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SESSION 6

Referendums: A Taiwan Perspective

Jaushieh Joseph Wu

Let me begin this discussion on direct democracy from the perspective of Dr. Sun Yat-sen.  
Perhaps you may be a bit startled by my starting the conversation with a reference to him.  
But the fact is, his teachings ð particularly his three principles ð have been inculcated into 
the minds of the Taiwanese, and thus are deeply rooted in our thoughts.  The truth of the 
matter is, Dr. Sun Yat-senõs principles and thoughts are imbedded in Taiwanõs Constitution, 
which was drafted in 1947 in Nanjing, China, and he had much to say concerning direct 
democracy.  In fact, it is these ideas that make Dr. Sun Yat-sen immortal when we discuss 
democracy issues in Taiwan.

Dr. Sun Yat-sen asserted that referendums were needed because we must have something 
more than voting in our democracy ð and thus that we also need to incorporate the recall, 
initiative, and referendum mechanisms in the Constitution.  There are several articles that 
put forth provisions about referendums.  Article 17, which speciþes the rights of the people, 
stipulates that the people shall have the right to election, recall, initiative, and referendum.  
This is taken exactly from the philosophy of Dr. Sun Yat-sen.   Chapter 12, Articles 129-
136, speciþcally address elections, the recall, initiatives and referendums, with Article 136 
stipulating that the power of initiatives and referendums shall be enacted by law.  The text 
of the Constitution therefore demands that we establish a law to regulate them.  However, 
we have yet no such law ð largely due to Taiwanõs long years under martial law when 
democratic initiatives were killed by the ruling Kuomintang Party (KMT), which remained 
in power until 2000.

The KMT was founded by Dr. Sun Yat-sen in 1911.  In 1949, when the Nationalist 
government was defeated in China, it retreated to Taiwan where it soon imposed martial 
law over the whole island. Martial law was lifted by Chiang Ching-kuo only in 1987.  
Before 1987, the KMT treated any attempts to propose referendum measures as dangerous 
to Taiwanõs society.  The KMT is no longer the sole political force in Taiwan, of course.  
In 2000 the Peopleõs First Party (PFP) was founded by James Soong.  This partyõs attitude 
on the issue of referendums is very close to that of the KMT, and thus the two parties 
have colluded on the topic.  Another key player is the Taiwan Solidarity Union (TSU), 
formed by Lee Teng-hui in 2001.  As a rather radical party, its stance is that Taiwan needs 
to push forth national referendums ð even plebiscites ð a view which does not currently 
enjoy widespread support in the Legislative Yuan.  The fourth important actor on the 
political stage is the currently ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), formed in 
1986.  Referendums have long been a part of the DPPõs party platform.  In truth, in its 
early years the DPP argued more for a plebiscite than a referendum; thus in Charter 1 of 
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the party platform, it clearly states that an independent, sovereign Republic of Taiwan shall 
be established.  According to Article 3, the principle of popular sovereignty, exercised 
through referendum, would settle the matter regarding the establishment of an independent 
sovereign republic of Taiwan and the adoption of a new Constitution.  This resembles more 
a plebiscite than a referendum.  However, in 1991, the party platform was revised.

Since its inception, the DPP has put a clear emphasis on using the referendum as the 
democratic means through which to determine our national future.  But this stance has 
elicited negative reactions from all corners.  China has been saying that should Taiwan 
hold referendums, this will be seen as an overt step over a red line, and that they will attack. 
I was in China in 1999 as a visiting academic, and that point was made clear to me.  The 
KMT has in turn been using Chinaõs stance as a useful tool during elections, deploring any 
referendum as an invite for aggression by China.  The KMT has therefore been shelving 
referendum motions after referendum motions in the Legislative Yuan.  The United States 
also does not want Taiwan to hold referendums, as it fears that China will view such a 
move as a provocation.  The U.S. desires no provocation from either side ð and may deþne 
Taiwanõs holding of a referendum as just that.  The result of all of this is, especially during 
election time, that the referendum issue was not-mentionable.

Yet times are changing.  The DPP understands that if it wants to remain as the ruling party 
and ultimately become the largest party, it must moderate itself and bridge this schism 
between the partyõs founding ideals and the current opinions of the Taiwanese populace.  
On May 8, 1999, the DPP adopted the òResolution Regarding Taiwanõs future,ó which 
states that Taiwan is already an independent, sovereign state, and that any change to this 
status should be determined by the Taiwanese people through a referendum.  This resolution 
is defensive in nature; the DPP has become a status-quo party.  In his inaugural address on 
May 20, 2000, President Chen articulated the now famous òFive Noõsó policy: So long as 
China does not initiate hostilities against Taiwan, he will not declare independence, change 
the name of the nation or the national ÿag, include former President Lee Teng-huiõs òstate-
to-stateó policy in the Constitution, hold a referendum on independence, or abolish the 
Guidelines for National Uniþcation and the National Uniþcation Council.  In October 2001, 
this resolution was upgraded to the level of party platform, thereby nullifying the original 
party platform calling for the establishment of the Republic of Taiwan.  This represented an 
important moderating step on the DPPõs part, the result being that the DPPõs current stance 
on referendums is more and more accepted by the public.  In the last few months, weõve 
observed public sentiment shift dramatically: Taiwanese society as a whole is beginning to 
see referendums not as a non-mentionable issue, but an issue to push forward.

The President himself has put forward three major controversial issues confronting 
Taiwanese society, suggesting that they be settled through referendums.  His remarks 
have generated much discussion ð as well as public support.  The þrst has to do with 
constructing a fourth nuclear power plant, an issue which has lingered for a long time.  
Former Chairman of the DPP Lin Yi-hsiung has toured the island to gain support to stop the 
plantõs construction, and has been quite successful at that; he has reminded the President of 
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