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Introduction

With an increasing presence of immigrants in most societies around the world, governments are

in a challenging position to decide what kind of citizenship rights migrants should be entitled to.

Definitely, access to political rights, particularly the right to vote, seems to be the most debated

between those who believe in the idea that all residents of a community should have a say in the

local and general elections, and those who oppose this idea and, instead, hold that immigrants,

as non-citizens, should not be allowed the right to vote. Different countries have followed

different paths with regard to this debate: while New Zealand grants full voting rights to

migrants in general elections even before becoming citizens (Merelo 2016), and some other

countries grant some forms of political rights to certain migrant groups (Earnest 2008, 30–31;

Hayduk 2014, 100–102), the truth is that currently a majority of states around the world do not

allow the right to vote to most migrants. Along with this literature, there is another strand

exploring migrants' political participation. Whether and how migrants participate to the polity of

the receiving state is affected by different factors, such as language proficiency, knowledge



about mainstream politics of the receiving state (Hammar 1990: 150–168), and ethnicity , to

mention just a few. Moreover, as migrants are often non full-members of the host community,

they may be denied access to political rights, which are granted only upon acquisition of

citizenship, thus the qualification for citizenship eligibility and the conditions for exercising

citizenship can either hinder or shape their political incorporation (Barreto and Muñoz 2003;

Martiniello 2007; Mantovan 2013). Also, as a consequence of their transnational lives, migrants

may decide to engage in the politics of their homeland further delaying their participation in the

polity of the host society (Aricat 2015; Boccagni 2011; Boccagni et al. 2015).

In countries, such as South Korea and Taiwan, where marriage migrants have reached

significant numbers,1 their political participation has become a matter of debate for politicians,

receiving society and the media. And academic literature has been catching up with this

emerging phenomenon. For instance, an unpublished PhD thesis exploring Filipino marriage

migrants’ political participation in South Korea reveals that Filipino marriage migrants tend to

vote in general and local elections, yet they may develop different degrees of understanding of

the domestic political debate, and engage in dissimilar ways with the polity of the receiving

society (Kim 2017). The literature on Taiwan explores the increasing significance that new

residents seem to have acquired within parties’ debates (Cheng and Fell 2014; Cheng, Momesso

and Fell 2018). This proved particularly important in the 2016 general elections, as a

consequence of parties’ acknowledgement that new residents who had acquired the right to vote

comprised 1.33 per cent of the entire electorate, exceeding the other major minority ethnic

group of Taiwanese aboriginals (CEC). Statistically, it seems that this group has the potential to

affect the future of Taiwan. What do we know about their political behaviour and preferences?

The three months I have spent in Taiwan were focused on exploring marriage migrants’ political

1 In 2014, there were 240,203 foreign spouses in South Korea (Hwang 2015), and, at the end of 2013, there were
486,703 foreign spouses in Taiwan (MOI 2013).



behaviour and participation in the island.

Methodology and methods

Important trends have emerged in Taiwan in the last years, with an increasing representation of

migrant women in Taiwanese politics: Lin Li-chan, a long-term volunteer and activist from

Cambodia, was elected as a legislator representing new residents in Taiwan; also, a number of

minor parties have been established by PRC marriage migrants in the last decade, such as the

Chinese Production Party (founded in 2010), the Chinese New Residents Party (established in

2012), and the New Residents’ Republican Party (founded in 2014). The literature discusses

these new trends in Taiwan. A paper by Fell (2014) discusses how mainstream parties started to

include migrants in their political slogans and agenda. Cheng and Fell (2017) and Cheng,

Momesso and Fell (2019) look at the the negotiation between mainstream political parties,

accommodating their agenda to also include migrant communities, and immigrants, taking

advantage of favourable political opportunities to improve their legal status and life condition.

Finally, Momesso (2017) identifies the main factors which may have contributed to the

establishment of political parties by PRC marriage migrants. It is clear that, so far, the main

dimension explored by the literature is related to migrants' political representation through

parties and in the parliament.

Yet, there is gap with regard to female migrants' voting behaviour and preferences. Before the

election that took place in January 2016, new residents with Taiwanese citizenship comprised

1.33 per cent of the entire national electorate (CEC). As this rate is meant to grow in the

following years, migrants' electoral behaviour and preferences may soon become matters of

concern for Taiwanese political parties. Thus, it may be important to understand what are the

logics behind their voting preferences and behaviour. In light of these reflections, this research

project aims to address the following research questions: What voting behaviour do migrant



women manifest and what factors may shape their electoral preferences and practices? What are

the logics behind migrant women's decision to vote?

This research project builds on the argument that the mere condition of being a migrant is not

sufficient as a dimension to understand migrants' political behaviour and preferences. It is

important to acknowledge the discrepancies and conflicts of interests within migrant

communities, the positions they may be assigned in the societies they live in, the political

opportunities offered by the societies where they reside. Aiming to problematise female

marriage migrant political participation in Taiwan, this project will stress difference, change,

contradictions in the way marriage migrants may make choices and act to affect the polity of the

receiving country.

Considering this perspective, this research was based on qualitative analysis apt to provide a

rich and in-depth account of migrants' political decisions. Fieldwork activities, based on

observations, in-depth interviews and focus groups with a total of 24 migrants, were carried out

between May and August 2019 and included respondents from mainland China (17), Vietnam (4)

and Indonesia (3), aged between 35 and 58 years old, from different education levels and areas

of residence in Taiwan (including Taipei, Xizhi, Taoyuan, Taichung, Tainan, Kaohsiung,

Pingtung, Hualien). The majority of the informants were females, with the exception of three

males from mainland China. Twenty-three of the total had Taiwanese citizenship, hence they

were entitled to vote. I recorded all interviews, transcribed the content and coded the narratives

of my informants. In some occasions I was also invited to gatherings organised by local

organisations, where social activities where mixed with political ones, for instance the Taoyuan

City Asian Marriage Association (桃園市亞洲婚姻協會), engaging in activities in support of

Tsai Ying-wen during her electoral campaign in 2019. Finally, to investigate the public debate



and party strategies with regard to new residents in Taiwan, I analysed the content of the news

and reports published on the websites of the two main parties, the Nationalist Party (KMT) and

the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), by searching for the keywords “new resident”, “new

immigrants”, “Southeast Asian spouses”, “Mainland spouses” for the period 1996–2019.

The final aim of this analysis is to open new areas of inquiry into migrant communities'

potential for political impact in the country they reside. This analysis could be used as a channel

to assess the heterogeneity of political values in migrant communities, the degree of migrants'

participation and inclusion in the life of the receiving society, and the extent to which the

receiving society responds to the cultural diversity it is part of.

In the next sections I will be sharing the rough data I collected through the interviews carried

out during this fieldwork. I am planning to submit a paper to a peer-review academic journal

with a more nuanced analysis of the data I collected during my fieldwork. Furthermore, the

finding of my research also generated two contributions to the online magazine of the Taiwan

Studies Programme at the University of Nottingham (Momesso 10 October 2019; Momesso and

Lee 19 December 2019). This report will also share some extracts from these two contributions.

Factors shaping migrants' political participation

Marriage migrants are a unique group within Taiwanese society. This group is composed by a

majority of women, individuals who acquired Taiwanese nationality through a specific process

of naturalisation made possible thanks to the fact that they arrived in Taiwan as spouses of a

Taiwanese citizen. Counting a total population of 550,421 individuals (Ministry of Interior

2019), marriage migrants constitute an important group in Taiwan, often referred in public and

political discourse with expressions as the fifth ethnic group, new residents and new immigrants.



A considerable majority of these migrants are women and they come from mainland China,

Vietnam and Indonesia. Integrated into the national community through the gradual granting of

citizenship rights, they eventually obtain the right to vote once they are naturalised, a process

that requires about four years for international spouses and about six years for migrants from

mainland China.

The literature on marriage migration in Taiwan is rich and it has evolved with the development

of the phenomenon. Earlier accounts were mainly descriptive and they focused on identifying

the reasons behind a booming of cross-border marriages in Taiwan (Chai 2004; Jian 2004; Lu

2008; Wang 2004); more recently, interest has turned to other features revolving around the

logics behind the differentiated legal treatment for certain groups of marriage migrants

(Friedman 2010; Friedman 2012), the media and public construction of foreign spouses as a

social and political problem (Hsia 2007), the consequences produced by legal discrimination

and social stigmatisation (Momesso 2016), and the responses of marriage migrants to the

discrimination and stigmatisation they were exposed to (Chang 2004; Chao 2006; Hsia 2005;

Hsia 2006; Hsia 2008; King 2007; Momesso and Cheng 2017). More recent debates have been

focusing on their political participation (Fell 2014; Cheng and Fell 2017; Momesso 2017;

Cheng, Momesso and Fell 2019). Yet, as I explained above, this literature focuses on migrants'

political representation through parties and in the parliament. This research aims to fill a gap in

the literature by exploring migrants' political preferences and behaviour.

Migrants may have different approaches to politics. The narratives of my respondents showed

how several factors and experiences in a migrant's life may shape their political behaviour, such

as their country of origin, family background, network they enter in contact with once they

arrive in Taiwan.



Country of origin is a first category that may shape different political patterns. The right to vote

was seen as important by most of my informants, regardless where they came from. Yet, a

difference could be identified between migrants from Southeast Asian countries and migrants

from mainland China. A small minority, amongst Southeast Asian informants, explained that, in

past elections, they did not vote, motivating their choice on the fact that they didn't understand

politics and they felt that this would not have an impact on their lives. Conversely, all the

informants from mainland China stated that they voted, motivating it as a right and a duty, a

way to say what they believe on and to shape politics. Furthermore, migrants from China

showed a clear preference for the Nationalist Party (Kuomintang, KMT). In a country in which

the political debate is polarised over the issue of independence and unification (Achen and

Wang 2017), marriage migrants from Mainland China were often driven by Chinese patriotism

and nationalism, hence they were often in line with the KMT ideology. Yet, it was not just

patriotism towards the People's Republic of China that shaped their political beliefs. The matter

was often pragmatic: this group was very aware of cross-Strait relations, as their evolution will

eventually have an impact on their personal life too. Their practices across the Taiwan Strait, for

family or work reasons, also motivated their wish for friendly and smooth relations between the

two governments, hence their leaning towards the government that promoted such policies.

Cross-Strait relations were less of a concern for migrants from Southeast Asian countries, who

did not have relationships or connections with the PRC. Within this group, other factors, beyond

cross-Strait politics, would play a role in shaping their political preferences.

Family background also revealed an important factor in influencing migrants' political

behaviour and preferences. Hence, many of my interviewees referred to their Taiwanese spouse

when they explained whether they voted and what they voted for. However, if the Taiwanese

spouse may shape their political preferences, migrants were also aware of the fact that the final

decision is on them, because their vote is secret. Furthermore, it would be too simplistic to hold



that my informants just followed their husbands’ political views. What I noticed from my

informants is that, although the understanding of the political debate may have different levels

of sophistication across individuals, they would gradually develop their own ideas with regard

to how to vote. Hence, as they became more savvy about Taiwan politics, they also would start

to make their own opinions, and diminish their dependence on their husband’s political position.

Marriage migrants had their own way to understand and relate to politics. They not only

gathered information through the news, other friends, party support groups, and civic

organisations, but they also experienced politics and politics’ impact in their everyday life.

Hence, important steps in their life experiences, such as citizenship acquisition, parenthood,

work, could also add new layers of understanding to their original ideas.

Interestingly, another important factor that could foster and shape migrants' political

participation is whether they joined some politicised networks or groups in Taiwan, sometimes

through their Taiwanese partners other times through other sisters. For instance, the case of the

Taoyuan City Asian Marriage Association (桃園市亞洲婚姻協會), founded by an Indonesian

woman and her Taiwanese husband, is such a case. Following the political belief of the two

leaders, clearly green, other members of the network also engaged in pro-DPP political

activities through this organisation, by preparing cakes and food which would be shared with

the publics during political campaign activities. Political parties knew the significance of

interacting with these grassroots organisations, hence they often sent a representative when

there were events. This has been a common practice amongst mainland spouses' organisations

and I have been noticing it since my first fieldwork activities with this community in 2010. In

2019, I could see the same approach with Southeast marriage migrants' organisations too, a

practice that, according to one of my informants, a representative of the Democratic Progressive

Party (DPP) at the local level, became increasingly important after Tsai Ying-wen was



nominated president. According to this informant, although migrants' political participation

seems to be still relatively low if compared to other interest groups, such as farmers, showing a

party's interest in attracting this group is crucial as this may have a positive influence

domestically and internationally.

Taiwan bipartisan politics and migrants' polarisation in parties' narratives

Both the DPP and KMT have included new residents in their electoral campaign narratives since

2000 as part of multicultural discourse. As I show elsewhere:

In October 2015, then KMT Chairman Eric Chu stated, “New residents are Taiwan’s

most important resource. There is currently a total of 600,000 such individuals from

China and Southeast Asia. Each new resident who joined our great family is part of us,

and these new Taiwanese children are children of Taiwan. This population will make

Taiwan even more multicultural.” In December 2016, Hong Hsiu-Chu, then Chairman of

the party, thanked new residents for participating in Taiwanese society and making it

more inclusive and diverse. Similarly, on the DPP side, Changhua County Magistrate

Wei Ming-ku thanked new residents for their contribution to Taiwanese society and for

choosing Changhua as their new home during an event for new residents in 2015

(Momesso, 10 October 2019).

Yet, a polarisation seems to exist in the way the two parties reached different groups of marriage

migrants. In a bipartisan political environment shaped by the issue of independence/unification,

my informants seem to also have polarised along the same division. Hence, a majority of

mainland spouses explained that they voted for the Nationalist Party and they justified it with

their connections with mainland China, whereas Southeast Asian informants, having no



particular emotional or material links with the Mainland, showed more heterogeneity in their

political choices, although a majority revealed their support for the DPP.

Clearly, the two parties have capitalised on this ethnic and national division for some time. As I

also argue in the same essay as the one mentioned above:

In the last four years both the KMT and DPP have created various opportunities for

conventional inclusion and representation of new residents within the parties. In 2015

the KMT established a New Resident Working Committee 新住民工作委員會 to show

its commitment towards the rights and interests of new residents and to implement

policies of inclusion by working directly in relation to the Legislative Yuan. Furthermore,

in 2016 Lin Li-chan, an immigrant spouse of Cambodian origin, entered the elections as

a candidate in the proportional representation ballot and became the first immigrant to

win a seat in the Legislative Yuan. These achievements allowed the KMT to boast itself

as the first party that nominated a new resident in its electoral lists and established a

body to serve them (Momesso, 10 October 2019).

The DPP has taken similar actions:

In February 2017 the DPP established the New Resident Affairs Committee 新住民事

務委員會 which, unlike the KMT New Resident Working Committee, boasted

significant immigrant presence. The Committee comprised immigrants from Indonesia,

Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar, Cambodia and even Mainland China, as well as a second-

generation representative born from a cross-border marriage. Even for the last elections,



in determining their proportional candidates, both parties decided to include an

immigrant whose ethnicity/nationality would represent their main supporters: the KMT

nominated a marriage migrant from mainland China, Niu Chun-ru, and the DPP

nominated a Malaysian migrant, Luo Mei-ling (Momesso, 10 October 2019).

Yet, these reflections about parties' initiatives would be incomplete without a reference to how

migrants' responded to these. I will share some points in the next section.

Migrant responses

Parties’ initiatives were perceived with a mixture of interest, scepticism and sometimes

indifference by new residents. If migrants typically maintained a positive attitude towards

political parties’ outreach initiatives, they also understood these initiatives as party strategies to

gain votes. For instance, a migrant from mainland China explained to me with a hint of

bitterness: “Obviously the Taiwanese government is working hard to give us a space and let us

access politics. They want us to take part in politics. But…I think that if not for politics and

votes, the government wouldn’t care about us.”

If several informants argued that these actions were just ways for parties to gain more votes, but

of little impact on the migrant community, others thought that it was important to be included in

the political process and debate in one way or another. Despite what they thought about parties'

initiatives, migrants were also aware of their statistical significance in terms of votes, hence of

the fact that important political opportunities could emerge out of it, hence, they played with the

system. Echoing the parties' narratives, my informants stressed the significance of marriage

migrants in the political process and debate in various occasions. As an Indonesian woman

stressed: “By now we are almost 600,000 new residents in Taiwan and the government is paying



attention to us! If it lets us take part in politics, it is because the Taiwanese government hopes to

hear our voice! And you know, a few years ago we were only a few with voting rights, but now

we are more and more and the government listens to us.” Some of my informants saw this issue

as part of the democratic process of voicing a group's interests through votes. As a woman from

mainland China who had lived in Taiwan for more than two decades, she explained: “So it

works like this: democracy looks at votes, and votes look at who can vote. So, if we can vote,

the government will listen to us! So, we need to vote.”

Yet, some of my informants also showed a degree of criticism towards the ways political parties

involved them in the political process. For instance, the DPP was criticised by some of my

respondents for refraining from including a marriage migrant in the proportional candidates list

for the 2020 elections. A critique that eventually led the DPP to make a new concession and

include an Overseas Chinese migrant of Malaysian origin, Luo Mei-ling, in the proportional

candidate list for the January 2020 elections. Though, her background as a student when she

arrived in Taiwan, made many wonder the rationale of this selection. Nor did the KMT’s

decisions pass without criticism. Although it allowed greater political participation for new

residents by nominating Lin Li-chan, a woman of Cambodian origin, in its party list for the

2016 elections, some of my informants showed dissatisfaction as she was not from mainland

China. In this way, the main critique was that Lin Li-chan could not voice the interests of the

major and most discriminated group of marriage migrants, spouses from the People's Republic

of China. Aware of this experience, the KMT made a different choice for the 2020 elections and

opted for a marriage migrant from mainland China, Niu Chun-ru. Yet, this choice raised

concerns, amongst the publics, about her connections with China, and the potential threat that

she may constitute to the future of Taiwan.

Conclusions



The preliminary findings shared in this report are important in understanding marriage migrants'

political participation patterns in Taiwan. This study confirmed previous research holding that

migrants’ political participation is positively related to policies of inclusion on the side of the

receiving state. Yet, the narratives of my informants also showed that other personal factors may

also be significant in shaping their political ideology, such as their family background/husband

influence, and the network they enter in contact once they are in Taiwan.

Although these factors do not necessarily lead to radical political changes from the expected

division between Southeast Asian and Mainland Chinese spouses, these findings may be crucial

to understand how migrants eventually decide to participate in the political process of the

receiving country, and how political parties may also change their narratives and strategies

depending on migrants' reactions and negotiation.

Furthermore, this study shows how migrant political participation should be seen as a process

rather than a one-off event. Migrants may show different involvement in the polity of the

receiving country at different stages of their life experience. They may also change their

political opinion, as, when they acquired experience, they also became more critical towards

parties’ actions and their own role as voters. A factor that also pushed parties to come to terms

with the expectations of their voters.
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