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In an era of worldwide rights regression, Taiwan remains Asia's most democratic and 
gender-equitable nation, and a regional role model. What accounts for this seemingly 
exceptional record? This paper will show how women’s rights, democratization, and 
international rights promotion in Taiwan have been mutually reinforcing and beneficial for 
the national interest.  In international perspective, Taiwan is actually “the exception that 
proves the rule,” in a pattern of rights construction parallel to other highly globalized 
liberalizing middle powers outside the region.  Like Costa Rica, Canada, the Netherlands, 
and the Nordic countries, Taiwan has established a democratic niche and transnational 
mode of diplomacy rooted in the pursuit of gender equity that have fostered human 
security, amplified its influence and helped to construct a rights-based national identity.   
Taiwan’s similar but distinctive pattern of constructing rights demonstrates the possibility 
of creative agency, adaptation of local conditions and pathways--and the centrality of the 
feminist factor to all aspects of rights and democracy. 
 
In Taiwan, rights make sense because rights make the state in its quest for global 
recognition and domestic consolidation. Human rights policy is generally constructed via a 
combination of political opportunity structure, social mobilization, and norm change—
democracy, development, social modernization, and positive globalization.  Taiwan is a 
most-likely case for human rights reform and a structural challenge to the cultural 
contention that “Asian values” are incompatible with democratization. Recent research 
affirms that progress in women’s rights also corresponds primarily to democratization 
patterns, the presence of women’s movements, and modes of globalization. (Brysk 2018, 
Htun and Weldon 2018) Taiwan shares each of these key characteristics of rights promoter 
states worldwide, and the necessary constellation of visionary political leadership, vibrant 
civil society, and a template for translation of international norms into local values (Brysk 
2009). 
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The interdependence of human rights is more than a slogan—it is a sociological reality and 
historical driver of change. Women’s rights, democratization, and foreign policy soft power 
have been mutually constitutive through the mobilization of new actors, creation of 
institutional spaces, and reconstruction of perceived national interests.  In this process, 
individuals operate as catalysts and transmission belts for change, while the interplay 
between social movements and state institutions reshapes the terrain of power relations.  
Cycles of sociological change regarding globalization, gender roles, and democracy shift 
perceptions of interest, expand mobilization frames, and modify political culture. Over 
time, the sequencing of rights struggles also opens a political opportunity structure for 
further reform across all areas (Pramod 2010). 
 
The feminist factor is key. With more than a generation of deepening democracy, Taiwan 
has leapfrogged from patriarchal patterns to a liberal gender regime. Political 
opportunities and social mobilization for women’s rights were present even before 
Taiwan’s transition to democracy, and helped to establish social capital and a policy 
repertoire for broader human rights reform. Currently, most of the leaders and staff of all 
types of human rights entities in Taiwan are women. Early adoption of women’s rights also 
influenced external projection of soft power, as in Canada, Costa Rica, and the Nordic states 
(Brysk 2009). Worldwide, higher gender equity strengthens a country’s international rights 
promotion and humanitarian policies (Brysk and Mehta 2014). 
 
Internationally, Taiwan's human rights policy is a conscious response to its contested 
sovereignty and women’s rights in particular serve as a counter to PRC pretensions of 
ideological hegemony. Taiwan has more egalitarian gender norms concerning women’s 
education and political leadership than China (Yang 2016). While Taiwan’s more balanced 
globalization and empowered civil society seem to lead to greater change in women’s 
status in the private sphere and reproductive rights, in China, top-down liberation of 
women stalls on private-sphere issues, growth is much more unequal, and women’s 
mobilization is much more restricted. (Cheung and Tang 2017) Taiwan’s positive record on 
gender equity also facilitates broader patterns of transnationalism and recognition by 
international society that help compensate for the formal diplomacy deficit. 
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Taiwan: a soft power most likely to succeed 
 
Despite geographic and later diplomatic isolation and decades of dictatorship, Taiwan’s 
structural transformation and social mobilization ultimately shaped a favorable 
environment for human rights reform.  Historically, Taiwan’s late colonization by Japan 
(1895-1945) educated local elites, established an effective legal system, and did not 
implant systematic extractive dependency.  During World War II and the Cold War 
conflicts, Taiwan did not experience the level of physical destruction and population loss of 
its neighbors--and its colonizer was displaced by the U.S. Post-war agrarian reform broke 
economic hierarchies, redistributed key resources, and improved productivity and living 
conditions.  Although Cold War dependency on the U.S. permitted authoritarian abuses in 
the name of anti-Communism, it also provided stability and protection from external 
threat, an impetus for social and economic modernization, and fostered a critical diaspora 
of Taiwanese exiles.  The generation of export-oriented industrialization from the 1960’s 
through the 1980’s further increased educational levels and the rise of a middle class, while 
the past generation has accelerated transformation to a developed economy based on 
knowledge industries that ranks 17th in the world in GDP per capita, with far-reaching 
social consequences. 
 
Taiwan’s political history also shares the critical characteristics of the new democracies in 
Latin America and Eastern Europe that have emerged successfully from authoritarian rule 
despite human rights abuses: modernizing dictatorships that maintain legal institutions, 
early repression tapering off in later years, gradual liberalization, and evolution of the 
conflict that inspired the authoritarian regime. After Japan’s defeat in World War II, Taiwan 
was mandated to the Republic of China by the United Nations. The mainland government of 
the Republic of China installed a governorship in Taiwan that imposed on the island 
economic extraction on behalf of the mainland war effort, political oppression, and cultural 
discrimination.  This generated the February 28th, 1947 Taiwanese resistance uprising--
which was met with increased occupation by Kuomintang forces, the assassination of 
thousands, and imposition of martial law.  When the Kuomintang was defeated by the 
Communists in China in 1949, General Chiang Kai-shek withdrew from the mainland to 
Taiwan, shortly followed by over a million KMT soldiers, officials, and civilians, and 
established Taiwan as the de facto headquarters of the Republic of China—further 
dominating the local majority population, installing martial law that would last for four 
decades, and shaping a militaristic regime around permanent aspirations to retake the 
mainland. 
 
The forty-year authoritarian government of Chiang Kai-shek and his son Chiang Ching-kuo 
as successor were marked by the White Terror repression: state-sponsored torture and 
assassinations, thousands of political prisoners, and suppression of all political freedoms 
and Taiwanese identity--but relatively strong rule of law and institutional capacity.  
Moreover, the second generation of KMT rule included investments in human capital that 
eventually empowered the rising Taiwanese middle class to seek greater participation. 
Although Chiang Ching-kuo quashed an attempt at liberalization in 1979, by 1986 he had 
allowed the Democratic Progressive Party as an opposition and went on to lift martial law 
in 1987, before his death sparked a leadership transition to his pragmatist Vice-President 



Lee Teng-Hui.   As President, Lee continued a process of reform including a commission to 
investigate the 2/28 atrocities, the 1992 lifting of the Sedition Act that facilitated the return 
of exiles, and open Parliamentary elections.  With the gradual restoration of democracy 
through the 1990’s coinciding with the end of the Cold War, Lee was freely elected in 
Taiwan’s first open Presidential contest in 1996.  The opposition DPP gained power in 
2000, marking the first alternation of power in the long transition.  
 
Culturally, Taiwan transcends facile attributions of Confucianism due to localized traditions 
that developed outside the Mandarin and Japanese heartlands. Taiwanese culture 
developed at the periphery with a shifting cast of indigenous peoples, Spanish and Dutch 
colonizers, pirates, modernizing Japanese influences, and decentralized social institutions.  
As a result, Taiwanese culture is characterized by relatively inclusive decision-making 
processes, an island ethos of social solidarity and accommodation, and pragmatism.  In 
terms of democratic and rights norms, the history of non-Western colonialisms cleared 
space for the adoption of Western and global discourse, and fostered competition for 
modernity within the region. Adaptation of Western progressive values came to play an 
important role in modern Taiwanese identity as a strategy of resisting non-Western 
domination by the Japanese (Wu 2006)-and later by displaced mainlanders. Thus, a series 
of Taiwanese uprisings that spanned the 20th century used the cultural repertoire of appeal 
to rights: the 1921 Petition Movement for the establishment of the Taiwan Parliament for 
self-determination from Japanese rule, February 28th 1947 uprising and resistance to 
imposition of the Kuomintang, and 1970’s-1980’s Tang Wai movement and associated 
1979 Kaohsiung Incident demanding liberalization of martial law.    
  
Patriarchal social institutions and gender ideology are present in Taiwanese tradition but 
appear somewhat less salient, with adaptation of global norms facilitated by the prestige of 
modernity.2 Although “family values” are strong, women’s rights that are framed to 
improve the health and welfare of families have been readily accepted—especially those 
emphasizing the protection of mothers and education of daughters, which formed the 
respective rubrics for Taiwan’s early Domestic Violence legislation and the Gender Equity 
in Education law. While Taiwanese in general and women in particular eschew 
confrontational opposition, steadfast interpersonal assertion by women is common and 
respected—especially when legitimated by prosocial goals for the family or community.  
Thus, a women’s health rights organizer explained her movement’s ultimate success 
through decades of advocacy in terms similar to women’s family roles: “We are very sticky. 
The only way to get rid of us is to get it done.” (LEAP presentation by Taiwan Women’s 
Health Net)  
 
The strength of civil society in general and political challenge in particular were fueled by a 
small cohesive Taiwanese society with a historic repertoire of resistance to external 

                                                 
2 The Taiwanese vocation for adaptation can be seen in the voluntary adoption of queuing and 
urban waste disposal in Taipei from the late 1990’s.  Both of these changes in mass behavior were 
associated with construction of the MRT system and a combination of government policy, social 
consultation, and subsequent viral spillover-and now seen as markers of Taiwanese national 
distinction and pride.  



imposition and adaptive globalization.  Taiwan has hosted a continual series of citizen 
movements at intervals throughout its history.  Even though Chiang Kai-shek’s decimation 
of Taiwan’s intellectual and political class during the 1950’s White Terror wiped out a 
generation of resistance, it had regenerated by the 1970’s.  There have been waves of major 
social movements roughly every generation for the past century: the 1920’s Petition 
Movement, 1940’s 2/28 uprising, 1970’s Tang Wai movement, 1990’s Wild Lily student 
movement, and 2014 Sunflower student Movement. The 1990 six-day Wild Lily student 
protest advanced Taiwan’s transition to democracy with the successful demand for 
political reform in the wake of the one-party selection of President Lee Teng-hui, who had 
succeeded Chiang Ching-kuo upon his death in 1988—Lee responded with reforms and a 
fully competitive election in 1996. In the current generation, the 2014 Sunflower 
Movement resisting a proposed services trade accord with China rallied over 100,000 
citizens and occupied the legislature, resulting in suspension of the pact.  The Sunflower 
student movement socialized the current generation of civil society and strengthened 
social networks among students, rights advocates who protested police repression, and 
supporters across all sectors of civil society drawn together to defend Taiwan’s autonomy 
and demand government accountability for cross-Strait diplomacy.3  Beyond formal social 
movements, volunteerism is common in Taiwan across all social domains, from cultural 
spaces to sporting events to disaster relief—there is even a corps of volunteers who assist 
passengers in the Taipei Metro. 
 
Another factor that ultimately facilitated the construction of rights in Taiwan is that the 
primary social cleavage was not ethnicity or class but somewhat more malleable 
political/regional origin, with the arrival of around 1 million mainland migrants in the 
aftermath of the Chinese Revolution.  The majority Taiwanese population of earlier Chinese 
migrants came mostly from Southern provinces adjacent to Taiwan and spoke dialects 
related to Fujianese (Hokkien) and Hakka—not Mandarin—which were banned by the 
Chiang Kai-shek and Chiang Ching-kuo regimes. Mainlanders had better access to public 
sector resources for the first and sometimes second generation, but over several 
generations the Mainland-emigrant population faded from about 1/6th  to less than 10% of 
the current population, in part due to intermarriage. Today, the majority of their 3rd and 4th 
generation descendants identify as Taiwanese—in a recent survey of youth, almost 80% 
identified exclusively as Taiwanese. (Election Study Center 2019b) By the mid-2010’s, 
between half and two-thirds of Taiwan’s population identify exclusively as “Taiwanese,” 
around 1/3 as “Taiwanese and Chinese,” and 10% or fewer as “Chinese.” (Election Study 
Center, NCCU 2019a). It is a critical marker of democratization that Chiang Ching-kuo’s 
hand-picked successor Lee Teng-hui, who became Taiwan’s first elected President in 1996, 
was of Taiwanese rather than mainland origin, beginning the process of attempts to 
rebrand the hitherto dominant KMT as representative of the majority population rather 
than the 1949 newcomers.  
 

                                                 
3 Additional examples include the 2008 Wild Strawberries Movement against police suppression of 

protests during a Chinese official’s visit to Taiwan, the 2012 Anti-Monopoly on Media Movement, the 
2013 Hung Chung-Chiu Incident of the death of a conscript in military detention that led to reform in 
military justice, and the 2010-2014 Tapu Incident and ongoing protests against forced eviction. 



Taiwan today bears all the hallmarks of globalization and modernity associated with 
democracy and development, and has achieved a socioeconomic profile comparable to a 
European nation in two generations.  Taiwan’s high GDP is well-distributed, with a GINI 
coefficient of only .337 and the lowest proportion of population in poverty of any country 
in Asia. The economy is dominated by small and medium sized businesses, with low 
concentration of economic power. Over a million Taiwanese of 23 million live abroad, 
nearly 11% of the population has studied or worked abroad, more than 16 million 
Taiwanese tourists travel internationally every year and Taiwan receives more than 11 
million visitors.  Taiwan is the 7th leading sender of international students to the United 
States, Taiwan invests 20% of its GDP in education, and 45% of Taiwan’s citizens have a 
university or college degree. (See Tourism, Social Welfare indicators at Taiwan’s 
government statistics hub: https://eng.stat.gov.tw/mp.asp?mp=5) Around 1/3 of the 
population lives in the greater metropolitan region of the national capital city Taipei, which 
is a special district with world-class infrastructure and social services. Most of the urban 
educated professional class and most of the general population under the age of 30 is fluent 
in English, a global language which is an East Asian lingua franca as well as the medium of 
interaction with North America and Europe. 
 
Densely populated Taiwan has also experienced a remarkable demographic transition that 
contributed to and resulted from changes in women’s education, labor participation, and 
status. Although post-war Taiwan struggled with a burgeoning population with averages 
around 4 children per woman, the 1960’s-80’s generation of family planning programs 
combined with economic boom halved population growth to reach replacement rate in one 
generation. Subsequent 21st century shifts in women’s status and family patterns result in 
a current 1.13 fertility rate--the lowest in the world. According to statistics collected by 
Taiwan’s Executive Yuan Women’s Committee, about 30% of women are single, 18% are 
married without children, and only about 14% live in extended family households. 
(https://gec.ey.gov.tw/Page/8996A23EDB9871BE)  Taiwan does not manifest the significant 
sex-ratio imbalance of its neighbors—while males outnumber females at birth, females 
outnumber males by age 35--and the Assisted Reproduction Act of 2007 expressly 
prohibits sex-selection in abortion or fertility treatment. 
 
The one exceptional feature of Taiwan’s political development is the existential insecurity 
of its contested status, and the threat from a neighboring superpower that claims 
sovereignty.  The Republic of China in Taiwan is the post-revolutionary inheritor of Sun 
Yat-sen’s government established in mainland China, as the Kuomintang regime and 
military under Chiang Kai-shek retreated to the island after defeat in the People’s Republic 
of China by Communist forces in 1949.  In the ensuing decades, both the PRC and ROC 
claimed to exercise sovereignty over both areas of China—mainland and island—and 
aspired to reunification under their respective governments. Both China and Taiwan de 
facto maintained authority only over their own territories and developed independent 
political, economic, and social systems.  While the Republic of China (Taiwan) was 
recognized widely in the international arena until the 1970s, the ROC was supplanted by 
the PRC in the United Nations in 1971, and the U.S. broke diplomatic ties with Taiwan in 
favor of the mainland in 1979. Taiwan subsequently lost diplomatic relations with most of 
the world’s states and participation rights in many international organizations, in a 

https://eng.stat.gov.tw/mp.asp?mp=5
https://gec.ey.gov.tw/Page/8996A23EDB9871BE


continuing campaign by the PRC to deny Taiwan’s independent status. Although this might 
appear to militate against the development of human rights-and contested status did help 
legitimate decades of authoritarianism- Taiwan’s quest for recognition and mobilizing 
national identity ultimately strengthened democracy and gender equity.  Despite the 
external security dilemma, by the 1990’s enmeshment with domestic logics of 
democratization and rights branding spilled over to an international niche of global good 
citizenship. 
 
 
The making of women’s rights 
 
Women’s rights are Taiwan’s signature area of rights reform, that precede and extend 
democratization and global citizenship.  The origins of women’s rights progress in Taiwan 
can be traced to modernization, movements, and an evolving relationship with state 
feminism. Article 10 of Taiwan’s 1991 Constitution guarantees women’s equal rights and 
security. Taiwan ranks 8th in the world in gender equality—higher than China, Korea, 
Singapore, or Japan.  The election of a woman President in 2016 caps a rising tide of 
women’s political empowerment with 38% Parliamentary representation, legislative 
reforms in all areas of equity and security, and an active women’s movement. Over 1/3 of 
small and medium enterprises are owned by women in Taiwan. Taiwan’s gender pay gap is 
lower than its neighbors—or the United States. According to Taiwan’s self-assessment on 
the Gender Inequality Index, primarily based on human development indicators, the value 
of Taiwan would be 0.061 in 2011 and improved to .056 in 2017, ranked in the top ten in 
the world. Taiwan garners similar high ratings from the World Economic Forum Gender 
Gap Index and the World Bank index of gender equity in law.  (ROC Gender At a Glance 
2019) (http://www.globalgender.org/en-global/status_page/index/5) 
 
In comparative perspective, the prevalence of gender-based violence in Taiwan is low to 
moderate and appears to be improving, although monitoring of important forms of 
vulnerability is underdeveloped and faces social barriers. Even with Taiwan’s progress on 
women’s rights and gender equity, on the litmus test of gender violence, the U.S. State 
Department Human Rights Reports and local NGOs report that domestic violence remains a 
serious problem in Taiwan 
(http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/feat/archives/2014/02/26/2003584361) 
Nevertheless, Taiwan’s reported 120,000 domestic violence complaints in 2018 are 
approximately half the rate in Australia, with a similar population of 23 million—and only 
65,000 of these cases represent intimate partner violence—affecting a slightly lower 
number of female victims. (Ministry of Social Welfare, Statistics, of General Health and 
Welfare 2018, available at (https://www.mohw.gov.tw/lp-4614-2.html) According to 
Taiwan’s government statistics focused on victimization and gender impact: “In 2017, a 
total of 95,000 victims were involved in reported cases of domestic violence, of whom 
67,000 (69.3%) were women. Compared to 2013, in which the number of reported victims 
of domestic violence was 110,000, of whom 76,000 were women, this indicates a 
decreasing trend over the years.” (2019 Gender at a Glance R.O.C. (Taiwan) Physical 
violence seems more common in older cohorts, which suggests potential improvement due 
to women’s empowerment and gender socialization in younger generations, and is also 

http://www.globalgender.org/en-global/status_page/index/5
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/feat/archives/2014/02/26/2003584361
https://www.mohw.gov.tw/lp-4614-2.html


more common in intersectional vulnerable populations of aboriginal women and migrants. 
Moreover, a small but in-depth 2015 Ministry of Health survey shows that while 26% of 
Taiwan’s women report experiencing intimate partner violence, slightly below global 
averages, only around 10% indicate physical abuse. (https://www.mohw.gov.tw/cp-115-279-
2.html)  Sexual assault occurs at much lower levels—with reported cases below 
10,000/year--and as elsewhere about ¾ of victims are women and over 2/3 of 
perpetrators are known to the victim. (ROC CEDAW 2017)4  
 
The Taiwanese state is generally responsive to gender violence at a level comparable to 
peer developed democracies and exceeding the region, in terms of issuance of protection 
orders, prosecution rates, and provision of social services for women and children affected 
by violence. Although the number of protection orders granted is low, only a small 
proportion of reported victims choose to apply—most take advantage of other forms of 
support, so coverage is high for applicants. There is a national hotline, extensive network of 
shelters and legal and medical support services, monitoring of public transport 
harassment, mandated reporting in schools and clinics, court-based service centers, and 
training for judges, social workers, city governments, and police. Taiwan’s efforts to 
monitor and improve the treatment of migrants and reduce trafficking have earned a top-
tier ranking in the U.S. Trafficking Report, and service providers report a genuine 
improvement in trafficking awareness and survivor support over the past decade 
(Interview Garden of Hope). In 2015, Taiwan revised the Domestic Violence Act to broaden 
the definitions of harassment and control, include non-cohabiting partners and child 
witnesses, extend the scope of restraining orders, and provide funding to subsidize local 
government services and programs as well as direct grants to victims. (Republic of China 
CEDAW report 2017) Experienced advocates state that adequate institutions and policies 
are in place for all forms of gender violence, while the lags are mostly sociological and 
capacity-building:  laws are still under mobilized due to fear and difficulty, legal and social 
service institutions understaffed, judiciary still relatively conservative, and there are too 
few feminist lawyers to push reforms to the next level. (Interviews Chang-Ling Huang, 
Theresa Yeh, Wang Yin-Yang) 
 
What are the roots and power relationships that shaped this relatively successful picture? 
Women in Taiwan had organized modernizing, self-improvement, and humanitarian 
organizations since the early 20th century Japanese colonial period, but specific feminist 
movements appeared during the 1970’s, often heavily influenced by international 

                                                 
4 According to the ROC CEDAW report from 2017 citing Ministry of Social Welfare statistics: 
“From 2013 to 2016, the numbers of reported sexual assaults were 13,928, 14,215, 
13,415, and 10,610, respectively, and the numbers of victims were 10,901, 
11,086, 10,454, and 8,141 persons, respectively, revealing a relatively steady 
trend both in terms of the numbers of cases reported and the total numbers of 
victims each year; this is in marked contrast to the 10% year-on-year growth in 
the number of reported cases in the previous decade. Based on an analysis of data 
collected on the number of victims, 73% of reported cases of sexual assault were 
committed by a person whom the victim knew….From 2013 to 2016, female 
victims accounted for 80% to 85% of all reported cases of sexual assault…” 

https://www.mohw.gov.tw/cp-115-279-2.html
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awareness or exchanges—including political exile from the authoritarian government. 
Breakthrough initiatives included a 1976 Rape Crisis hotline in Kaohsiung, fostered by the 
Christian social service of the Contemporary Women’s Association, which Chang states the 
KMT municipality saw as a counter to PRC propaganda regarding their promotion of 
women’s labor rights. Health, educational, and protective measures for women were 
encouraged as a low-cost marker of development—especially after the 1979 U.S. break in 
diplomatic relations with Taiwan, although the KMT government later blocked some 
feminist associations and publications associated with opposition sectors and civic 
autonomy. Taiwan even had reserved legislative seats for women within the one-party 
state. (Chang 2009)  
 
During the Martial Law period from 1948-1987 and the White Terror political repression 
of over 100,000 dissidents, mothers and wives often stepped in to campaign for political 
prisoners and subsequently became political activists in their own right. In an illustration 
of the linkages between women’s rights, transnationalism, and democratization, a leading 
independent feminist organizer from this period, Annette Lu, returned from her law 
studies at Harvard in 1979 to contest the election with the Tang wai Democracy Movement. 
But Lu was arrested alongside her dissident comrades for the International Human Rights 
Day Kaohsiung protest that tested the potential for liberalization, and imprisoned for over 
five years.  After her release and the repeal of Martial Law, Lu was elected to Taiwan’s 
legislature in 1992—and later served two terms as Vice-President to the first opposition 
party President Chen during a period of critical democratic reforms from 2000-2008. (Lu, 
2014, One Woman’s Journey from Prison to Power).   
 
A generation of women’s movements from the 1980’s-2000’s shaped and benefitted from 
democratization. As martial law was lifted in 1987 and the first democratic elections 
occurred in 1992, numerous NGOs were established.  At the same time, the 1980’s openings 
were partly triggered by the loss of formal relations with the U.S. in 1979 and the 
subsequent framework of the Taiwan Relations Act that included explicit human rights 
clauses—so the quest for international legitimacy made the democratizing state receptive 
to international norms such as women’s rights. Meanwhile, the incubation of a generation 
of exiles, mostly in the U.S., and a 1990’s influx of returnees and their diaspora descendants 
fostered greater mobilization and rights consciousness.  In particular, they built the DPP 
opposition party with their democratic organizational skills, political culture, and 
international networks.  By the 1990’s, the worldwide wave of democratization combined 
with the growing strength of the DPP to foster a convergence with the KMT on consensus 
rights issues like civil liberties and modernizing gender equity—the parties concentrated 
on their competition over cross-Straits relations.  Women’s rights were also in the spotlight 
following the 1994 Beijing Women’s Conference, with direct competition for Taiwan in the 
PRC hosting of the prestigious international gathering. 
 
Throughout this period, women’s movements mobilized a combination of protest—often 
triggered by cause celebre--and legislative advocacy that resulted in a sweeping succession 
of laws and policy measures, followed up by expertise and participation in the resulting 
institutional bodies.  Women’s NGOs in Taiwan were heavily populated by lawyers and 
academics, so during the 20-year generation from democratization, there was a high level 



of social analysis and policy strategy debate. The academic base of movement leadership 
also helped to stabilize organizations and appears to have moderated factionalism, since 
most activists had secure “day jobs” and cross-cutting academic community bonds. Most 
movements sought out studies and international comparisons for any measure they 
proposed, including specifically the forms of legislation against gender violence, gender 
quotas, the design of women’s agencies, and strategies for marriage equality.  (Interviews 
with Chang-Ling Huang, Wang Yin-Yang, Victoria Hsu) 
 
The earliest movement, the Awakening Foundation, was established in 1982 as a magazine 
for the dissemination of feminist and international thinking, and became a registered 
advocacy NGO with the end of martial law in 1987.  Awakening immediately commenced a 
series of successful legislative reform campaigns of varying duration for Gender Equity in 
Employment (campaign 1987-passed 2002), Gender Equity in Education (campaign 
commenced 1988-passed 2004), 1990 campaign for amendments to the Civil Code, 
establishment of a domestic violence Hotline 113 (1992), changes in Guardianship (1998), 
reform of matrimonial property rights (2002), and equal rights to children’s surnames 
(2007).  (LEAP Presentation) Similarly, the 1998 Domestic Violence Law—the first in 
Asia—was drafted by a different allied social movement, the Modern Women’s Foundation, 
who worked with a sympathetic judge Feng Xian Gao. 
 
 Awakening also served as a springboard for the circulation of leaders such as former head 
You Mei Nu, who became an influential Member of Parliament for the rising opposition 
Democratic Progressive Party and a key advocate for gender equity reforms. A subsequent 
Awakening leader Chang Ling Huang went on to serve on the Executive Yuan Gender 
Equity Committee, and Fan Yun is now the Ambassador At Large for Women’s 
Empowerment.   Most of the feminist activists were associated with the DPP, which 
produced the first woman President Tsai Ing-wen in 2016, and the DPP campaigned from 
the 1990’s on with pledges of reform in family law, gender equity, and later same-sex 
marriage equality.  Although women’s rights ultimately assumed a bipartisan legitimacy, 
the DPP was the progenitor of most reforms due to its opposition heritage that crafted 
strong ties across levels: downwards to social movements and upwards to international 
rights networks, notably the Liberal International party network. Moreover, the DPP had 
adopted an internal 25% gender quota from the 1990’s (later echoed by the KMT). There 
was a virtuous cycle from women’s mobilization to representation to reform; by 2014, 
Taiwan had passed the one-third representation threshold as there were 36.6% women in 
Taiwan’s legislature--and in 2015, the pioneering Sexual Assault and Domestic Violence 
laws of the 1990’s were both upgraded significantly with features such as inclusion of 
unmarried couples and LGBT populations. 
 
Awakening’s lobbying efforts were complemented by rallies and press campaigns by an 
emerging Coalition Against Violence, ultimately incorporating 40 movements. Among 
these, the Women’s Rescue Foundation established in 1987 was notable as an early 
advocate against trafficking and child prostitution that later bridged to domestic violence 
and the transitional justice issue of World War II-era sexual slavery (so-called Comfort 
Women).  The Women’s Rescue Foundation was also attentive to intersectional issues, as 
the original identified victims of trafficking were largely aboriginal women.  After the 



passage of the 1995 Anti-Child Prostitution Bill they had lobbied for, along with the Garden 
of Hope, and establishment of government shelters, the Women’s Rescue Foundation 
turned to expanding attention to vulnerability of migrants and domestic violence. The 
Women’s Rescue Foundation maintains the AMA museum to wartime sexual slavery and 
plays a particular role in gendering the transitional justice conversation. 
https://www.twrf.org.tw/amamuseum 
 
As Taiwan democratized, key cases of gender violence helped mobilize public protest and 
pressure in the new political space, spearheaded by the women’s movements. The 1993 
Deng Ruwen case--in which a battered woman killed her husband and was jailed—sparked 
protest that helped build support for the 1998 Domestic Violence law.  Similarly, the 1996 
rape and murder of feminist activist and DPP politician Wanru Peng--during a Kaohsiung 
party conference where she had been lobbying for a gender quota--inspired rallies by over 
30 women’s groups. Their pressure helped push through the passage of a reformed sexual 
assault law, that was adopted that year.  Protesters specifically demanded that the 
transition-era Lee government establish a high-level government commission on women’s 
rights and a committee within the Ministry of Education. The combination of Peng’s 
murder with the similar abduction of the daughter of a prominent actress and the context 
of a perceived wave of crimes against women led the government to reshuffle and establish 
a government task force that recommended the establishment of a Women’s Committee 
and Foundation, in 1997. A few years later, the 2000 bullying death of a gender non-
conforming youth (the Yong Zhe Ye Incident) similarly contributed to passage of the 
Gender Equity in Education Act of 2004. 
 
A parallel set of initiatives mobilized around women’s health rights and empowerment.  
Coalitions of women’s groups, social service organizations, and professionals coalesced 
through Taiwan Women’s Health Net and the broader cross-sector Taiwan Women’s Link.  
The Director of these organizations, Huang Sue-ying, rotated to the legislature as a 
powerful MP—and then back again to leadership of the organizations.  These groups 
campaigned for a variety of women’s healthcare issues, including HPV vaccines, access to 
and regulation of assisted reproduction, and maternal safety. Their signature initiative, the 
Childbirth Accident Relief Act of 2016 provides relief funding, counseling, and medical 
accountability for maternal trauma.   The “woman-centered” initiative, one of the first in 
the world, is credited with improving Taiwan’s already-positive childbirth outcomes, 
decreasing litigation, and increasing women’s security around reproductive choice. (LEAP 
presentation) There was earlier some concern about the possibility of son preference 
leading to sex-selective abortion, although there is limited population-level demographic 
disparity as appears in China and other neighboring countries.  Accordingly, in 2011 the 
Ministry of Health adopted a directive that forbids doctors from revealing gender during 
routine amniocentesis. 
 
While women’s reproductive rights in terms of access to contraception and abortion are 
generally well-protected in Taiwan, rights-based reform of the 1984 Abortion Law stands 
as one of the few failures of women’s movement advocacy.  The authoritarian-era 1984 
Law adopted during an era of over-population permits abortion for health purposes with 
eugenic and statist language, although in practice abortion is available to adult citizens 
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unconditionally.  During the 1990’s reform era, the women’s movement attempted to 
amend the 1984 abortion law to emphasize women’s choice. But the proposal stalled in the 
2000’s over religious opposition by a combination of a highly mobilized Christian minority 
and a latent constituency of conservative Buddhists who inserted restrictive clauses such 
as a waiting period.  In response, the 4 civil society members of the 11-member Cabinet 
advisory Gender Commission resigned, so the new bill was tabled. (Interviews Chang-Ling 
Huang) 
 
 

WOMEN’S RIGHTS LEGISLATION IN TAIWAN 

 
1993-High Court overrules paternal rule of household,  
1995-amendments of Family Law 
1996-joint custody in divorce  
1995- Child and Youth Prevention of Sexual Transaction Act 
1996 Sexual Assault Crime Prevention Act—revised 2015 
1998-change in Guardianship law 
1998-first Domestic Violence law in Asia-revised 2015  
1999-Sexual Offenses in Penal Code:  from “offense against morality” to “violation of sexual 
equality,” removed requirement of “resistance”  
2001-Gender Equality in Employment Act 
2002-reform of matrimonial property rights 
2004-Gender Equity in Education Act 
2005-Sexual Harassment Prevention Act; committees in every city, county, school  
2009-Human Trafficking Prevention Act 
2011-CEDAW Enforcement Act 
2015-Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault Acts upgraded 
2016-Childbirth Accident Relief Act 
2019-Same-sex Marriage Equality 
 
 
Meanwhile, key service provider NGOs who complemented advocacy and followed up 
reforms with implementation became partners with a willing state.  The smaller, secular, 
Modern Women’s Foundation was established in 1987 in the democratization wave, 
originally associated with some KMT women activists and social workers rather than the 
DPP and academics, but freely collaborating with the Coalition Against Violence on the 
1998 legislation and other advocacy issues.  The General Secretary had been the Head of 
Social Welfare for the capitol periphery area of New Taipei City, and was related to the 
female KMT politician who sponsored the Domestic Violence Law. The current leader 
reports that social service provision comprises around 70% of their current work.  This 
group provides state-mandated service centers for domestic violence in 5 District Courts 
and 7 counties, including case management and a Safety Networks Program.  Their 
centerpiece program is economic empowerment, recognizing both the vulnerability of 
economic dependency and the high incidence of economic abuse in violence against women 
in Taiwan.  The Modern Women’s Foundation program for both survivors and at-risk 



populations includes education to recognize financial abuse, financial planning and 
financial literacy, and tailored skills and job training—especially for single mothers.  (LEAP 
presentation) 
 
The largest service provider, which also plays an important part in advocacy coalitions and 
international networking, is the Garden of Hope.  This organization established by Christian 
missionaries in 1988 describes itself as a “founded by Christians and based on Christian 
values”—but provides secular services and is not affiliated with any church or 
missionizing.  A network of second-hand stores helps supplement government funding and 
private fundraising. Initially established as an anti-trafficking group, they advocated for 
and helped to draft the 1995 Act Against Child Prostitution, including organizing a 1993 
Marathon through Taipei’s red-light district. As they expanded their understanding and 
concern with interconnected forms and cycles of gender violence, Garden of Hope joined 
the campaign for the 1998 Domestic Violence Act, and currently contracts with Taiwan’s 
government to run around half the nation’s women’s shelters.  With over 500 staff 
throughout Taiwan—about half providing direct services in shelters--the Garden of Hope 
has become a rights-based and globalized organization that campaigns for girls’ rights, 
chairs the Asian Network of Women’s Shelters, and has established a Center for 
Intersectional Discrimination with an emphasis on gender violence against LGBT 
populations. (Interview Garden of Hope) 
 
The Garden of Hope website details their activities:  20 shelters in Taiwan and one in the 
US (targeted to Chinese immigrants); legal services in 8 district courts and a model court 
for child witnesses to violence; 6 employment workshops; a National Teen Pregnancy 
Hotline; four Dandelion Counseling Centers in each of Taiwan’s major cities for victims of 
sexual assault; and government sponsored intervention programs and follow-up services in 
the regional cities of Taoyuan, Tainan, Kaohsiung, Pingtung and Hualien. 
(https://www.goh.org.tw/en)  Since 2013, they have provided a follow-up program of 
housing and employment support for survivors called “Go The Second Mile,” including the 
establishment of networks of supportive landlords and employers along with job training 
and several social enterprises: a glass bead factory, cookie bakery, and hotel.  Of about 200 
clients each year in these programs, about 70% secure employment and there is a 90% 
reduction in violence. They have also periodically expanded into activities for men: a 
1990’s V-Men campaign, a Mile in Her Shoes march in 2013 in Taoyuan, and a men’s 
association. (Interview Garden of Hope) 
 
Garden of Hope has recently sought to expand attention to sexual harassment beyond the 
existing categories of sexual assault and domestic violence: “In April 2018, in response to 
the global #MeToo movement, and to create safe spaces for victims of gender-based 
violence, GOH and the Legal Aid Foundation (LAF) held a joint “#MeToo GOH is here for 
you, LAF will help you” event. Key actions included a GOH Dandelion Counseling Center 
#MeToo program, a “GOH is here for you” hotline, and legal aid advice and pro-bono 
services.” (https://www.goh.org.tw/en/)  While clear laws against sexual harassment are 
in place and there have been public condemnations of several prominent figures such as a 
judge and a professor involved in harassment of subordinates, the vast majority of reports 
and administrative actions have been in school settings rather than workplaces, and 
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accountability for sexual harassment remains a work in progress in Taiwan. (Chang-Ling 
Huang, presentation)  
 
The Garden of Hope, Women’s Rescue Foundation, and other NGOs in the Coalition have 
advanced intersectional human rights as they have chronicled and attempted to address 
the special vulnerability of migrant women to abuse.   While Ministry of Health statistics 
have documented differential rates of violence for immigrant women at more than twice 
the rate for Taiwanese citizens, Taiwan’s 2017 CEDAW report notes progress: “From 2013 
to 2016, the prevalence of female foreigners who were victims of 
intimate partner violence declined on an annual basis from 1.2%, 1.07%, and 
0.94% to 0.8%; among women from mainland China, the prevalence of intimate 
partner violence declined over the same period from 0.6%, 0.52%, and 0.44% to 
0.4%, respectively.” (Republic of China CEDAW 2017) Among migrant women, conditions 
differ for foreign spouses—more often from the Chinese diaspora--and domestic workers. 
The Awakening movement and YWCA initially provided some education and integration 
programs for foreign spouses of Taiwanese men, sometimes including language training.  
But this population has a clear path to citizenship and formed their own Foreign Spouses 
Association—one foreign spouse leader has even gone on to serve in the Legislative Yuan.  
 
Women migrating as guest workers for domestic work, predominantly from less developed 
neighboring Southeast Asian countries, appear to face greater risks, although they too have 
organized through the Taiwan International Workers Association, and the Domestic 
Workers Union. While there were 138 cases of trafficking—including 95 of sex trafficking 
in 2018—with a high rate of prosecution, reporting barriers are high. http://www.gender-
indicators.org.tw/zh-tw/indicators/index/Cases_of_human_trafficking?p=GEPG  Thus, 
thousands of additional cases of migrants at risk were referred for shelter.  In addition, 
Taiwan’s government has increased government regulation of overseas employment 
agencies that may put migrants at risk of debt bondage—but workers’ associations call for 
the broker system to be abolished.  ( https://sentinel.tw/improving-migrant-workers-
taiwan/)  Taiwan’s Control Yuan branch of government, that combines auditing with 
ombudsman functions, has a mandate to implement human rights treaties and has 
investigated the situation of migrants.  According to a 2018 investigative report, over 633 
cases of sexual assault of migrant workers—70% domestic caregivers--have been reported 
over the past 6 years, and over half were abused by their employers. 
(https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/en/news/3438116)  Beyond governmental reforms 
and NGO assistance, women’s foreign migrant associations have staged protests to raise 
awareness and push for comprehensive change, such as a March 2019 One Billion Rising 
rally at Taipei Main Station.    
 
As the first wave of women’s rights became established through legislative reform and 
policy by the early 2000’s, the Feminist Scholars Association and a Federation of Women’s 
Groups comprising over 60 organizations turned to a complementary strategy of 
institutionalization.  At the critical juncture of Taiwan’s 2000 transition to the first DPP 
President—the party with strong ties to social movements--there was a fortuitous match 
between movement strategies, international governance trends, and state interests. There 
was global discussion of state feminism, a new government eager to boost its recognition, 
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an international public administration trend of streamlining that favored gender 
mainstreaming, and a movement drive to gain an insider seat at the policymaking table.  
After political science Professor Wan Yin-yang returned to Taiwan from the U.S., in 2000 
she joined the board of Awakening and circulated her comparative research on gender 
quotas and the gendered effect of electoral rules among the staff. The Feminist Scholars 
and Federation of Women’s Groups established a study group to consider whether an inter-
sectoral committee or autonomous women’s agency would have better visibility, resources, 
and impact and studied other countries’ experiences. Out of this emerged the push to 
establish bridging committees within government including civil society and academic 
representatives. Key NGO and academics who had worked with the incoming 
administration visited the Premier and reorganizing Ministries to discuss modes of gender 
mainstreaming. (Interview Wan Ying-Yang, Chang-Ling Huang) 
 
Ultimately, Taiwan established all three institutional modalities: gender quotas, 
mainstreaming, and an Executive Committee/agency for gender equality. Once these 
institutions were developed during the 2000-2008 DPP administration, they became a 
source of continuity and institutionalization of the gender equity agenda and network 
when the KMT returned to power from 2008-2016. There are quotas mandating at least 
1/3 gender neutrality in the legislature as well as different formulas for government 
committees, schools, and boards of public enterprises. From 2006 onwards, in line with 
gender mainstreaming, every department of Taiwan’s government established a Gender 
Taskforce.  There are now gender committees in all local governments, Ministries, and the 
Executive Yuan. The Cabinet Committees consistently engage in Gender Impact Assessment 
of policy proposals, although more local agencies are less attentive to this mandate. 
 
These new institutional structures strengthened the relationship between government and 
movements, as well as the instantiation of international norms.  The Taipei City 
government had established a Gender Commission when it came under the control of DPP 
Mayor (and later President) Chen Shui-Bian in 1994.  As in many governance issues, the 
capitol city served as a model for protesters’ demands in the 1996 rallies following the 
murder of feminist activist Peng. In 1997, the Executive established a Women’s Rights 
Committee that was later transformed into the Gender Equality Committee of the Executive 
Yuan.  One of its early representatives was Awakening Chair Chang-ling Huang—a current 
member is LGBT rights advocate Victoria Hsu.  Rotating participation by designated civil 
society groups in this inter-agency committee across successive administrations from 
different parties with different preferences for expert and NGO orientation is reported to 
have had the unanticipated effect of jointly socializing and bonding the civil society 
representatives across ideological base and functional lines (Interview Chang-Ling Huang).  
 
In 2010, the Executive gender modality was upgraded further to a Department of Gender 
Equality, which coordinates but retains the Committee and Foundation. To develop 
implementation in tandem with the adoption of CEDAW, in 2011, this Executive Gender 
Equality Committee drafted a comprehensive Gender Equality Policy Guideline—a 
powerful tool for promoting gender equity across all governmental structures that 
explicitly cites international norms. The policy guideline was based on drafts by women’s 
organizations and over 50 consultations with thousands of representatives over more than 



a year.  The three guiding principles are gender equality as a core value, improvement of 
women’s rights as the pathway to equity, and gender mainstreaming as an effective means. 
(Gender Equality Policy Guidelines 2011, revised 2017) Because in Taiwan’s system every 
law is assigned an implementing Ministry-the Gender Equity laws mostly Justice, 
Education, Health, and Labor--such Policy Guidelines from an Executive Committee across 
Ministries are a potentially potent governance tool to track implementation. 
 
Shortly after the initial establishment of the Executive Women’s Rights Committee in 1997, 
in 1999 the Committee on Women’s Rights went on to establish a promotional autonomous 
quasi-governmental Women’s Rights Foundation with an initial grant of $1 billion 
Taiwanese dollars (about $30 million US). The Foundation gathers and publicizes some of 
the mandated gender statistics, tracks gender related policies, and facilitates national and 
international networking and consultation with civil society groups. Taiwan’s gender 
indicators are organized on their website in several ways that indicate governance 
relationships and the Foundation’s dual-facing role as domestic and international 
promoter: Taiwan’s gender equity goals and performance are tracked by Executive Gender 
Equality Policy Guidelines, by CEDAW provisions, by the Beijing Platform, or by the United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals. The Women’s Foundation’s English language 
website is titled “Global Gender.” (http://www.gender-indicators.org.tw/zh-tw/home/) 
 
As we see, the promotion of women’s rights in Taiwan is fueled by and fosters international 
relations in numerous ways that plausibly elevate gender equity and Taiwan’s role: 
legislative process, diplomacy, transnational, and normative role construction.  On the 
legislative front, the 2002 Gender Equity in Employment Act was related to Taiwan’s 
accession to the World Trade Organization, and the upgrading of Taiwan’s Executive Yuan 
Women’s Rights Commission to a Department of Gender Equality was linked to 
implementation of CEDAW.  Most of the legislative reform was drafted after study of 
international models, and in several cases international law was influential in expanding 
judicial interpretations of women’s rights in Taiwan.  The 2015 upgrading of the Domestic 
Violence and Sexual Assault Prevention Acts were related both to international trends and 
to expert recommendations from Taiwan’s self-monitoring of CEDAW. The leading 
Parliamentary voice for gender equity in the 2000’s generation, Bi-Khim Hsiao, is the U.S.-
educated daughter of a Taiwanese father and American mother who renounced her U.S. 
citizenship to serve in the legislature and rose through the DPP as its International Affairs 
Director.  She has also served as the Vice-President of Liberal International and the Council 
of Asian Democracies.  In Taiwan’s parliament, Hsiao was a proponent of a domestic 
violence provision of the Immigration Act, the Sexual Harassment Prevention Act, and an 
unsuccessful proposal for same-sex marriage. 
 
Taiwan’s women’s rights progress advances the isolated state’s access to interstate 
diplomacy through informal and multilateral channels. In the absence of official diplomatic 
relations with the US, an important channel of the relationship between Taiwan and the 
American Institute in Taiwan (the surrogate consulate) is the Global Cooperation and 
Training Framework, “a platform for expanding U.S.-Taiwan cooperation on global and 
regional issues such as public health, economic development, energy, women’s rights, and 
disaster relief.”  Under the women’s empowerment rubric of the Global Cooperation and 
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Training Framework, Taiwan hosts annual workshops for 150-200 women from the region 
on topics such as economic empowerment, who are invited by US Embassies to avoid 
diplomatic lacuna. Similarly, Taiwan bypasses formal recognition by the EU in functional 
interactions.  In particular, Taiwan is often an interlocutor to ASEAN countries on gender 
issues. Under the aegis of a three-year bilateral exchange, Taiwan has trained ASEAN 
officials on gender violence, gender mainstreaming, and the gender pay gap.   In part to 
facilitate these types of supplementary diplomatic ties, Taiwan’s Foreign Ministry has 
designated an Ambassador At Large For Women’s Empowerment.  The government-funded 
Taiwan Foundation for Democracy that promotes rights worldwide as Taiwan’s premier 
instrument of soft power diplomacy has bestowed its annual Asian Democracy and Human 
Rights Award to anti-trafficking groups in 2010, 2011, 2012, 2015 and partnered with the 
Garden of Hope on international girls’ rights campaigns. (Interview with Taiwan 
Foundation for Democracy) 
 
Beyond interstate relations, women’s rights issues and movements build transnational 
channels for Taiwan’s international relations around humanitarian issues.  The Garden of 
Hope provides the Secretariat for the Asian Network of Women’s Shelters, and in 2019 
Taiwan hosted the 4th World Network of Women’s Shelters conference with 1400 
government and NGO representatives from 100 countries—the first in Asia—with a 
keynote address by Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen. 
https://fourth.worldshelterconference.org/ Through this network, the Garden of Hope has 
commissioned comparative regional surveys on violence, with close relationships to 
partners in Japan and Singapore. Garden of Hope is also the East Asia coordinator for the 
One Billion Rising campaign and Taiwan’s campaigns for girls’ rights, reframed to join the 
United Nations’ International Day of the Girl Child.  Thus, the Garden of Hope is one of the 
Taiwanese women’s rights organizations that participates in the U.N. Commission on the 
Status of Women meetings and represents Taiwan’s programs in other U.N. settings in 
which the Taiwanese state has no formal presence. (LEAP Presentation) The larger body of 
the Taiwan Coalition Against Violence has been a key player in the 2nd Asia Pacific Summit 
on Gender Based Violence, helping to build an “Asian Platform” for training judges, social 
workers, city governments, and police, and a Best Practice annual workshop. The annual 
LEAP workshops on feminist foreign policy, co-sponsored by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the Women’s Foundation, bring together representatives of Taiwan’s women’s 
movement with regional women’s NGOs. 
 
At the level of norms and discourse, Taiwan stakes its claim to membership in international 
society on its democratic character in general and specifically highlights its achievements 
in gender equity. Conversely, the international legitimacy of gender equity builds domestic 
support for ongoing women’s rights reform in Taiwan.  In her opening keynote for the 
Global Network of Women’s Shelters conference, Taiwan’s first female President Tsai Ing-
wen echoed her frequent themes to international audiences, citing Taiwan’s achievements 
of the 1998 Domestic Violence Protection Act, 2002 Gender Equality in Employment, 2004 
Gender Equity in Education, and 2019 approval of same-sex marriage, along with high 
rankings on U.N. and World Bank indices of gender equity.  She emphasized that Taiwan is 
working to achieve true gender equality “as a responsible member of the international 
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community.” (https://fourth.worldshelterconference.org/ ; also see LEAP Presentation by 
Member of Parliament You Mei Nu) 
 
Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Women’s Rights Foundation both highlight 
Taiwan’s adherence to CEDAW and Taiwanese entities’ participation in women’s rights 
events worldwide.  The rhetoric of the Foundation further positions the value of women’s 
rights in Taiwan as a marker of national identity and pride:  
  

“The concept ‘women’s rights are human rights’ symbolizes a civilized social-
cultural development within a country and serves as an important indicator of 
human rights in democratic countries . . . . All these efforts have made Taiwan the 
Number One country in Asia with advanced efforts in human rights protection . . . .” 
(http://www.globalgender.org/en-global/status_page/index/5) 
 

 
LGBT rights—From women’s rights to gender equity  
 
Two generations of democratization, women’s rights, and globalization come together in 
Taiwan’s outstanding record on LGBT rights and expansion of the gender equity agenda 
from women’s rights to sexual minorities and gender diversity.  Yet this is also the most 
recent and fragile area of reform, where some tensions are visible between the movement, 
state, society, and international system, as the women’s movement and international rights 
branding push sexual minority rights forward but democratic participation holds them 
back.  Beyond this common pattern of contradictory power relations for LGBT rights 
reform worldwide (Ayoub 2016), Taiwan has the unusual feature that women’s 
movements and lesbians within the gay rights organizations have played a leading role—
building on feminist social capital.  Another facilitating factor is that traditional Chinese 
culture promotes patriarchal families but is largely silent on homosexual behavior, and 
homosexuality was never illegal in Taiwan. Moreover, in Taiwan the same-sex marriage 
issue crosses party lines in positive and negative directions. Some internationalists within 
the generally conservative KMT favored LGBT rights, while conversely some ideologically 
progressive DPP figures were held back by politically liberal but socially conservative 
sectors of their base. For example, KMT President Ma was sympathetic to LGBTQ rights 
since his history as mayor of Taipei, where he worked “to construct a progressive 
reputation for Taipei City as a pro-gay-rights international metropolis in the eyes of 
advanced countries and liberals.” (Krumbein, Rainbow Island)  
 
Taiwan is the most tolerant country in Asia of sexual orientation and gender diversity. The 
Constitution and the Gender Equity Employment Bill expressly forbid discrimination on the 
basis of sexual orientation, while the 2004 Gender Equity in Education Bill incorporates 
extensive gender diversity education that has helped to shape an extremely supportive 
younger generation.  The 2019 legislative approval of same-sex marriage is the first in Asia.  
Gay social life, movement organizations, and tourism are vigorous, hate crimes are rare, 
and there are limited reports of social stigma. In recent years, Taipei’s Pride Parade has 
drawn over 100,000 participants-with support beyond the core constituency from allied 
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student, women’s, international business, and civil libertarian groups as well as 
international contingents from Europe, the U.S. and neighboring Asian countries.   
 
Social demand and mobilization for gay rights as symbolized by same-sex marriage was 
high but contested. The Marriage Equality Coalition consists of five organizations including 
the most powerful feminist group--the Awakening Foundation, along with the Lobby 
Alliance for LGBT Human Rights, Taiwan International Queer Film Festival, Taiwan LGBT 
Family Rights Advocacy, and Taiwan Tongzhi Hotline Association.  But after several years 
of Gender Equity Education, some Christian and conservative groups, sometimes allied 
with the KMT and sometimes influenced by international evangelical networks, organized 
parents’ groups to oppose gender diversity projects—including newly visible gay rights 
groups. As one scholar notes: “In recent years, opponents and proponents of SSM have both 
staged large-scale rallies in Taipei and other major cities in Taiwan protesting for and 
against marriage equality. A petition opposing SSM launched in 2013 obtained close to 
700,000 signatures. On International Human Rights Day, 10 December, 2016, the biggest 
LGBTQ rally in Taiwanese history took place with over 250,000 participants, demanding 
marriage equality. It was also one of the biggest human rights rallies in Taiwanese history.” 
(Krumbein, “Rainbow Island”)   
 
At this critical moment, a cause celebre helped to shifted the frame and humanize the 
struggle. In 2016, Jacques Picoult--the French partner of a dying Taiwanese man who could 
not access his medical care—committed suicide in despair.  Like the 2000 bullying death of 
Ye Yong Zhi, this death shocked the Taiwanese public, dramatizing the human cost of 
discrimination.  Humanizing and solidarity slogans grew alongside rights claims, such as 
“love is love” and “together, we make Taiwan better.” 
 
Shortly afterward, in 2017, the institutional landscape changed when Taiwan’s 
Constitutional Court ruled that lack of access to marriage constituted gender 
discrimination under Articles 7 and 22 of Taiwan’s Constitution, and gave the government 
a deadline of two years to legislate a solution.  This pivotal decision was largely due to the 
skillful legal advocacy of Victoria Hsu, a gay rights attorney who co-founded the Taiwan 
Alliance to Promote Civil Partnership Rights (TAPCPR) in 2009, when she returned to 
Taiwan from law school in France.  Hsu had been a student activist in Taiwan’s women’s 
movement, and in 2002-2005 she served on the Board of Awakening and worked with 
feminist advocate You Mei Nu, who later served as a DPP legislator. Like the women’s 
rights legal reform campaigns, Hsu studied international models of same-sex legal 
recognition for 3 years before launching her appeals. TAPCPR decided to campaign 
simultaneously for same-sex marriage, civil partnership, and alternative family models, but 
Hsu filed the breakthrough case for same-sex marriage strategically, including the 
availability of international models like the 2015 U.S. Supreme Court decision on same-sex 
marriage. She cites two indicators of the political context and implications of the judicial 
struggle for same-sex marriage:  First, from over 700 cases in the history of the Court, the 
same-sex marriage case was one of ten granted a public hearing.  Second, Decision #748 
cleared the 2/3 threshold on the 15-judge Court with 12 votes-- 6 from justices appointed 
by KMT President Ma and 6 appointed by DPP President Tsai. (Interview with Victoria Hsu) 
 



On the democratization side, proposals for marriage equality had begun under the first DPP 
government in 2000. Periodic unsuccessful legislative projects were spearheaded by 
feminist DPP legislators Bi-Khim Hsiao and You Mei-nu (both party list Members of 
Parliament) in 2006, 2012, 2013, and 2016-but always blocked by KMT opposition. 
Although President Tsai Ing-wen had campaigned on a platform of support for same-sex 
marriage in 2015, once she took office in 2016, she wavered in the face of social opposition 
in some of her key constituencies—such as some socially conservative churches that favor 
the DPP as the advocate of Taiwan’s independence from China but oppose gay rights.   
 
Faced with these contradictory trends, the DPP turned to their favored device of a 
referendum to cope with the Constitutional Court deadline and growing social pressure. 
The DPP has expanded use of the referendum process in Taiwan; DPP referendums are 
widely seen as meeting the party’s dual agendas of democratic deepening and laying the 
groundwork for an eventual vote on Taiwan’s independence.  The DPP government had 
lowered the threshold for ballot initiatives and permitted simultaneous multiple proposals 
on the same issue.  In this case, the DPP referendum reforms allowed the introduction of 
conflicting measures by LGBT and anti-gay groups producing widespread confusion. In the 
2018 referendum of five proposals on LGBT rights, some proposals involved civil unions, 
others revisions to the Family Code, some pertained to gender equity education--and in the 
end, the key marriage equality measures were not approved by voters.  With the failed 
referendum and the 2019 Constitutional Court deadline, the Tsai government--equipped 
with the tools of a DPP Parliament and President--was able to transcend the political 
dilemma by crafting a narrow marriage equality bill titled “Implementation of Supreme 
Court decision” that emphasizes anti-discrimination and the rule of law. 
 
On May 24, 2019, the day the law took effect, Victoria Hsu registered her marriage to Chih-
chieh Chien--at the same office that had rejected their marriage registration application five 
years before.  Hsu is now a member of the Executive Yuan Gender Equality Committee, like 
her Awakening movement predecessors, and consequently active in various areas of 
gender equity implementation.  Taiwan’s LGBT movement coalition has built transnational 
ties to promote gay rights, marriage equality, Pride events, and transgender recognition 
with partner organizations in Japan, Korea, and Thailand.  Taiwan’s gender equity 
organizations have even built bridges to China’s beleaguered gay activists through legal 
and advocacy trainings when windows of opportunity appear such as China’s revision of its 
civil code—often in third country locations. (Interview Victoria Hsu) 
 
 
The rewards of rights 
 
Despite some inevitable shortfalls and trade-offs, on the whole constructing rights in 
Taiwan has fostered domestic solidarity and a constructive response to globalization.  In 
particular, the pursuit of gender equity has contributed to Taiwan’s human development, 
democratic deepening, and international recognition. 
 
Taiwan has benefitted concretely from its free society by attracting talent, tourism, and 
transnational ties.  As the leading country in Asia for freedom of expression, Taiwan has a 



thriving culture industry. Perhaps the most renowned film director is Ang Lee, who 
directed internationally acclaimed dramas with gay themes: “Eat Drink Man Woman” and 
“Brokeback Mountain.” Taiwan has been ranked the Best Country for Expats for five years 
in a row, and Taipei the leading city twice (www.InterNations.org).  Taiwan is a leading 
tourist destination with special appeal and services for both LGBTQ “rainbow tourism”--
and Asian Muslim populations.  
(http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/feat/archives/2019/05/21/2003715502) Tourism brings over 
$20 billion/year to Taiwan, with declining mainland Chinese visitors increasingly replaced 
by Japanese and Southeast Asians.  Taiwan’s hosting of international conferences, NGOs, 
and medical exchanges also yields economic benefits and international recognition. 
 
Taiwan’s population identifies increasingly with the distinct national identity, which is 
intertwined with liberal democracy and an ethos of tolerance.  Taiwan’s citizens rank the 
importance of living in a democracy at 8.9 on a scale of 10. (Election Study Center, 2016). 
(also see http://asianbarometer.org/) 88% of Taiwan’s youth consider themselves 
politically Taiwanese, and 1/3 state that the feature of Taiwan they are most proud of is its 
democracy. (Election Study Center 2019a) Taiwan ranks #25 in the world and the highest 
in Asia on the National Happiness scale, just below Europe and above Singapore, Korea, 
Japan, and China (#93).  Although national happiness is somewhat linked to GDP, other 
important factors are health conditions and citizens’ reported level of social support—and 
these seem to be key drivers of Taiwan’s satisfaction. 
(https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2019/) 
 
The face of Taiwan’s soft power is represented by Audrey Tang, Taiwan’s first transgender 
Cabinet Minister, whose contribution is enabled by a generation of gender-friendly policies 
and feminist networks. Tang has been a leading Taiwanese developer of free software and 
programming languages who was appointed as the first Digital Minister at the age of 35.  
Tang’s portfolio builds Taiwan’s global interests: enhancing Taiwan’s digital literacy, 
promoting development of the sharing economy, and collaborating with the Taiwan 
Foundation for Democracy to combat online disinformation--especially China’s attempts at 
interference in Taiwan’s elections.  
 
Taiwan’s democratic achievements face challenges in the years to come—from backlash on 
LGBT rights to shortfalls on migration, from the rising influence of China to decline in the 
liberal international order.  Even settled policies like protection from gender-based 
violence still struggle to improve social participation, sluggish institutions, and 
intersectional vulnerability.  Global good citizenship may face economic contradictions 
with dependence on cross-Straits trade with China and authoritarian regional trade 
partners. Further research should explore further the parameters of Taiwan’s international 
projection and the next steps to meet these challenges.   
 
Nevertheless, Taiwan has established a remarkable level of rights norms, institutions, and 
social capital—in large part due to the double helix of the feminist factor and the quest for 
global citizenship.   Sustaining this achievement will depend on global strengthening of 
democratic norms and networks, Taiwan’s skillful expansion of soft power, and most of all, 
creative and persistent mobilization by human rights advocates.  

http://www.internations.org/
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/feat/archives/2019/05/21/2003715502
http://asianbarometer.org/
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2019/
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