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Introduction 
 
This is the research report from the research project “Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan and Aung San Suu Kyi of 

Myanmar: a Comparative Analysis of Female Political Leadership in East and Southeast Asia” for the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Center for Chinese Studies, National Central Library, Taipei, Taiwan. For this 

research project I was granted Taiwan Fellowship which I did in Taipei and other places in Taiwan between 

3rd August 2022 and 19th November 2022.  

This report presents research findings that form the intellectual basis for a series of academic articles that, at 

the time of submission of this report are being written, and are planned to be send in order to be published in 

respected global academic journals and edited volumes.  

This research report consists of six parts. The first part is the theoretical background, followed by part 2, the 

methodology. Then I present my research on Aung San Suu Kyi (part 3) and Tsai Ing-wen (part 4) 

respectively. I conclude with a comparative analysis of these two political leaders (part 5). Bibliography and 

list of interview (part 6) conclude this report.  

 

Theoretical Background: Female Leadership in East and Southeast Asia 

Theoretical background of this research was based on feminist theory and leadership studies in political 

science applied to East and Southeast Asia. More broadly, it was an agency-centred explanation. Theories in 

political science either concentrate on focusing on structures or agency. A choice of theory is itself an answer 

to question whether the world is being shaped by social structure or rather by the activity of the individuals. 

This leads to debates along the philosophical divisions such as holism vs. individualism, objectivism vs. 

subjectivism, determinism vs. voluntarism, which all relates to core philosophical question of determinism 

against free will. 1 Structure-centred accounts favour explanations where structure dominates over agency. 

Structure is understood as observable, material conditions (law, political and economic system, political 

institutions, the distribution of wealth and power, environment) or as not visible, such as class, norms, 

ideology, kinship patterns, culture, political culture, patriarchate and others.2 Description of the structure-

centred theories should be started from the vague concept of Zeitgeist (an example of political science theory 

                                                           
1 Stuart McAnulla, “Structure and Agency,” in: Theory and Methods in Political Science, D. March, G. Stoker (eds), Palgrave 
Macmillan 2002, 2nd ed., p. 273; Walter Carlsnaes, “The Agency-Structure Problem in Foreign Policy Analysis,” International 
Studies Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 3 (Sep., 1992), p. 245. 
2 Kurt Burch, “Agent-structure relations,” in: Routledge Encyclopedia of International Political Economy: Entries A-F, eds. 
R.J.Barry Jones, vo. 1, entries A-F, Routledge 2001, pp. 12-13. 



based on Zeitgeist can be seen in the concept of “situational leader” where times make leaders), 3 via 

structuralism, Marxism (and neo-Marxism, including world-system theory) and other. 4  Agency-centred 

theories stress the ability of individual agents to (re)construct their worlds. Agents here can be individuals 

(politicians, decision-makers, activists), groups (interest groups, lobby groups, clans, protest movements and 

other) – here is understood as capacity of individuals to consciously make their own choices, realize their 

intentions and act in accordance with their free will (human agency).5 Such theories as “great man theory” 

(and its contemporary equivalents, such as “great leaders of crowds,” charismatic authority or “personal 

legitimization”) or different intentionist theories (rational choice theory; public choice theory; and pluralism) 

are individualistic, based on the idea of central importance of agents in social systems and/or on the 

presumption that only agents’ actions/deeds can be researched. Finally, there are theories that attempt to 

move beyond the agent structure dilemma, such as Pierre Bourdieu’s habitus6, Giddens’ structuration theory7, 

Hay and Jessop’s strategic-relations approach 8 , Margaret Archer’s morphogenesis 9 . Despite many 

achievements of all these theories, the dispute on agency-structure remains unresolved. In Taiwanese and 

Burmese conditions choosing agency-centred explanation is easier. Such aspects as the dominance of 

personalisation of power (individuals are much more important than institutions) in the Taiwanese and 

Burmese politics, the systemic transformation (from authoritarianism to democracy) carried out by the 

conscious elites, as well as other factors influence the agency-centred theoretical choice. The most important 

reason is simple: both Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi are politicians, female political leaders who has 

played important in their country’s political systems. And since agency-centred theories focus on individuals, 

this makes the theoretical choice of this research rather natural.  

Moving on to feminist theory. The traditional view of of politics was that of men’s sphere of activity10. This 

was based on a stereotype of politics being “the masculine” sphere of life. Accordingly, only only men were 

imagined to be capable of being able to manage political affairs, to present decisiveness politics is believed 

to require. This assumption has relegated women to the private sphere of life, to “human interest” column11. 

Home, family and children were supposed to be their “proper” sphere; the public sphere belonged to men12. 

Historically speaking, this unfair private-public distinction legitimized men’s dominance in politics and 

                                                           
3 Donelson R. Forsyth, Group dynamics, Wadsworth, New York 2009, p. 255.  
4 Derek Laydler, Understanding Social Theory, Sage, London 1994, p. 22. 
5 Chris Barker, Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice, Sage, London 2005, p. 448; Colin Hay, Political Analysis : A Critical 
Introduction, Palgrave Macmillan 2002, p. 94; Stuart McAnulla, “Structure and Agency”, p. 276. 
6 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge University Press: London 1977. 
7 Giddens Anthony, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press 1984. 
8 Colin Hay, Bob Jessop, The Governance of Local Economic Development and the Development of Local Economic 
Governance: A Strategic-Relational Approach, Lancaseter Working Paper in Political Economy no. 53, 1995. 
9 Margaret Archer, Culture and Agency: the place of culture in social theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1996. 
10 Parts of this theoretical introduction were earlier published in the following article, Michał Lubina From Feminisation to 
Masculinisation: Aung San Suu Kyi and her struggle with the double bind in Burma/Myanmar and beyond, [in:] Current 
Myanmar Studies: Aung San Suu Kyi, Muslims in Arakan, and Economic Insecurity, ed. by Winterberger, Georg and Esther 
Tenberg, Newcastle upon Tyne, Cambridge Scholars Publishing 2019, p. 29-59. 
11 Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics. Berkeley: University of 
California Press 2014, p. 4 
12 Jean Elshtain, Public man, private woman: Women in social and political thought. Princeton: Princeton University Press 1981. 



served as counter arguments against women emancipation movements in late 19th and early 20th century, 

e.g. against women’s right to vote.  

Today, in many regards, this is history. Nevertheless, deeply ingrained assumptions based on this stereotype 

linger here or there; past dies hard. The private-public distinction has been muted over time, it is less obvious 

now but not non-existent. One may trace the remnants of this distinction in many contexts, like in media, 

when they scrutinize husbands and children of female aspirants; or when they express concerns about 

qualifications of female candidates13. Even today women who venture out of the private sphere may be 

designed other than politician or leader – as a ‘community activist’ or ‘pioneer’ – and/or they may face 

gendered/stereotypical assumptions about their (un)fitness for political posts14. In feminist literature this 

problem was labelled “double bind” 15 , sometimes compared to “catch –22 dilemma” 16 . The private 

distinction of this double bind means is the following: if a woman aspires to be a political leader and happens 

to be a wife and mother, then her commitment to family may be questioned; if, however, she is unmarried or 

does not have children, she may be vulnerable to speculations of being ruthless, careerist who sacrificed 

family life at the altar of political career17. For example, Julia Gillard, Australia’s first female prime-minister 

(2010-2013) was exposed to comments of her being deprived of love due to consciously not having children18. 

This public (political) part of the double band is based on the spurious division between competence and 

femininity. If a female political leader behaves in an assertive way while holding her office, she may be 

considered aggressive, in the footsteps of Lady Macbeth. On the other hand, if she does not copy the “male 

style of political leadership” (so presumably hard and strong), she risks accusations of being too weak to be 

a political leader, unfit for demanding posts19. So, in short, the double bind means that “women who are 

considered feminine will be judged as incompetent and women who are competent, as unfeminine”20.  

One of the roots of the double bind lie in the popular assumption of politics being dominated by power and, 

by extension, intrinsically prone to violence. This assumption distances woman from the notion of power 

due to several stereotypes that attribute different psychological traits to women and to men21. Consequently, 

if politics is about power and violence, then men are apparently more capable of comprehending it: women 

have traditionally been believed not to have interest in fighting for or having power due to the latter being 

too tough, too remote and too violent for women22. The positive stereotype of women being “too good” for 

politics is to blame for that; if woman are supposed to be morally better, then power can corrupt them more, 

                                                           
13 Farida Jalalzai, Mona Lena Krook “Beyond Hillary and Benazir: Women’s Political Leadership Worldwide.” International 
Political Science Review 31(1): 5-21, 2010, p. 6. 
14 Amanda Sinclair, “Not just 'adding women in': Women re-making leadership.” In Seizing the initiative: Australian women 
leaders in politics, workplaces and communities, edited by R. Francis, P. Grimshaw and A. Standish. eScholarship Research 
Centre, The University of Melbourne 2012. 
15 Kathleen H. Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind. Women and Leadership. Oxford: Oxford University Press 1995, p. 16. 
16 Georgia Duerst-Lahti, “Institutional Gendering. Theoretical Insight into the Environment of Women Officeholders.” In 
Women and Elective Office. Past, Present and Future, edited by Sue Thomas and Clyde Wilcox. New York: Oxford University 
Press 2005, p. 235. 
17 Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind, p. 16. 
18 Sinclair, “Not just 'adding women in'. 
19 Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind, p. 16. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Donatella Campus, Women political leaders and the media. New Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan 2013, p. 3. 
22 Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases, p. 7. 



and can bring more damage23. But this is a stereotype, sex does not determine whether one is more or less 

prone to violence: “a woman isn't inherently or irreversibly anti-militaristic or anti-authoritarian”.24 It is more 

about social processes as well as enduring social structures that keep such stereotypes alive.25  

Historically speaking there was a number of woman political leaders who manage to achieve leadership roles 

despite the above mentioned stereotypes, Indira Gandhi. Golda Meir or Margaret Thatcher, being the 20th 

century’s most famous examples. However, they all proved to be quite assertive, if not militaristic (Gandhi 

during her tenures staged one war, several smaller conflicts and introduced emergency; Meir also had one 

war and smaller conflicts as well as ordered antiterrorist operations; Thatcher also had one war, antiterrorist 

operations as well as harsh measures against trade unions). Their leadership style resembled the traditional 

male style (they “played like men”) and as such their did not challenge the masculine presumptions and did 

not threaten male politicians.26 That’s why the above mentioned leaders were named “women added in”27, 

and were afterwards accused of failing to enhance women’s status during their leadership 28  or even 

perpetuating “masculinization vs. marginalization” no-win situation.29 The latter criticism claims that such 

no-win situation appears when a female political leader tries to behave like her male counterparts and avoids 

challenging gendered norms (then she is “masculinized”) or, she raises concerns specific to women she is 

shunned by other politicians and/loses prestige (then she is “marginalized”)30. Even if such criticism is far-

fetched, and may lack historical perspective and cultural dimension, it nevertheless does show the tensions 

accompanying female political leaders. These tensions are differently answered – e.g. by female leadership 

less masculine than traditional ones, but not specifically feminine)31 – depending on the political systems 

(either democratic or authoritarian32) and on region of the world.  

Female political participation is distributed unevenly in the world. When one looks at yearly Forbes ranking 

of 100 most powerful women33, top posts are occupied almost entirely by Western female leaders (for 2022 

the first non-Western female leader is no other than Tsai Ing-wen, at position no. 17)34, the most recent 

famous examples are Ursula von der Leyen or Kamala Harris. Although a trend towards more inclusiveness 

is noticeable globally (for example in Africa, with such leaders as Sahle-Work Zewde of Ethiopia, Ellen 

Johnson Sirleaf in Liberia or Joyce Banda in Malawi), female political leadership is still very much Western-

dominated phenomenon.    

                                                           
23 Campus, Women political leaders, p. 47. 
24 Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases, p. 7. 
25 Ibid., p. 6. 
26 Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases, p. 7. 
27 Sinclair, “Not just 'adding women in'. 
28 Jalalzai, Krook “Beyond Hillary and Benazir”, p. 6. 
29 Meg Rincker, “Masculinized or Marginalized: Decentralization and Women’s Status in Regional Polish Institutions”, Journal 
of Women, Politics & Policy 30(1) 2009, p. 46-69. 
30 Ibid.  
31 James McGregor Burns, Leadership, Harper and Collins, 1978. 
32 currently there are no totalitarian countries ruled by a woman; though North Korea’s Kim Yo-jong perhaps has a chance to 
change that in future.  
33 “The world’s 100 most powerful women”, Forbes 06.12.2022, https://www.forbes.com/lists/power-
women/?sh=1abba3785a95 (access: 04.02.2023) 
34 Ibid. 



In this regard, Asia represents a very peculiar case. Traditionally, in precolonial times in (East, South and 

Southeast) Asia, women’s informal political and religious activities were highly valued as complementing 

men’s formal political and religious roles35. However, women’s influence within the domestic realm usually 

did extend to the public political domain; women’s political power has thus been derived from a complex 

network of social relationships, strengthened through kinship, marriage and other ‘familial’ ties such as those 

between patrons and their clients36. Nevertheless, direct rule by a woman was rare (though not non-existent), 

much more often in order to be decision-makers, they employed the traditional strategy of “head and neck” 37, 

that is “staying in the shadows”, informally influencing their male partners, formal political leaders. 

Postcolonial period brought a decisive break, paving the way for top political posts for women albeit in a 

specific way. In 20th century Asia women achieved top political posts much earlier than in the West: 

Sirimavo Bandaranaike of Sri Lanka was the first elected female leader38 soon to be followed by Indira 

Gandhi of India, Corazon C. Aquino of the Philippines, Benazir Bhutto of Pakistan, Sheik Hasina Wajed and 

Khaleda Zia Rahman of Bangladesh, Megawati Sukarnoputri of Indonesia, Gloria Macapagal Arroyo of the 

Philippines, Park Geun-hye of South Korea, Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar and Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan. 

However, with the important exception of Tsai Ing-wen all these female leaders entered politics thanks to 

infectious charisma that came from being “widows-of-him” or “daughters-of-him” - the him being their 

martyred or revered husbands or fathers.”39 In Southeast Asia, as in South Asia or East Asia, a considerable 

number of female political leaders gained power by capitalising on the legacy of their dead (male) relatives. 

A female leaders’ heritage became their political commitment and an essential political asset – the widows 

and daughters replaced the male leaders as a necessary figurehead in a sort of symbolic changeover.40 Aung 

San Suu Kyi of Myanmar was exactly the case example of this tendency: she was able to use her “karmic 

credentials”41 to build her “moral capital”42 which translated into political influence and power. Tsai ing-

wen of Taiwan, on the other hand, offers a fascinating, exceptional case study as she entered politics 

independently, without above mentioned dynastic “shortcut” to power. Thus, these two political figures, 

Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar and Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan offer a good comparison between an Asian 

female leader who used traditional way to get to the power and a one who managed to achieve that without 

dynastical link.  

The Methodology  

                                                           
35 Wazir Jahan Karim, “Bilateralism and Gender in Southeast Asia" [in:] 'Male' and 'Female' in Developing Southeast Asia, 
Oxford, Berg Publisher 1995, p. 35-74. 
36 Robert H. Taylor, The State in Myanmar, Singapore, University of Singapore Press 2009, p. 15-60, 375-384. 
37 Anne Stevens, Women, Power, Politics, Houndmills, Palgrave 2007, p. 9-24. 
38 Bandaranaike was the first democratically elected leader (Prime Minister): before her there were two other Asian female leaders 
who held highest posts: Khertek Anchimaa-Toka of Tuva and Sükhbaataryn Yanjmaa of Mongolia; however both were 
independent in name only as their posts only formalised USSR’s policies.  
39 Arnold Ludwig, King of the Mountain. The Nature of Political Leadership. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky 2002, p. 
22. 
40 (Ibid.) 
41 Jessica Harriden, The Authority of Influence. Women and Power in Burmese History. Copenhagen: NIU Press 2012, 210-211. 
42 John Kane, The Politics of Moral Capital. New York: Cambridge University Press 2001, 147-171. 



This research was based on hermeneutic approach, centred around an attempt to understand social actions. 

Following Weberian understanding of sociology, his definition of action and social action 43 , “the 

understanding of actions has to be based on the understanding of the subjective meaning,” while the latter 

“is, in turn, dependent on the particular context” – and hermeneutics is the method of understanding “a work 

in terms of its context”.44 According to Bogdanor’s explanation of hermeneutics “in order to understand the 

way people behave, we need to understand their motives for doing what they are doing and what they think 

they are doing, and also to know their world outlook and how they see their place in the world.”45 In other 

words, the aim is to place Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu behaviours and her actions within specific cultural 

and socio-cultural context. This follows Gadamer’s “horizon of understanding” (determined by all socio-

cultural environments a person is integrated in) – a person understands the world as a result of complex 

interaction of specific horizons of understanding that are constantly overlapping.”46 In this context, “the 

critical self-awareness applies to the gap between the horizon of the author and the horizon which the 

objective of investigation belongs to”, while “the inclusion of critical self-awareness in the process of 

hermeneutic understanding prevents from evaluating in comparison with one’s own norms and values.”47 

This guarantees value-free criterion of social science. 48  This approach responds to the cognitive and 

methodological directive formulated by Herbert Schnädelbach (“to understand something is to understand 

how it came into being.”)49 This is not a frequently used perspective in political science, where usually 

considerations over constitutive elements of politics (such as power, order, state, interest, good etc.) in a 

decontextualized, depersonalized sphere (occupied by disembodied entities) prevail. However, a political 

science that abstracts or neglects the everyday meaning of politicalness and the meaning of intersubjective 

relations, is a science that deals with anatomized political exhibits. Instead, this research tried to look for the 

sources and dynamics of political phenomenon and processes in interaction between the domestic sources of 

personality and identity of a political agent, and structured forms of external for her/him reality. That is why 

it focused on the cultural schemes of Taiwanese and Burmese policymaking and tried to extract from their 

meaning and their orientated activities a certain logic: an order of everyday concepts, signs and symbols as 

well as associated with it practices that condition the differentia specifica of political and social institutions. 

This is an attempt to catch meanings and casual connections that originates from a theoretical line that 

demands getting to know everyday meanings and symbols that shape the attitudes towards politics in a local 

context in order to make the intentional acts of a political agent meaningful in the social and cultural context. 

Through the structuralised meaning of everyday practice this research tried to understand and explain the 

                                                           
43 Max Weber, Economy and Society, Univ. of California Press London, Los Angeles 1978, p. 4. 
44 Franziska Blum, Teaching Democracy. The Program and Practice of Aung San Suu Kyi’s Concept of People’s Education, 
Regiospectra, Berlin 2011, p. 13.  
45 Vernon Bogdanor, The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Political Science, Blackwell Reference, Oxford (et al.): 1999, p. 153; Blum, 
Teaching Democracy, p. 13. 
46 Quoted in: Ibid., p. 15. 
47 Ibid., p. 15.  
48 Weber, Economy and Society, p. 4. 
49 Herbert Schnädelbach , Vernunft und Geschichte. Vorträge und Abhandlungen (vol. 1), Frankfurt a. M. 1987. 



norms and values of local policymaking and axiological and normative background of their system of 

motivations and behaviour50. As such this attempt was an example of interpretative political science.  

In order to achieve data for this research, I used a qualitative methodology and a single case study method51; 

this allowed to get in-depth, multi-faced explanations about a complex phenomenon52. The case study is 

applied in this study as a primary research method.53 This qualitative methodology to gain an in-depth 

understanding of Tsai Ing-wen and her policies. I didn’t have to do the same with Aung San Suu Kyi as I 

already researched her person and her policies in the last decade; now I needed to learn and research more 

about Tsai Ing-wen; for this reason I went to Taiwan. I collected the primary data for this research through 

face-to-face semi-structured interviews, direct observation, and reading of documents and secondary sources. 

I did it on the bases of qualitative methodology. This methodology is valuable by the fact that it increases 

the acceptability of the interpretations of research findings, helps to understand and interpret the data from 

secondary sources and helps create knowledge. Qualitative research is inductive, it enables the researcher to 

discover the sense of perceptions in a specified situation54; it also helps to explore and understand human 

behaviour, feelings and textured experiences.55 A holistic, single-case, in-depth case study approach was 

employed here in order to achieve in-depth, multi-faced explanations of the complex phenomenon.56 As for 

the case study approach – “case” understood her as the subject of study, a person, organization, behavioural 

condition, event or some other social phenomenon,57 in this research it is a person, Tsai Ing-wen – it is an 

empirical research method adopted in investigating a contemporary real-world case; this approach assists to 

grasp the context, surrounding conditions.58 The case study approach is helpful in order to gain an in-depth 

understanding of an issue or phenomenon.59 Case study helps to research and get an in-depth holistic view 

of the research problem.60 The case study approach is both descriptive and analytical: it hopes to understand 

complexities in order to get substantial insights into a particular example of social (in this research: political) 

phenomenon that is the focus of the study.61 Case study also allows in-depth inquiry into the case, to group 

                                                           
50 I am grateful for Professor Kazmierz Dziubka from Uniwersity of Wrocław who inspired this part of theoretical background of 
my research.  
51 in doing this methodological part, I was inspired by the following work: Iqthyer Uddin Md Zahed, “The Politics of Forced 
Migration in the 21st Century: The Case of the Rohingya,” PhD thesis  University of New England, NSW, Australia 2022 
52 Danny Jorgensen, Participant Observation: A Methodology for Human Studies. Sage Publications 1989, p. 18; Robert K. Yin, 
Applications of Case Study Research. London, Sage, 2012, p. 7. 
53 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods. London, Sage, 2018. 
54 Anselm Strauss, Juliate Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 
London: Sage 2008. 
55 Paul Atkinson, A.J. Coffey, Sara Delamont, ”A debate about our canon.” Qualitative research, 1(1), 5-21. 
56 Jorgensen, Participant Observation, p. 18; Yin, Applications of Case Study Research, 7.  
57 Yin, Case Study Research and Applications, p. 31 and 145. 
58 Ibid.; Robert K. Yin, Darnella Davis, “Adding new dimensions to case study evaluations: The case of evaluating comprehensive 
reforms”. In George Julnes & D. J. Rog (Eds.), Informing Federal Policies for evaluation methodology (New Directions in 
Program Evaluation), Jossey-Bass 2007, p. 5, 18, 75-93. 
59 Sarah Crowe, Kathrin Cresswell, Ann Robertson, Guro Huby, Anthony Avery, Aziz Sheikh, “The case study approach”. BMC 
medical research methodology, 11(1), 1-9, 2011. 
60 Saša Baškarada, “Qualitative Case Study Guidelines,” The Qualitative Report, 19(40), 1-25, 2014; Pamela Baxter, Susan Jack, 
“Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design and Implementation for Novice Researchers”, The Qualitative Report, 13(4), 
p. 544-559, 2008. 
61 Yin, Case Study Research and Applications. 



even various characteristics when trying to interpret the factors.62 Case study approach’s strength is that in 

this approach the data can be collected from various sources, both primary and secondary ones: documents, 

archival record, direct observation and interviews; this all increases the quality of the research.63 

This research was based on data collected from documents, observations and interviews, on primary and 

secondary written sources in English, Mandarin Chinese and Russian as well as on individual semi-structured 

interviews with the academic and political elites of Taiwan: researchers, analysts, commentators, journalists 

and politicians. The written sources meant published books, articles, reports, policy papers and media (both 

traditional and social) texts relevant to the research; this also included online materials. Methodologically 

speaking, the primary sources, documents and archive records are valuable source as they produce accuracy, 

specific details, names of people and/or organisations and other data that can be correlated against arguments 

from other sources.64 I used Republic of China government documents (sometimes PRC documents as well), 

UN (and its agendas) documents, NGO-produced documents and other type of documents. Document 

verification followed up the extensive usage of media materials in this research. As for secondary written 

sources, I used books as well as articles and other papers published in respected journals and edited volumes 

as well as other scientific papers. The full list of used materials is included in the Bibliography, at the end of 

this report. This was accompanied by direct observation and interviews. The former is an important source 

of evidence for qualitative research,65 this is a traditional method in field research, including in case studies.66 

By observation the researcher familiarises himself with the culture of a particular group being studied (here 

it was the political culture of Taiwan). I spent almost four months in Taiwan on this Taiwan Fellowship. 

During this time I observed media coverage of Tsai Ing-wen, I watched her speeches (e.g. the one during 

“fourth Strait Crisis67, or on the occasion of 10/10 anniversary68 as well as other), and observed the reaction 

of people (both elites and ordinary) when mentioning her name and the topic of my research. Specifically, I 

made my observations at the following places: NCCU; Soochow University; Tamkang University; Academia 

Sinica; NYCU in Hsinchu; National Defense University; National Central Library; among the diplomatic 

community of Taipei; in the Foreign Correspondence Club in Taipei; at the European Values Center in Taipei; 

at the Wenhua Academy in Taipei; and at the following museums: Human Rights Museum; 28.02.Museum; 

National Palace Museum; and during 10/10 celebrations. Throughout my stay I made comprehensive field 

notes of all things relevant to the study. This observation helped me to better understand Taiwan and its 

                                                           
62 Robert K. Yin, “Case Study Methods”. [In:] Harris E. Cooper, Paul M. Camic, Debra L. Long, A. T. Panter, David E. 
Rindskopf, & Kenn J. Sher (eds.), Apa Handbook of Research Methods in Psychology, Vol 2: Research Designs, American 
Psychological Association, 2012, p. 143. 
63 Yin, Case Study Research and Applications, p. 111; Michael Patton, Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Sage 
Publications 2012, p. 4.  
64 Yin, Case Study Research and Applications, p. 115-117. 
65 Ibid., p. 121; Sonya J. Morgan, Susan R. Pullon, Lindsay M. Macdonald, Eileen M. McKinlay, Ben V. Gray, “Case study 
observational research: A framework for conducting case study research where observation data are the focus,” Qualitative health 
research, vol. vol. 27, no. 7/2017, p. 1063. 
66 Harry F. Wolcott, Harry F., The Art of Fieldwork. California, Altamira Press 1995. 
67 President Tsai delivers remarks on the live-fire military exercises China conducting in areas around Taiwan, Office of the 
President of Republic of China (Taiwan), 04.08.2022, https://english.president.gov.tw/News/6295 (access: 26.02.2023). 
68 President Tsai delivers 2022 National Day Address, Office of the President of Republic of China (Taiwan), 10.10.2022 (access: 
26.02.2023). 



policies. Last but not least, I conducted  interviews with the intellectual and political elites of Taiwan. 

Methodologically speaking, in the qualitative approach, there is the need to interview at least 30-50 

interviewees from a particular group.69 The samples shouldn’t be either too small (which would make it 

challenging to get data and/or theoretical saturation) or too large (which would make it challenging to analyse 

it).70 Yet, if the “golden mean” of 30-50 interviewees is impossible to meet for this or that reason, it is better 

to conduct less interviews as a small sample helps analyse the data in a meticulous and creative way, while 

large sample risks doing research for too long.71 There are no set, strict rules in selecting the number of 

participants,: it all depends on the approach, method and possibilities on the ground. 72  The purposive 

sampling approach chose here means that the interviewees were selected based on their knowledge, 

availability and will to talk to the researcher.73 Here “random sampling” was used to choose interviewees 

from among those people identified through purposive sampling.74 In doing my fieldwork, conducting semi-

structural interviews in Taipei and beyond, I used “an informal strategy” named “judgmental sampling,” that 

is relying on researcher’s own judgment to find the appropriate interviewee.75 In purposive sampling, an 

appropriate interviewee should possess a valuable information concerning the undertaken research.76 The 

interviews were more a guided (sometimes loose) conversations than a structured questioning, which is in 

line with the case study research.77 Semi-structured questions for a case study should be fluid, not rigid.78 

Through this type of interview, the researcher gets data, facts, information, ideas, opinions and other insights 

into the research he does.79 Through this kind of interview the researcher learns the facts, interpretations and 

opinions about the research topic; this is also a way to get suggestions from the interviewees about other 

people to interview as well as about other sources that can be useful in the research.80 I used an open-ended 

semi-structured technique to achieve a holistic and detailed understanding of Taiwan in general, its policies, 

including that of Tsai Ing-wen in particular. I conducted 38 semi-structured in-depth interviews in Taipei and 

beyond (one was conducted earlier during preliminary research prior to arrival to Taiwan) with the Taiwanese 

academic and political elites: academics (political scientists, historians, sociologists, anthropologists, 

security studies researchers and other), analysts, commentators, journalists and politicians, including 

government officials, as well as social activists, including NGO activists. I include the anonymized list at the 

end of this report, below Bibliography. The interviewees would not be identifiable from the information they 
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provided. These interviews form the core of this research as the data from interviews helps to gain 

comprehensive knowledge and contextual information on the research topic. The interviewees were chosen 

from experts on Taiwan, both Taiwanese and foreign, from those who willing to participate in the interviews. 

Interviews usually took 30-120 minutes. They were interviewed via purposive sampling with each expert 

chosen from a group of knowledgeable individuals with expertise on Taiwanese politics; thanks to these 

interviews I was able to enrich my knowledge about Taiwan and complete this research project.   

I used secondary data to back up and validate the findings from primary sources, the interviews and 

observation. I was able to compare the accuracy of secondary data against the primary data collected during 

fieldwork. I used the thematic analysis method81 for data analysis which produces systemically, relevant, 

trustworthy and insightful findings.82 This thematic analysis in effective method for analysing different 

perspectives of qualitative interviews as it stresses similarities and differences and produces insights, 

sometimes surprising.83 The thematic analysis helps to summarise key features of data; it also enables to use 

structured approaches in handling data in order to produce a good, well-organized report.84 I analysed data 

by using both inductive and deductive approaches for analysis to make sure that information relevant to the 

research questions was obtain by data analysis that provided deeper insights with respect to conceptual and 

theoretical differentiation; this ensures that data analysis is able to provide deeper insights with conceptual 

and theoretical contrast.85 I triangulated the data by a method called “data source triangulation” method, that 

is collection of data from different groups, at different time and from various locations in order get 

comprehensive, multiply perspectives of the same topic. I used triangulation of data sources with theory86 as 

well as peer discussion and secondary literature87 to validate the case study research. During the research, 

issues pertaining to Taiwan, its politics and history, identity politics, Cross-Strait relations and other 

international dimensions as well as gender issues, including the political aspects of it, were the central focus 

of my research. 

Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar 

Aung San Suu Kyi represents the traditional pattern of achieving positions of power in Asia: dynastic link88. 

Historically speaking, women in Myanmar were excluded from political offices and discriminated religiously, 
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as local version of Theravada Buddhism asserted men’s spiritual superiority (possession of ဘနုး်, hpoun, or 

glory) blocked most women from reaching top positions in formal institutions of power89. This was true to 

both precolonial and colonial times, in the latter case, women took part in the national liberation movement 

of 1920-1930s though as secondary actors90. Derived from local interpretation of Buddhism, there was (and 

often still is) a popular assumption that women are inferior to men; as such they cannot be political leaders.91 

They are, on hand hand, associated with the realm of desire; on the other, their traditionally important role is 

the sphere of commerce made them “polluted spiritually”.92 Given these circumstances, it is unsurprising 

that Burmese women interested in politics have traditionally used the local version of “head and neck” 

strategy to achieve political importance93. The most famous example of employing this strategy remains 

Supayalat, a 19th century queen94, more recent examples involve wives and daughters of senior Burmese 

generals, including ruling dictators from military juntas95; here the most famous one is Kyaing Kyaing, wife 

of Than Shwe, Myanmar’s dictator in the years of 1992-2011.  

Aung San Suu Kyi had broken these unwritten rules of “head and neck”. When she entered politics in 1988 

she did this directly – and that led to backlash from Burmese generals, traditionally-thinking men.96 They 

responded  by employing slandering propaganda that portrayed Suu Kyi in a racist way as un-Burmese and 

un-Buddhist.97 Burmese regime’s propagandists exploited the private-public distinction and tried to trap Suu 

Kyi in the double bind. Suu Kyi, however, proved to be competent in neutralizing this propaganda. Externally, 

she started dressing in Burmese cloths and putting flowers in her hair, just like women traditionally did in 

Myanmar.98 This was risky as it could result in “trivialization effect” (women’s appearance undermines the 

seriousness and credibility of female candidates)99 and produced a tension between femininity and power (to 

what extent can a powerful woman be feminine?100, but it proved to be a winning strategy. Suu Kyi’s 

feminine dress matched well with her political determination which in Myanmar produced an image of a 

powerful yet very feminine leader at the same time.  

More important challenge was her personal situation. Well before entering politics Suu Kyi married Michael 

Aris, a British academician, which in postcolonial Myanmar became an issue as it exposed her to local 
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xenophobia and resentment (she was the daughter of the founding father of Burma, Aung San). The military 

regime used this fact to attack her, quintessentially exploiting the private-public distinction in order to 

politically annihilate a female politician. In Suu Kyi’s case it was done in openly racist, primitive manner101 

- in constant attacks from state media. Suu Kyi employed various means to defend herself: she kept repeating 

that country was more important for her that her family; she hid her husband during electoral campaign102, 

apparently even considered divorcing him103 and certainly distanced herself from him in her international 

interview 104; she also minimized her personal cost (separation from family due to house arrest) when 

compared to repressions suffered by the Burmese society.105 In 1999, when her husband was dying of cancer 

in London, she didn’t risk to come back to the UK as the generals might have not let her return to Myanmar. 

Personal cost aside, her actions meant that she sacrificed the “private” sphere of her life in order to fulfill her 

cause in the  public sphere. This was well understood and appreciated in Myanmar as it underlined her 

commitment to the cause, just like some Burmese women did during anticolonial movement.106 Politically 

speaking it proved to be the winning strategy.  

Simultaneously, Suu Kyi transcended the double bind she faced as female politician by using three 

interconnected strategies: the notion that women are needed in times of crisis; lineage; and mother of the 

nation. The first one was the Burmese version of a universal stereotype that when the country’s situation 

became bad, economically or socially serious, women are perceived as the savers. They are believed to have 

not interests and/or good reputation and are seen as less limited in their action – to put it shortly: “women 

clean up politics.”107 Suu Kyi used it brilliantly in her Shwedagon speech that marked her entry into national 

politics. She justified her decision to entry politics as enforced by the political crisis, called by her “the second 

struggle for national independence.”108 Although this comparison was, historically speaking, far-fetched109, 

she won the hearts and minds of the audience, and then of the majority of Burmese nation. Thanks to her 

Shwedagon speech she legitimized herself and de-legitimized the military government.  

This was possible thanks to her lineage. She used it, too – that was her second strategy. Being the daughter 

of Aung San, Burma/Myanmar’s founding father (killed just before independence which secured his 

legendary status), she became the Burmese version of wider Asian phenomenon: a “daughter-of-him”, a 
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reverted (and martyred) famous father110. She capitalized on the legacy of her famous father, she replaced 

him as figurehead in a sort of symbolic changeover. 111  This was her “moral capital” 112  her “karmic 

credentials” that translated into political influence.113 Finally, her last strategy was a Burmese version of the 

“mother of nation” approach. Theoretically speaking, “the mother of nation” is one the not-that-many 

alternatives path to leadership for female politicians. It centers on the image of power based on care and 

provision of goods (just like traditional mother in the family), not on authority, traditionally attributed to 

father of family. This is a “softer” approach, as it emulates the role of the mother in the family on the political 

level.114 Myanmar is no different here, mother here is also “the traditional source of female authority” and 

Suu Kyi was able to attach herself to that image115. Sacrificing her marriage played a key role here as it was 

understood as a personal sacrifice of family for the country, for the greater good, just like mother sacrifices 

her life for her children.116  

Thanks to using these three strategies as well as other tactics, Suu Kyi survived the unfair and uneven political 

struggle with the generals. They have always been politically stronger in Myanmar and the political 

competition in the country took form of non-level playing field, where the generals had the last word. 

Nevertheless, Suu Kyi survived twenty seven years in opposition, including over fifteen (in total) in three 

house arrests. After many years of waiting she finally had her chance. When the generals liberalized the 

system in 2011, she moved in. She negotiated and maneuvered her way up to the top, becoming MP in 2012, 

and winning general elections in 2015. After that she achieved the positon of power by becoming the State 

Counsellor, the de facto chancellor of Myanmar in 2016. For five years she ruled the country with moderate 

successes yet with continuing popular support. Unfortunately, in 2021 she was toppled in another coup d’état, 

which plunged the country into turmoil and civil war. Suu Kyi was subsequently arrested and then jailed. 

Currently she is in prison and yet again is the world’s most famous political prisoner. That is why Aung San 

Suu Kyi’s story is that of limited or partial success of a female politician in Asia.117 She managed to survive 

uneven political competition and ruled for five years; yet ultimately she lost to superior might of the Burmese 

generals.   

Tsai Ing-wen of Taiwan 

Tsai Ing-wen is a fascinating, exceptional case study on the map of global and Asian female leaders. To start 

with, she is from a non-political family. Furthermore, she became a self-made woman: achieving everything 

by herself, including political prominence. In her bureaucratic and political career, she was a minister in the 

Republic of China’s mainland office (2000-2004), member of legislative Yuan, or parliament (2005-2006), 
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vice premier of the Republic of China (2006-2007), three times chairwoman of the DPP, Democratic People’s 

Party (2008-2012, 2014-2018, 2020-2022) and finally twice the president of the Republic of China (2016-

currently). She succeeded in both her bureaucratic career (she had her role in paving way for Taiwan to WTO 

in 2002), and in political one. As a president so far she enhanced the global profile of her country, awed the 

world by aptly handling Covid-19 pandemic and skilfully navigated the stormy waters of Cross-Strait 

relations. At the time of writing this report, she still has one year in her last presidential term which, unless 

something dramatic happens, may sum up her successful political career. In 2020 she was included in “Time” 

magazine’s most influential people,118 while in 2021 she ranked 9th in the annual Forbes ranking of most 

powerful women (in 2022 she was 17th).119 In terms of being a female leader, Tsai is a fascinating case study.  

Tsai Ing-wen was born on 31th August 1956, in Taipei City, from a family of Hakka and Aboriginal descent: 

her family comes from Southern Taiwan, from Fenggang Village, Fangshan Township, Pingtung County; 

one of her grandfathers came from Hakka family (originally from Guangdong) while and one of her 

grandmothers was from Paiwan indigenous people. 120  Her father, Tsai Chieh-sheng (Jiesheng), was a 

wealthy merchant who made money on car repair: he ran a SME enterprise, an auto repair shop, then moved 

to expand his freight business, that included repairing cars for the US military and other American staff in 

Taiwan; subsequently he also invested in restaurants, construction, real estate and other businesses and 

became a wealthy man.121 Tsai Chieh-sheng had four spouses and, according to different sources, nine to 

eleven children; Tsai Ing-wen was the youngest in the family.122 Her siblings live now in Taiwan and in the 
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US and keep a low profile, do not give interviews.123 Traditionally speaking, being the youngest daughter in 

a Chinese family must have been a handicap. Whether it was a case here is unclear, as there are only 

circumstantial evidences. Apparently, when her father gave her name, Ing-wen, he chose the simple character, 

ying (英), instead of the most sophisticated 瀛 although according to family tree, it should have been the 

latter124. One of my interviewees speculated that the choice of a simple character was because for her father 

“she was only a girl”, and so he gave her much simpler name than to other siblings.125 The interviewee moved 

on say that “Tsai had a difficult childhood”, presumably because of being the youngest daughter, from the 

last spouse of her father,126 a father who “was of the Confucian kind: he encouraged her to study hard but 

also expected her, as the youngest daughter, to devote herself to his care.”127 As she herself admitted, “I was 

not considered a kid that would be successful in my career.”128 Apparently, the family experience made her 

“cautious” since childhood; on the other hand the same source claim she was “much loved youngest 

daughter”129 and such similar lines about can be found in other references, too130. Although she was the 

youngest daughter from the last spouse, Tsai Ing-wen apparently said that her father treated every spouse 

and his offspring “fairly”131. As a child Ing-wen enjoyed reading and, encouraged by parents, developed an 

interest in studying.132 She was interested in archaeology, wanted to study it and became an archaeologist; 

until today she has plenty of books on archaeology.133 She was also strong at Chinese and history and was 

interested in literature as well134. But she went to study law because her father wanted her to do so; apparently 

because he believed that at least child in the family should be a lawyer to protect the interest of his business 

and since all elder kids already “had their vocations,” Ing-wen was persuaded to do so.135 This would suggest 

a handicap from being the youngest daughter yet there is no proof that following her father’s will rather than 

her own interest was in any way dramatic; it is equally possible that young Ing-wen considered going along 

the way of her father as a natural order of things. Whatever the nature of her childhood was, it was a childhood 

spent in comfortable conditions: Tsai has been rich since childhood.136 When I interviewed a female civil 
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servant from President’s Administration and I started a small talk by saying, “you’re just like Tsai Ing-wen, 

you’ll be president one day”, the interviewee replied “No, I’m not from a rich family”137. Other respondent, 

a Tsai Ing-wen former high school colleague, approached me after a conference where I presented my 

preliminary research and told me: “Tsai Ing-wen had a privileged childhood, she came from a rich family. 

When she was a child she had a car and a chauffeur; and then she could afford studies at Cornell. We couldn’t 

have dreamed of anything like that”.138 The interviewee continued to disagree with the notion of Tsai not 

coming from politically influential family139. However, I beg to disagree: there is a significant difference 

between coming from upper class/elites and being a member of a political dynasty, the former is much wider 

category. Tsai certainly comes from elites, more commercial than political, quite similarly, by the way, to 

Kamala Harris’s lineage. But it does not equal coming from a political dynasty: being part of elites although 

evidently beneficial in terms of finances, cultural capital and contacts, doesn’t give a political candidate the 

“dynastic” shortcut to power, offered only by belonging to a political dynasty.  

Once she entered education, Tsai Ing-wen studied at Shuanglian Kindergarten, Chang’an Elementary School 

(1963), Jilin Elementary School (1966), Taipei Municipal Bei’an Girls’ Secondary School (1968, graduation 

in 1971), and finally  at Zhongshan Girls’ High School (graduation in 1974), an elite high school in Taiwan’s 

capital. 140 Having graduated from high school, Tsai Ing-wen enrolled at law at Taiwan National University, 

receiving a bachelor in laws in 1978.141 Shen then moved to study in the US, at Cornell University (Ithaca, 

NY), obtaining a master of laws from Cornell’s in 1980.142 She made the choice of Cornell because New 

York “seemed the place for a young woman who ‘wanted to have a revolutionary life,’” as she herself 

declared.143 Other, however, point out possible political, or ideological motives as well: “it was a conscious 

choice”, one of the interviewee, a political scientist close to Presidential Administration, told me, “it was a 

very Taiwanese choice. Given her rich family, she could have studied anywhere, but she chose Cornell, 

where Lee Teng-hui studied. Studying at Cornell is like a rite of passage for the DPP people”144. Having 

graduated from Cornell, she moved to the United Kingdom to pursue PhD at London School of Economics 

and Political Science and received her doctorate in law from LSE in February 1984, specializing in 

international trade law and competition law145. She did it in less than three years which “pleased her father” 

as she admitted.146 According to one influential political scientist, her stay in London resulted in not only 

with her obtaining a “quirky little British accent” but also gave her “international perspective” that many in 
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the DPP lacked.147 Her London part of life proved to become grotesquely controversial when Tsai already 

became the president as the uncontroversial fact of obtaining a PhD title in Taiwan’s tense electoral campaign 

proved to be a source of controversy. A popular celebrity Dennis Peng has groundlessly accused Tsai Ing-

wen of not completing her PhD; he was later backed by two Taiwanese professors148. These speculations 

were finally over once LSE issued official statement confirming Tsai Ing-wen’s title149 with a link to the 

digitalized version of her PhD.150 This settled the issue. If anything, the story of this bogus accusations 

showed the volatile nature of democracy.  

Having finished her studies, Tsai Ing-wen returned to Taiwan and started academic career shared between 

National Chengchi University (NCCU) and Soochow (Dong Wei) University. She was first an associate 

professor and then a professor in the Department of Law at NCCU (1984-1990), then a professor at the 

Soochow University School of Law (1991-1993) and a professor in Department of International Business at 

National Chengchi University (1993-2000)151. She was then, in her own words, “a university professor and 

member of the social elite” and, as written in one article about her, “there didn’t seem to be any obstacles to 

continuing on this path for the rest of her life.”152 One interviewee, a high ranking official in current Republic 

of China’s Presidential Administration dotted the “i” by saying “if she was asked she would answer she 

didn’t want to become a politician.”153 But politics gradually swallowed her, at first more on administrative-

diplomatic level and only much later on a full-scale electoral basis. Tsai Ing-wen joined Republic of China’s 

trade negotiation delegation (International Trade Commission of the Ministry of Economic Affairs) in late 

1980s, in 1992 becoming Chief Legal Advisor (until 2000) to the Taiwan’s team negotiating joining the 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) that paved way for Taiwan’s admission (as Separate 

Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Matsu) to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2002; 

as Chief Legal Advisor, Tsai Ing-wen regularly attended Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 

meetings and chaired the Group on Services (GOS) of the Committee on Trade and Investment (CTI)154. 

Besides that she was a commissioner in both the Fair Trade Commission (1995-1998) and the International 

Trade Commission (1993-May 2000) of the Executive Yuan155, a Convenor of the Drafting and Research 

Group on the Statute Governing Relations with Hong Kong and Macau" for the years 1994-1995 (a body 

designed to draft legislation for Taiwan’s economic relations with Hong Kong and Macau), and member of 
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MAC the Advisory Committee (1994-1995), and a member of the Copyright Commission to the Ministry of 

the Interior (1997-1999).156 She was also a spokeswoman during Koo Chen-fu (C.F. Koo), a businessman 

and diplomat who arranged first talks between ROC and PRC, visit to China as Chair of the Strait Exchange 

Foundation (SEF)157. Politically most importantly, she became a member of two influential councils: Senior 

Adviser to the Mainland Affairs Council (1994-1998) and Senior Adviser to the National Security Council 

(1999-2000)158. This was the result of the trust from then president Lee Teng-hui, “the father of Taiwan’s 

democracy”159 the key politician in contemporary history of Taiwan. Tsai Ing-wen became one of Lee’s 

“most valued counselors”160 and is credited to be one of the authors,161 if not the author,162 of the “state-to-

state” theory announced by Lee Teng-hui in 1999.163 Lee Teng-hui’s influence cannot be underestimated: he 

had a profound effect on Tsai Ing-wen: "Lee Teng-hui with his charisma was impressive for her” commented 

one interviewee, an important bureaucrat in her administration, adding that if Tsai Ing-wen had a role model 

in politics, then it was Lee Teng-hui164 (other sources claim Tsai admires Margaret Thatcher and Angela 

Merkel)165. Another interviewee, a political scientist, added that Lee Teng-hui “is a source of inspiration for 

Tsai Ing-wen”, she has “poured her content into his idea of the Republic of China on Taiwan.”166  

Becoming advisor to Lee Teng-hui became the first turning point of Tsai Ing-wen’s (political) life.167 The 

second turning point was when Tsai was appointed as the chairperson of the Mainland Affairs Council of the 

Executive Yuan in May 2000.168 This is de facto a ministry in all but name, a one that handles relations with 

People’s Republic of China, so by nature it is a very powerful political body, in the past chaired by a handful 

of influential Taiwanese politicians,169 including one future vice president, Vincent Siew (2008-2012).170 It 

is also considered as one of the most difficult ministries in the cabinet to handle due to the complexity of 
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Cross-Strait relations, limited funds (and unlimited emotions accompanying these relations on both sides of 

the Strait) as well as due to pressure from three sides: the CPC, one’s own party and Taiwan’s opposition 

party.171 For Tsai Ing-wen, the chairwomanship of the Council (de facto ministership) became the first top 

political position to hold. She was the first female to lead this Council172. Some, like one of her current top 

officials, say she was given this post thanks to her “experience”173; others suggest it was a political decision174 

by the first ever ROC President from the DPP, Chen Shui-bian175, who nominated Tsai after becoming the 

President in May 2000. Probably it was both. Although Tsai was not a member of political party back then, 

a nomination for such key, sensible post must have been political. Apparently Tsai was “well-trusted” 176 by 

Chen Shui-bian177 and the DPP and was later called a strong supporter of Cheng Shui-bian’s policies.178 She 

is considered to be “the mastermind” behind Chen’s “active opening, effective management” policy for 

cross-Strait economic exchanges adopted in late 2001.179 And this is evidenced by the fact that it was Tsai 

who mediated between Chen and the Americans in 2002 after the president caused stir with his remarks that 

Taiwan and China are “one country on each side” of the Taiwan Strait; Tsai went to Washington D.C. to 

explain what her boss had in mind and she convinced the Americans that Taipei was not changing the status 

quo.180 Later on she was “the architect” of Taiwan’s efforts to secure a free trade agreement with the USA.181 

So, Tsai must have been close to Chen Shui-bian. Later proved to be a burden for her after he left his post in 

disgrace in 2008. 

Politicalness, however, doesn’t exclude expertise. Tsai Ing-wen proved to be a competent minister: she 

became the first chairperson of the Mainland Affairs Council to serve a full 4-years term and she ranked first 

in the satisfaction polls of the cabinet ministers182. Her most important achievement was opening the “mini 

three links” (small-scale trade, air and post) between ROC and PRC from 1st January 2001.183 This required 
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amending the Cross-Strait Act from 1992184 in the Legislative Yuan and, equally difficult if not more 

challenging, negotiating with Beijing, always ill-inclined towards the DPP. As Tsai later remarked, she made 

“three mini links” from the scratch in six months.185 Besides that continued the practice of direct cross-strait 

charter flights for the Spring Festival186 and ended dispute with Hong Kong over aviation rights.187 During 

her chairmanship of the Council, Tsai employed a low profile style in her work and private life which she 

retained throughout her career; she either did not talk to the press at all or did so by cautious and reserved 

way; she drove her car by her own (despite having the right to a driver) and refused the service of 

bodyguards188. Her work style was praised by the both sides of the Taiwanese politics, the pan-blue and pan 

green parties, impressed by her “professionalism”, “perseverance”, and “firmness”; she was “highly 

respected by everyone” and one of the legislators even called her performance a “role model” for government 

officials189. Tsai was “one of the few cabinet members who won the respect of members of the Legislative 

Yuan”; when presenting her policies she was “tough but expressed herself clearly and persuasively in 

defending the administration's cross-Strait policies.”190  

In 2004, after Chen Shui-bian’s re-election, which came as an unwanted surprise for both Beijing and 

KMT,191 Tsai joined the DPP, confirming widely held conviction about her pro-green sympathies192. This 

made her a “latecomer” to Taiwan’s political life.193 Soon afterwards she was nominated by the party to be 

a candidate for Legislative Yuan; she was also the DPP campaign manager for the Taipei County local 

elections.194 On 11th December 2005 she was elected as a legislator-at-large, starting her work from 11th 

January 2005 and serving in the Legislative Yuan for a bit more than one year. 195 Among her other activities 

in the Yuan, Tsai was a member of the Finance Committee.196 On 2th January 2006 Tsai quit as a legislator 

to became appointed as Vice Premier (or to use the exact nomenclature, the Vice President of the Executive 

Yuan) under Su Tseng-chang, former President Office Secretary General, on 26th January 2006.197. She was 
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the first female Vice Premier198 and was tasked to take charge of the economic and financial issues which 

were considered not a strong point of Su Tseng-chang.199 Premier Su presented her as “a talented person 

well-versed in economic and financial affairs and cross-strait relations.”200 Already then she was described 

as a “cool strategist,” an “articulate academic-turned-politician (...) known for her negotiating skills.”201 

After a while of working at this position, Tsai Ing-wen was called “nobody’s fool” and continued her low-

profile, professional style.202 By some she was called more informally as “Xiaolongnü”, or Little Dragon 

Girl,203 a reference to a fictional protagonist  from a kung-fu (wuxia) novel “The Return of the Condor Heroes” 

by Jing Yong; in this novel Xiaolongnü “appears cold and indifferent” but “cannot be underestimated.”204 A 

leaked US cable from 2006 called her “tough,” “extremely capable and very persuasive,” a “tenacious 

negotiator,” who “acquired impressive economic experience”; and “the kind of lawyer most skilled at finding 

reasons not to do things.” 205 Already then she was considered “a technocrat,” which was later complemented 

by characteristics of her “moderate and soft spoken personality” that coupled with “academic and 

professional qualifications” disarms her competitors “who would do well not to underestimate [her].”206 The 

last advice was ignored by many political competitors in late 2000s and early 2010s.  

During her Vice Premiership tenure her father, Tsai Chieh-sheng, passed away on 7th July 2006, month 

before the important economic conference on Sustaining Taiwan's Economic Development which took place 

at the end of July and where Tsai played key role. Despite the death of her father, Tsai continued her work 

and took a leave only after the conclusion of the conference.207 Tsai Ing-wen served as Vice Premier for a 

bit more than one year. After Su Tseng-chang lost DPP’s primary for the 2008 presidential election to Frank 

Hsieh, he resigned in May 2007 from premiership along with his cabinet, Tsai Ing-wen including.208  After 

ending her vice premiership, Tsai collaborated with Academia Sinica and with the Institute for Biotechnology 

and Medicine Industry to help draft the 2007 Act for the Development of Biotech and New Pharmaceuticals 

Industry; the law is said to have fostered the growth of the local biotech sector.209 Subsequently, she moved 

to business, becoming the chair of Yu Chang Biologics Co. (later known as TaiMed Biologics Inc.), a 

biotechnology company, where her family invested (by her own account, persuaded by Tsai). 210  This 

seemingly uncontroversial appointment became a political issue in during the presidential campaign of 2011. 

When Tsai challenged the incumbent President Ma Ying-jeou as DPP candidate for presidency, the KMT 
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alleged that when she was Vice Premier, the cabinet of Su Tseng-chang invested in Yu Chang company with 

the knowledge that Tsai would join the company after serving in the government.211 She defended herself 

vocally and was cleared of all allegations by The Supreme Prosecutors’ Office Special Investigation Division 

in August 2012,212 so already after losing the elections to Ma Ying-jeou. Although she lost due to other 

aspects, this “mud-slinging” tactics as she herself called it,213 might have played a role in her defeat, even if 

secondary.  

This incidents shows, by the way, that by late 2000s and early 2010s relations between Tsai Ing-wen and Ma 

Ying-jeou soured, evidently due to political competition and disagreements over vision for Taiwan. The latter 

advocated close Cross-Strait relations, especially commercial ones, and was widely believed to be hoping 

for a reunification with the mainland in some future. The former preferred Taiwan-centric vision,214 in line 

with the growing Taiwanese localisation movement, otherwise known as Taiwanese nationalism, Taiwanese 

nation-building or Taiwanese consciousness.215 Since then they have remained bad, as one political insider 

told me, “they don’t like one another,”216 but it was not always the case. Apparently in the lead-up to 2008 

presidential elections Ma Ying-jeou even considered Tsai, by then already a DPP member, to be his running 

mate. There are only a circumstantial evidences to that, like Ma’s remarks about not set criteria for his deputy, 

not defined by gender or political affiliation, and such move would have attracted centrist votes for KMT,217 

but ultimately nothing came out of it. Ma Ying-jeou won the elections anyway, while Tsai Ing-wen remained 

loyal to the DPP and soon took over the party, which became “the third turning point in her life.”218 

The year 2008 was a bad year for the DPP. The party lost two elections in a row: January 2008 legislative 

elections gave KMT a landslide, while KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou decisively won May 2008 presidential 

elections beating DPP’s opponent Frank Hsieh. This was the consequence of corruption and other scandals 

surrounding the DPP’s presidency of Chen Shui-bian, who ended his presidency as compromised, unpopular 

leader and by doing so got the party into troubles.219 The party was in crisis, with financial and image 

problems, and even at the risk of a breakup.220 That opened the way for Tsai Ing-wen, who “arrived at the 

right time.”221 On 18th May 2008 she defeated Koo Kuan-min, one of DPP legends, a dissident in 1980s, 
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and became the first ever chairwoman in the DPP.222 She represented moderation, against Koo’s too strong 

emphasis on independence,223 and, on a more general way, she was a face of a different DPP, outside of it 

its core.224 The party was formed by dissidents against KMT dictatorship and its long lasting martial law, 

veterans of the Taiwanese democracy movement than got really off in after the Kaohsiung incident of 1979. 

This was “a fight Tsai mostly missed,” as she was overseas “cocooned in the ivory tower.”225 That made the 

old DPP elite obsessed with the independence, come what may, whereas Tsai represents a more centrist 

approach. As my interviewees told me, she is not from DPP’s core,226 she represents a moderate faction 

within the party,227 Tsai is rather a specialist who joined the party and took it over.228 She is Taiwan-centric 

but will not risk declaring independence, she is fine with keeping the status quo.229 The ideas translates into 

political style, “If the archetypal DPP operative is a bare-knuckle street fighter, Tsai is an Olympic fencer—

restrained and precise”; and that makes her “an unlikely politician, especially for the DPP.”230 Nevertheless, 

after the Chen Shui-bian catastrophe – his failure had more to do with lack of economic successes and 

corruption scandals than with his pro-independence agenda but in the general mood these two things were 

combined – the party needed to reinvent itself. Tsai came as pragmatic choice, a technocrat who would 

rebuild the ruined party. At the same while many praised her professionalism and hardworking, qualities 

very much needed in the tedious, everyday reconstruction of a party, few believed in her as a future 

“promising leader.”231 One of her colleagues and legislator even said that she was “hiding” behind him during 

door to door campaign and her compared her to “a lost bunny in the forest, with wolves surrounding, both 

from within the party and outside.”232  

Yet she proved her critics wrong. Now, after years, Tsai is credited for transforming the DPP: she “very 

quickly was able to rehabilitate the DPP and make it once again a viable party within a matter of two or three 

years.”233 But the beginnings were hard. Already half year after Tsai became the chairwoman of the DPP, 

Chen Yunlin, the chairman of ARATS (Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits, PRC’s office 

for handling the Cross-Strait relations) visited Taiwan, becoming the first high ranking official from 

mainland China to do so; he signed agreements on direct passenger flights, cargo flights and cargo 

shipping.234 The royal reception Chen was given was a clear sign of Ma Ying-jeou’s pro-Beijing stance.235 
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In protest against the visit DPP under Tsai staged rallies, but these went out of hand and turned into riots; 

DPP that was blamed more for it than KMT.236 To make matters worse, Tsai back then was considered to be 

under influence of now strongly unpopular Chen Shui-bian. She, however, liberated herself from too close 

association with him once his corruption activities became obvious and couldn’t have been presented as only 

KMT’s political revenge.237 In 2008 Chen resigned from the party, while Tsai and the chairman apologized 

to the public, and declared the DPP “would not cover up for Chen,”238 and declared that he and his family 

(including his influential wife) “should face their moral problems”; politically speaker, it was a critical pivot 

for her.239 She moved away from one of her previous political patrons, who now became a burden for both 

her and the party. Throwing a former boss under the bus was a necessary price to be paid by Tsai for both 

the party and her own career. It allowed the reconstruction of the DPP. 

Nevertheless, it took time before the DPP fully recovered after Chen Shui-bian’s stigma. The party lost, albeit 

not decisively, the 2009 (partial) local elections; such defeat on honourable terms was even considered by 

some “an important, though small, victory” for the DPP.240 The growing trend continued in another local 

elections in 2010, where DPP won the total vote count (but KMT won more mayoral seats).241 This another 

steady sign of party’s progress and political recovery came to Tsai with a bitter pill: this time she himself has 

lost her own bid to become mayor of New Taipei City (she lost with Eric Chu from KMT). This was her first 

bid for a top political position.242 In 2012 she lost again, this time presidential elections narrowly to Ma Ying-

jeou243. This was another turning point for her, from then on she rebuilt her position, and won two presidential 

elections in a row (2016, 2020), becoming the first female president in Taiwan’s history and currently the 

most important female politician in Asia. Tsai Ing-wen succeeded in her presidency: enhanced the global 

profile of her country and awed the world by combating Covid-19 pandemic in a model way. Her successful 

policymaking both before becoming a President (her role for paving way for Taiwan to WTO in 2002) and 

after (rebuilding economy, aptly handling Covid-19 crisis, skillfully navigating the stormy waters of Cross-

Strait relations, initiating New Southbound Policy as well as other successes) deserve praise and attention. It 

makes Tsai Ing-wen an inspiring example of female political leadership.   

A Comparative analysis of Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi 

Now it is time to compare Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi, two remarkable female political leaders. 

Why such choice? Why these two? First, because these two female politicians are very different leaders, 

and these differences make it an interesting case study. Second, it is because Tsai Ing-wen is now the most 
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important, most influential and most famous Asian female political leader,244 whereas Aung San Suu Kyi 

used to be that one, at the peak of her career in 2000s and 2010s she was probably one of the most famous 

Asian leader.245 So a comparison between the currently most important and influential female political 

leader and a previous one makes sense, let alone given the differences between these two.  

The differences and similarities between Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi overlap in an intriguing way. 

The family background is the obvious first difference between them. Aung San Suu Kyi was born into a 

political dynasty (or rather created one as she followed up her father’s footsteps in politics), Tsai Ing-wen 

was not. Aung San Suu Kyi is the daughter of Aung San, the legendary leader of Burma/Myanmar, which is 

even reflected in her name.246 Tsai Ing-wen, on the other hand was not born into a political dynasty, her 

father was a wealthy businessman from commercial elites, but was not a politician. Theoretically speaking it 

means that Suu Kyi could have used the Asian “shortcut”247 for power for female leaders (dynastic link), and 

she did, whereas Tsai Ing-wen could not. Tsai in politics is a self-made woman. At the same time, there is 

one unexpected similarity, a  common thing between Suu Kyi and Tsai: regardless of being or not from a 

political dynasty, they both did not plan their political career. If Suu Kyi had specific plans about her 

professional life, it was in the sphere of academia, first in political science, then in literature studies. Prior to 

entering politics she tried to enroll into PhD in political science (and failed) and successfully pursued MPhil 

in literature studies (yet did not finish it due to political engagement in Burma).248 The illness of her mother 

(which forced her to come back to Rangoon) and the outbreak of 8888 revolution in Burma changed her 

plans and made her a politician.249 Initially, in 1988 she was “an accidental” politician,250 but developed into 

a full-time politician by late 1980s early 1990s. Tsai Ing-wen was in a way also an “accidental” politician, 

though her entry into politics was more gradual and less dramatic. Probably, in accordance with her father’s 

will, she had planned her career as a lawyer, and initially did so, at academia. She was a professor at NCCU 

and Soochow University and might have lived her life this way if she was not invited to serve as an expert-

advisor to a number of government units. From there she gradually entered politics, first as government 

bureaucrat, then as politician. Tsai also did not plan to be a politician, rather politics “swallowed” her on the 

way. Just like Suu Kyi, Tsai adjusted and managed quite well. So, the notion of “accidental” politician is 

common to Tsai and Suu Kyi despite the difference of family background.  
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As far as family is concerned, there are other similarities. The first in the influence of fathers. Suu Kyi’s 

father, Aung San was bigger-than-life person, mythologized by both her family and the state propaganda. 

Although Suu Kyi did not know him as he was killed when she was only three years old, almost all her live 

she tried to prove to be worthy of him. This is evidenced directly (by her quotes of him being her life’s 

biggest love or about her talking to his picture during the house arrest) as well as indirectly.251 Her idea of 

“finishing her father’s task” is probably Suu Kyi’s most important political idea, albeit vague as “the task” 

is unspecified (probably it means making Myanmar great, restoring the country’s status).252 Although Suu 

Kyi with time developed her own political identity, politically speaking she ceased to be just the daughter of 

Aung San, his influence has always been present in her life. Politically without Aung San there would not 

have been Aung San Suu Kyi, this is a simple as that. The influence of Tsai Ing-wen’s father is not political 

(it would be interesting to know, by the way, if Tsai’s father approved her DPP political outlook), as it is in 

Suu Kyi’s case, but personal. It was her father who told her to study law and she finished her PhD studies 

quicker in order to please him. So it must have been important for her to prove her father (and siblings) wrong 

on the issue of not considering her capable of a successful career. So, although differently, both Suu Kyi and 

Tsai in their lives worked hard to prove to be worthy of the fathers.  

The other aspects concerns Tsai’s father indirectly. As written previously, when he passed away, she 

continued her work as Vice Premier in preparation for an important conference and took a leave only once 

the conference concluded. Aung San Suu Kyi’s story is much more dramatic yet similar in a way. When her 

younger brother drowned in a pool next to family house, her mother, then already a widow after assassinated 

Aung San and a government servant, upon hearing the news of the death of her child, did not terminate her 

work; she stayed at the office and came back home only after finishing her daily schedule.253 Suu Kyi herself 

followed this way of prioritizing work/politics over family in a more dramatic setting. Throughout her 

political struggle with the generals in late 1980s and 1990s, they constantly attacked her marriage to a 

Englishman, Michael Aris, knowing well that this was her politically weak point. They kept the spouses 

separated and limited the opportunities for Suu Kyi’s children to visit their mother. This was all done in 

purpose to force Suu Kyi to return to the UK. She didn’t. By 1999 the events turned even more dramatic 

when her husband was diagnosed with cancer. The generals did not let him into the country, and even cut the 

last telephone conversation between spouses. All in order to break Suu Kyi. That proved to be in vain. Suu 

Kyi stayed in Myanmar, Michael Aris died without seeing his wife while Suu Kyi remained committed to 

her political struggle, understood as public service in the very footsteps of her parents.254 Thus, although 

circumstances were much different (Suu Kyi’s life-cum-political choices deserve a good movie, or even a 

Shakespeare-style drama), both attitudes show a dedication to work, to public service at the expense of 

personal life. This, by the way, shows that the “double bind” dilemma mentioned in the theoretical part of 
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this report was resolved by both Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi by sacrificing family life at the altar 

of politics. In the case of Suu Kyi it was much more dramatic. In the case of Tsai Ing-wen there is no certain, 

confirmed information as she guards her private life quite effectively, rarely talks about it and does not reveal 

much.255 However, one of my interviewees revealed that just before the 2016 elections a person very close 

to Tsai had a car accident and ended up in a coma,256 so perhaps the sacrifice of private life at the altar of 

politics was more enforced than made voluntarily. In case of Suu Kyi the separation of her from her family 

was also not consensual, it was done by her political enemies, but she nevertheless had a choice: she could 

have chosen family over politics, but decided the latter was more important. Nevertheless, the very fact that 

female politicians are still forced to such agonizing choices is extremely unfortunate.  

A side aspect of the discussion here concerns the private-cum-public sphere. Aung San Suu Kyi’s private life 

was quite exposed to the public, in both Myanmar and beyond. It happened without her consent, it was done 

by both the Burmese generals and Western media, though her husband also played a minor role here as he 

revealed some important private details while editing “Freedom from Fear and other Writings,” a collection 

of Suu Kyi’s essays and speeches.257 Consequently, Suu Kyi’s family drama became a global spectacle, with 

media delving into private details, and hurting Suu Kyi’s children on the way. This was an important part of 

Suu Kyi’s celebrity image in the West258; never mind that unplanned and unwanted by her. Due to this 

celebrity logic Suu Kyi was first a beloved figure in the West for a bit more than two decades (late 1980s-

early 2010s) and then a detested person, accused of betraying the values.259 Tsai Ing-wen in this regard is 

much more happy. Her private life remains heavily guarded and is widely unknown to the public. Although 

gossiping is a norm in conversations about her, this is it. The media did not meddle into her personal affairs 

and do not cause havoc in her family life the way they did with Suu Kyi.  

Moving on to other differences and similarities, both Aung San Suu Kyi and Tsai Ing-wen after completing 

their education at home (or in other Asian country, India in case of Suu Kyi) studied abroad, in the Anglo-

Saxon universities: Suu Kyi at Oxford whereas Tsai at Cornell and LSE. Consequently, they both lived in 

both London and (in or around) New York260. And they both studied not what the really wanted: Suu Kyi 

enrolled at PPE, Philosophy, Politics, and Economy, probably at the influence of her mother (it is unknown 

what she herself had dreamed of studying; if there was anything specific); Tsai studied law and trade due to 

the pressure of her father although if given the choice probably she would have preferred archeology. At 

Oxford Suu Kyi lost her heart to her studies and tried to change the major into literature studies and even 
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into forestry but was rejected. She finished her studies but with a C mark.261 This makes her an intriguing 

case study of an outstanding politician who was a poor political science student (perhaps the theory taught at 

Oxford University had little in common with Burmese political reality). Tsai was a much better student, 

finishing her LSE ahead of time. Maybe this translates into political styles. Tsai Ing-wen in my interviews 

was most often described as a “technocrat”, “pragmatist”, “moderate”262, a person who “entered politics from 

the field of international trade and economics”263 which makes her a “balanced, calm and rational.” Some 

even describe Tsai’s style as that of a wonky.264 Certainly she is experienced in economy, both theoretically 

and practically; to put it simply, she is an economic expert. Suu Kyi, on the other hand is anything but a 

specialist in the economic field. In her public remarks, Suu Kyi has always shied away from economic topics, 

preferring philosophical and ethical themes instead.265 Apparently she is deeply uninterested in the economic 

aspects of politics; her critics even say that she is incompetent at it.266 Certainly she used to have several 

economic advisors, including foreign ones.267 The difference between Tsai and Suu Kyi in this regard could 

not have been greater.  

Reversely, Aung San Suu Kyi is a charismatic leader, whereas Tsai Ing-wen is rather not. The former, since 

her Shwedagon speech of 1988268, has electrified the crowds in Burma/Myanmar and beyond. She knew how 

to win the hearts and minds of the Burmese people and foreigners alike (in the latter case up to a point, until 

mid-2010). The best examples of that are her remarks over the gate of her house in 1995 and 1996269 as well 

as many international speeches, including Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech270, speech to US Congress271 

or a speech to UK parliament.272 Anyone who has ever heard or watched Suu Kyi, both live273 or on TV, will 

have to admit that she is charismatic speaker. It is very different with Tsai Ing-wen. She used to be a bad 

speaker, losing TV debate with Ma Ying-jeou during the campaign for 2012 presidency was one of the 

reasons why Tsai lost this competition.274 Since then she has improved,275 her speeches from mid 2010s are 

better yet they remain still more technocratic and hermetic than rhetorically attractive. My interviewees 

emphasized the fact that Tsai always reads from notes, is “always to the script” 276  and never 
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“spontaneous.”277 One of my interviewees, a diplomat, called Tsai style an “Asian charisma.”278 Another 

one was quite critical of that saying that Tsai never says anything by herself.279 Certainly this hermetic-

technocratic style has many benefits. It reflects the volatile atmosphere of Cross-Strait relations where precise 

and accuracy matter: one wrong word could spark a crisis, if not a conflict. By being so technocratic, by the 

way, Tsai is a difficult opponent for the People’s Republic of China, as Beijing cannot catch her on saying a 

word too much.280 Nevertheless, this hermetic style probably reflects Tsai’s own character. All in all, public 

speaking is certainly Aung San Suu Kyi’s stronger card.  

In other aspects of female leadership theory, Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi also share one thing in 

common: direct or indirect rejection of feminism, or the Western understanding of it. Although Suu Kyi 

employed a feminine style of dress, she rejected feminist approach.281 Later on she used mother of the nation 

style of leadership.282 Tsai Ing-wen either hides her femininity or employs a masculine image, like in her 

famous film with a bazooka.283 This is probably the result of bad experiences in her first terms with certain 

group of people, especially men from Defense Ministry and more generally military men, who due to cultural 

reasons had problems with accepting a woman as the leader.284 However, with time Tsai managed to quiet 

these voices; today this is no longer a problem.285 Although, according to some of my interviewees, being a 

“soft but strong” female political leader helps her,286 she would prefer to be considered as a strong leader, 

regardless of her gender. 287  This attitude is clear: when I interviewed one of the top members of her 

presidential administration, my interlocutor paid only a lip service to questions about gender, while 

comprehensively replying to other.288 This attitude has promoted some of my interlocutors to say that Taiwan 

is not using the political PR opportunities offered by a female leader to a full extent; Taipei could have 

“played” more this card.289 However, her administration does not do it probably because Tsai herself does 

not want it. This is, in a way, again an example of a strategy mean to resolve the “double bind”.   

Finally, the last critical difference is the one about political effectiveness. At first glance there seems to be 

little doubt that Tsai Ing-wen achieved more political successes than Aung San Suu Kyi. She had her role in 

paving way for Taiwan to WTO in 2002, she rebuilt her party after 2008 and, having become the President, 

she rebuilt the economy, aptly handled Covid-19 crisis, skilfully navigated the stormy waters of Cross-Strait 

relations and enhanced the global profile of Taiwan Unsurprisingly Encyclopaedia Britannica labelled 

                                                           
277 Interviews no. 2, 6, 22 
278 Interview no. 6 
279 The respondent complemented this by given an anecdote of the respondent’s daughter who did not prepare for a school speech 
but improvised and succeeded; when she came back home her parents told her: “you are better than the president”, Interview no. 
22. 
280 Interviews no. 33 and 34. 
281 Sengupta, The Female Voice of Myanmar. 
282 Ibid. 
283  “President Tsai Ing-wen shoulders a Taiwan-made bazooka”, 02.06.2022, AFP, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Ajbh7qjalga (access: 28.02.2023). 
284 Interview no. 4. 
285 Ibid. 
286 Interview no. 32. 
287 Interview no. 35 
288 Interview no. 35 
289 Interview no. 19. 



President Tsai “a patient and an effective leader.” 290  Theoretically speaking, the fact that in a rather 

conservative Asian environment, Tsai managed to achieve her position without being a wife or a daughter or 

a widow of a famous male politician is quite remarkable. It makes her an inspiring example of female political 

leadership. With Suu Kyi it is more complicated. On one had she managed to survive over two decades in 

opposition (itself a thing in a country like Myanmar) and, on the way, became a Nobel Peace Prize and “a 

beacon of hope”, a celebrity in the West (until mid-2010s). On the other, she ruled Myanmar for only 5 years, 

without great successes (though without spectacular failures as well), had to share power with the generals 

and was ultimately toppled by them in 2021. Suu Kyi remains a legend only inside Myanmar, to the Western 

world she is a compromised leader. So a mixed result at best. One may defend Suu Kyi by saying that in 

comparison with Tsai she is handicapped by the fact that Myanmar has not been a democracy whereas Taiwan 

is a model one. The Burmese generals proved to be a much more toxic and mortal opponents that the leaders 

of the People’s Republic of China are. One may wonder and speculate that if Suu Kyi had lived and 

functioned in a democracy, she might have achieved much more. But this is just a speculation, we live in an 

imperfect world and in this imperfect world in politics the results matter. So even with benefit of the doubt 

towards Suu Kyi, one has to admit that Tsai Ing-wen remains a more successful female political leader.  

To summarize the findings, Tsai Ing-wen and Aung San Suu Kyi seem to be a world apart. Indeed, except 

gender, there is little in common between these two female political leaders. But this is precisely what makes 

a comparison between them an interesting research subject. Delving into pathways taken by these two female 

political leaders show new avenues and tells a word or two more general about female leadership in Asia. It 

is a good case study of interpretative leadership studies in political science.  
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Interview 7: diplomat, Taipei, 23.08.2022  

Interview 8: academic (professor, security studies), Taipei, 24.08.2022  

Interview 9: academic (professor, security studies), Taipei, 28.08.2022  

Interview 10: diplomat & businessperson, Taipei, 01.09.2022  

Interview 11: journalist, Taipei, 02.09.2022 

Interview 12: academic (assistant professor, sociologist), Taipei, 05.09.2022  

Interview 13: academic (visiting professor, cultural studies), Taipei, 06.09.2022  

Interview 14: academic (professor, sociologist), 08.09.2022  

Interview 15: academic (assistant professor, sociologist), Taipei, 08.09.2022  

Interview 16: academic (professor), Taipei, 13.09.2022  

Interview 17: academic (professor), Danshui, 18.09.2022  

Interview 18: businessperson, Taipei, 21.09.2022 

Interview 19: journalist, Taipei, 24.09.2022 

Interview 20: academic (professor, development studies), Taipei, 07.10.2022,  

Interview 21: academic (professor, development studies), Taipei, 07.10.2022,  

Interview 22: academic (professor), Taipei, 07.10.2022  

Interview 23: academic (professor, economy), Hsinchu, 12.10. 2022,  

Interview 24: academic (assistant professor, sociologist), Taipei, 13.10.2022,  

Interview 25: journalist, Taipei, 14.10.2022,  
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Interview 26: businessperson, Taipei, 24.10.2022  

Interview 27: analyst, Taipei, 24.10.2022  

Interview 28: academic (assistant professor, political science), 25.10.2022  

Interview 29: academic (assistant professor, history), 25.10.2022  

Interview 30: civil servant & academic (assistant professor, economy), Taoyuan, 27.10.2022 

Interview 31: academic (professor, security studies) Taoyuan, 27.10.2022,  

Interview 32: analyst, Taipei, 30.X.2022,  

Interview 33: academic & diplomat, Taipei, 1.XI.2022 

Interview 34: researcher & analyst, Taipei, 1.XI.2022  

Interview 35: government official & politician, Taipei, 15.XI.2022  

Interview 36: academic (assistant professor, political science), New Taipei, 17.XI.2023,  

Interview 37: academic (assistant professor, sociology), Taipei, 18.XI.2022,  

Interview 38: academic (assistant professor, sociology), 18.XI.2022  

 


