained strong diplomatic relations with the island fol-
lowing this pronouncement, it became increasingly diffi-
cult for the KMT to justify acts of repression against those
engaged in peaceful acts of dissent.

In this new political environment, Ning-hsiang, Hsin-chieh,
and Chang Chun-hun, a Taipei city councilor, became lead-
ers of a movement primarily dedicated to opposing the
KMT (thus their adoption of the term Tangwai). In 1975,
they published the Taiwan Political Review, to promote their
political views. As the movement gained support, it also
became increasingly diverse in its tactics. The Tangwai
began to encompass intellectuals and activists promoting
democratic reform outside of the political realm through
popular education, grass roots mobilization and public
protests.

This diversity of tactics was in evidence during the 1977
elections. Hsin-Chieh and Ning-hsiang recruited more than
two dozen opposition candidates, including Hsu Hsin-
liang, a former KMT member who became a Tangwai can-
didate after publishing a book that was openly critical of
the ruling party. Hsin-liang’s supporters started violent pro-
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Despite disagreements within the movement, it succeeded
in winning fourteen seats in the provincial assembly. The
KMT, on the other hand, saw its overall popular vote drop
to an all-time low of 64.2%. These results sent a clear
message to the KMT regime that the Tangwai platform reso-
nated with many voters, most notably Chiang Chiang-kuo
(CCK), who would soon become president. The success of
ex-KMT members, such as Hsin-chieh and Hsin-liang, in-
creased the threat of more defections if CCK failed to reach
out to the moderate wing of his party, which favoured
democratic reforms.

Following the death of his father in 1975, however, it be-
came apparent that CCK was a different sort of politician
than his father. He began sending strong messages that the
KMT too was committed to democratization. In 1976, he
announced in the Legislative Yuan that “our people are
unanimous in wanting to have a democratic, constitutional
political system. This goal is also our unswerving national
mission.”7  CCK asked the electorate to remain patient,
however, as national security remained a higher priority.

Meanwhile, in the late 1970s, the diversity of opposition
positions found expression in the publication of a number
of political magazines. Kang Ning-nsiang founded The
Eighties, a magazine representing his moderate views, while
Huang Hsin-chieh’s Formosa Magazine expressed support
for mass demonstrations. In fact, Formosa Magazine be-
came the rallying cry for an island-wide pro-democracy
movement. Staff members opened offices throughout the
island, creating a network of local branches capable of
mobilizing protestors.

One such protest in Kaohsiung County in 1979, meant to
commemorate International Human Rights Day, led to al-
tercations between police and demonstrators and the ar-
rest of a number of prominent Formosa organizers. Eight
protestors, including Huang Hsin-chieh, were indicted on
subversion charges and tried in military courts.8  Another

33 defendants were tried in civil courts. This event, now
referred to as the Kaohsiung Incident, represents the most
significant historical counterattack by the KMT against the
Tangwai. It was both an effort to disable the movement
and convince the public that Tangwai activists were a threat
to national security.

The plan backfired. Kang Ning-nsiang assembled a strong
team of defense attorneys to defend the accused.9  Although
the activists were found guilty, and sentenced to long prison
terms, the defence team was able to rouse public sympa-
thy for the accused. In legislative elections the following
year, the Tangwai ran a strong slate of candidates, includ-
ing family members of imprisoned activists and many of
the defense attorneys.10  Many were elected with unusu-
ally high levels of support, sending another clear message
to the KMT that voters were responding favourably to the
pro-democracy movement.

By the early 1980s, the Tangwai had achieved critical mass
in the national assembly. While there were not enough
members to pass legislation or block the actions of KMT
legislators, they did have enough members to openly ques-
tion the government’s failure to introduce democratic re-
forms. In posing questions, Tangwai members were able
to present evidence of ongoing election fraud and police
repression in the national legislature.

The early 1980s, however, also saw increased divisions
within the Tangwai. Clearly delineated factions emerged
which disagreed about tactics and policy positions. Mod-
erates, led by Kang Ning-hsiang, continued to advocate
working for democracy within existing political institutions.
Supporters of Huang Hsin-chieh’s imprisoned Formosa
faction continued to advocate for a combination of street
level protests and political gains. Meanwhile, a new gen-
eration of activists with more radical views formed the
Alliance of Tangwai Writers and Editors in 1983, and the
influential New Tide Magazine in 1984.11  These activists
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were openly critical of Tangwai members, such as Ning-
hsiang, who worked within the system. The Alliance Fac-
tion was highly ideological, openly sympathetic to Taiwan
independence and other radical social objectives regard-
less of the political cost.

During the 1983 legislative elections, Tangwai members
learned the danger of factionalism. Alliance members re-
fused to endorse a joint election strategy as a result of a
disagreement over how candidates for office should be
chosen. Tangwai candidates had traditionally been cho-
sen by leaders of the movement, such as Ning-hsiang, but
Alliance members felt strongly that candidates should be
selected openly by members. The factions also disagreed
over the question of whether to advocate for ‘self-determi-
nation’, which the KMT argued was a veiled reference to
independence. As a result of this failure to coordinate strat-
egies, the movement failed to make the political gains seen
in the elections of 1977 and 1980.

By fighting amongst themselves, Tangwai members were
also missing a clear opportunity for meaningful reform.
CCK was increasingly signaling that he felt that a demo-
cratic Taiwan might lead to demands for democratization
in mainland China, thus bringing an end to communism.
A new strategy vis-à-vis the mainland was necessary fol-
lowing the stunning announcement in 1978 by US Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter that his government would formally
recognize the People’s Republic of China. Democratiza-
tion might allow CCK to achieve his father’s dream of
reunifying the country.

The movement’s various faction worked together to de-
velop a coordinated election strategy for provincial and
municipal elections scheduled for January 1985.12  As a
result of their coordination, all 11 of their candidates for
Taipei City Council were elected, as were half of their can-
didates for Kaohsiung City Council, 11 of its Provincial
Assembly candidates, and one municipal executive. These

results gave activists the confidence to begin plotting for a
more ambitious objective: creating an opposition party.

In 1986, a branch of the Tangwai Public Policy Research
Association (DPPRA) was opened in Taipei. The fact that
the DPPRA, an organization representing the views of Kang
Ning-hsiang’s moderate faction, was allowed to operate
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