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Chapter One

Discussions of Democracy in the 
Work of Sun Yat- sen, Chiang Kai- shek, 
and Chiang Ching- kuo

Even under the single- party authoritarianism of Taiwan’s ruling National-
ist Party . . .  , the ideological justifi cation for the Republic of China was its 
aspiration to be— or become— democratic. . . .  Thus, the KMT- led 
government that took control of Taiwan when the Japa nese colonial 
government withdrew in 1945 based its legitimacy on its demo cratic 
aspirations.

On its surface, contemporary Taipei appears little diff erent from Hong 
Kong, Shanghai, or Singapore. Strong reminders of traditional Chinese 

culture exist alongside skyscrapers and internationally famous shops. Sophis-
ticated transportation networks, modern factories, and an affl  uent middle class 
are prominent. As in those other three cities, economic modernization and 
the wealth it brings appear to be the most important and generalizable char-
acteristics of Taipei and Taiwan as a  whole.

Below the surface are signs that Taiwan is diff erent, including a lively po-
liti cal scene. Unlike those other locations, Taiwan (as the Republic of China, 
or ROC) is a democracy that draws many of the features of its po liti cal system 
from the West. Multiple parties contest elections for local and national offi  ces. 
Po liti cal campaigns are spirited, politicians lionized and maligned. Po liti cal 
talk shows and comic po liti cal satires dot the airwaves. Po liti cal pollsters are 
active, and politicians run campaigns carefully calibrated to garner the larg-
est possible number of votes. To a greater degree than in Western democra-
cies, Taiwan’s po liti cal discourse also emphasizes consensus.

What accounts for Taiwan’s democracy? This question is the subject of 
both scholarly and pop u lar interest. Taiwan feeds the hope that authoritarian 
regimes (such as the one that governed Taiwan until 1988) will transform 
themselves into free, open, and demo cratic governments and lays to rest the 
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canard that Chinese culture represents an insuperable obstacle to demo c-
ratization.1 One aspect of this question is whether discussions of democracy 
provided by leaders of the ROC who based the legitimacy of their government 
on the oft- repeated premise that they  were building a demo cratic country, 
help account for the transition. Might those discussions have furnished impor-
tant justifi cations of democracy and delegitimized other forms of government 
in the same way that similar materials contributed to demo cratic transitions 
in other countries? And how are those discussions connected with Taiwan’s 
contemporary democracy?

The octagonal roof of Chiang Kai- shek Memorial Hall symbolizes eight 
traditional virtues and a revival of the Chinese people, while the three sets of 
stairs represent ruling the nation by the Three Principles of the People. The 
eighty- nine steps on the two sets of white stairs recall Chiang Kai- shek’s age 
at death. Courtesy of Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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A related question concerns the place of these discussions in the larger 
Chinese community. How do the conceptions of democracy these leaders ex-
pounded fi t into historical understandings and contemporary discussions of 
democracy within that community, including those conversations now taking 
place on the Chinese mainland?

A Study of the ROC’s Leaders’ Discussions of Democracy
This book is a study of the discussions of democracy in the speeches and 

public writings of Sun Yat- sen ( ), Chiang Kai- shek ( ), and Chiang 
Ching- kuo ( ). Its par tic u lar focus is on the conception of democracy 
found in Sun’s San Mín Chu Yì (Three Principles of the People, ) lec-
tures, which  were published in the mid- 1920s, and the published speeches 
and pronouncements of Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo during their 
time on Taiwan. Its purpose is fourfold. (1) It documents and arranges into 
themes the various conceptions and justifi cations of democracy promulgated 
by these three leaders. (2) It compares, contrasts, and traces infl uences among 
those discussions. (3) It critiques those discussions in light of recent demo cratic 
theory. (4) It places those discussions in the context of Taiwan’s current democ-
racy and the larger Chinese community’s conversation regarding democracy.

There are several reasons for discussing the materials in this fashion. First, 
while analyses of Sun’s arguments are available in both En glish and Chinese, 
no one has examined in depth, in En glish, and in light of new scholarship in 
demo cratic theory and practice, Chiang Kai- shek’s or Chiang Ching- kuo’s dis-
cussions of democracy in ROC Government Information Offi  ce (GIO, 

) publications.2 Thus there has been no sustained contemporary 
discussion in En glish of their thoughts, or Sun’s, in relation to Taiwan’s current 
democracy. Nor has anyone examined these leaders simultaneously, exten-
sively, and critically in terms of democracy. At least on the surface, they are 
all of a piece in being “Sunists.” But within this tradition, there are important 
diff erences as well as continuities. Exploring these diff erences and continu-
ities provides insight into the workings of a par tic u lar Chinese po liti cal tradi-
tion over time.3

Second, examining these pronouncements helps us assess explanations 
for Taiwan’s demo cratization. Given that both Chiangs spoke extensively about 
democracy while holding important positions of power and continually in-
voked and disseminated Sun’s writings on democracy, a full consideration of 
explanations for Taiwan’s transition requires that we examine this evidence 
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to see what role these discussions may have played in popularizing and legiti-
mating par tic u lar conceptions of democracy and in delegitimating nondemo-
cratic forms of government. This evidence also provides us with material 
with which to think about explanations for the character of the ROC’s cur-
rent demo cratic regime.4

Finally, understanding these conceptions helps fl esh out our understand-
ing of Chinese conceptions of democracy. Scholars have explored such con-
ceptions for the early Nationalist period and with regard to the Democracy 
Wall and Tiananmen Square demo cratization movements on the mainland.5 
But there has not been much work on the Chiangs’ views on democracy in 
the context of the broader Chinese conversation on the subject, or on the pos-
sible contemporary uses of the par tic u lar models of democracy that Sun and the 
Chiangs, to greater and lesser degrees, drew upon. These leaders’ discussions 
of democracy are inherently interesting as examples of twentieth- century, 
non- Western, Chinese contributions to demo cratic thought. Examining their 
discussions adds another facet to our understanding of the complex history of 
Chinese conceptions of democracy.6

Explanations for Taiwan’s Demo cratization
If the larger Chinese community is the overarching context of this discus-

sion of concepts of democracy, an important part of that context is the demo-
cratic transition on Taiwan. Taiwan is where two of the three fi gures we exam-
ine  were active, and the fact that Taiwan experienced a demo cratic transition is 
part of what makes these fi gures important to the larger community.

No scholar now seriously questions the judgment that prior to the late 
1980s Taiwan experienced something other than full demo cratic governance. 
It is also taken for granted that the ROC on Taiwan today is a democracy and 
that it is, for the most part, a liberal democracy. However, the causes of 
Taiwan’s transition are still the subject of vigorous debate. An important point 
of departure is diff ering explanations of the impetus for that transition. Was 
the transition driven by internal, indigenous sources, or was the transition 
and its outcomes primarily infl uenced by global contexts? For example, some 
scholars argue that the Cold War (which forced Taiwan to become more lib-
eral and demo cratic in order to retain Western and particularly American 
support) or its waning (with the accompanying declining of security concerns) 
is the primary factor.7 For others, the broader Third Wave of demo cratization 
is the cause for the transition, infecting Taiwan with a demo cratic contagion 
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that came from the People Power movement in the Philippines and South 
Korea’s demo cratic transition.8 In these explanations, external factors play 
the primary role in both the transition to democracy and the type of democ-
racy Taiwan now experiences.

Other explanations look to internal causes. Some scholars point directly to 
the central role of the ruling Kuomintang Party (KMT, ), arguing that 
it was the KMT’s intention to demo cratize and that the transition was the 
fruit of that intention.9 The predominant paradigm for internal explanations 
of Taiwan’s transition, however, is the po liti cally oriented framework derived 
from O’Donnell and Schmitter’s work, which is predicated on understanding 
relationships among elites inside and outside of power in the predemo cratic 
state.10 Scholars refer to one or more variations of the po liti cal demo cratization 
paths Huntington built upon the O’Donnell and Schmitter framework to 
 account for the transition. Some hold that it was the result of complex inter-
actions between the KMT and opposition groups.11 Others hold that interac-
tions among factions within the KMT and opposition groups, coupled with 
leadership and po liti cal norms, account for the transition.12 These scholars 

A po liti cal training course of the KMT in progress (1953). Courtesy of Ministry of 
Foreign Aff airs, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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generally label Taiwan’s move to democracy a transformational and po liti cal 
event in which the ruling KMT elite, though under some pressure, remained 
in power and ushered in demo cratic reforms under circumstances in which it 
could have resisted reform. In this explanation, the sources for the transition 
 were internal and dominated by the KMT’s hold on power and, presumably, 
understanding of democracy.

In contrast, another group of scholars argue that while the sources of 
Taiwan’s demo cratization are internal, those sources are most closely associ-
ated with the demo cratic opposition movement alone. In this understanding, 
it was not the KMT elites in power whose attitudes, divisions, or actions  were 
crucial but those of demo cratic activists who kept demo cratic aspirations 
alive in the face of the KMT’s authoritarianism, winning elections at the 
 local level despite unfair KMT practices and, in the late 1980s, ultimately 
forcing the KMT to adopt demo cratic reforms or face the prospect of massive 
civil disturbances.13 In this view, demo cratization was a pro cess in which 
an opposition wrested demo cratic reforms from a recalcitrant government 
dominated by a nondemo cratic KMT. This opposition, animated by the forces 
that coalesced to form the Demo cratic Progressive Party (DPP, ), 
are generally said to be have been infl uenced by Western understandings of 
democracy.

Departing from these purely po liti cal explanations, support for the propo-
sition that the KMT contributed to a culture of demo cratic learning that was 
important to the transition and its aftermath is found among another group 
of scholars, especially Gold and Nathan and Ho. Gold holds that the KMT 
made commitments to democracy that  were later used by the opposition 
to oppose the system it created. Thus, even if the KMT as a party was not an 
important actor in the demo cratization pro cess in this explanation, its public 
pronouncements  were important to a pro cess of demo cratic learning and 
conceptualization.14 Nathan and Ho likewise argue that the KMT’s “constitu-
tionalist and prodemo cratic ideology” was a factor in the demo cratization 
pro cess, and they place Chiang Ching- kuo at the center of the transition, even 
though they argue that demo cratization for Chiang was instrumental to the 
goals of legitimizing his regime and reviving the KMT rather than an end in 
itself.15 There is also a place  here for demo cratic learning linked to the concep-
tualizations of democracy we examine, even if such learning is understood to 
have been an unintended consequence of the government’s and the party’s 
actions.
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Examining the demo cratic discussions of KMT leaders can help us evalu-
ate these various explanations. If the leadership of the KMT did not speak of 
democracy in meaningful ways, then the impetus for demo cratic reform may 
more plausibly be placed outside the KMT, the pro cess itself confi ned to the 
1980s and 1990s, and the factors infl uencing Taiwan’s current democracy 
identifi ed as either coming directly from the West, indirectly through other 
countries, or from the understandings of oppositional groups alone. If that lead-
ership did contribute demo cratic concepts, then the view of Taiwan’s demo-
cratization as an extended pro cess is reinforced, an important role for the 
KMT in the pro cess cannot be ruled out, and the role of previous conceptions 
of democracy in shaping Taiwan’s current demo cratic regime would be in 
play.16 An existing culture of democracy might also plausibly be referenced as 
an infl uence on the demo cratic opposition itself. It is the foundations for these 
latter explanations, particularly those put forward by Gold and by Nathan and 
Ho, that we seek to explore  here by determining whether the KMT’s leader-
ship did contribute meaningful discussions of democracy.

Understanding, Recognizing, and Assessing 
Demo cratic Conceptions
Definitions of Democracy
Before considering the broader Chinese contexts of these discussions, we 

must fi rst answer questions related to demo cratic theory and po liti cal thought 
in general. How do we recognize whether a po liti cal conception is “demo-
cratic”? How do we assess the justifi cations, conceptions, and overall quality 
of these leaders’ contributions to discussions of democracy?

For such early systematic theorists of constitutions as Aristotle, democracy 
was a par tic u lar regime type that could emerge empirically in contextually 
diff erent forms. Democracy generally entailed (1) the widespread granting of 
citizenship, (2) po liti cal equality among citizens, and (3) signifi cant participa-
tion in the administration of po liti cal aff airs by ordinary citizens. The way in 
which these features  were embedded in a constitution importantly varied in 
diff erent contexts. However, Aristotle also argued that the existence of such a 
regime inevitably meant that power would gravitate to the poor because they 
would be the most numerous portion of the citizenry and would therefore 
dictate terms to other groups by their ability to mobilize votes. In his under-
standing, democracy may involve diff erent institutions and practices rooted 
in par tic u lar contexts, but it is ultimately and universally about numbers: is 
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citizenship extended widely (democracy) or more narrowly (other forms of 
government)?17

Later theorists in the civic republican tradition  were less realist in their 
understanding of the internal components of communities, or perhaps they 
had a realist appreciation of particularistic interests and tried to fi nd ways 
of avoiding what they saw as the deterioration of the community into rival 
factions. For Machiavelli and Rousseau, the formation of citizens into a uni-
fi ed demos was a crucial and necessary component. Through the actions of 
a found er and the embrace of civic virtues and a common culture, citizens 
would develop a common will and identify common interests and an overall 
common good that would be the objects of their po liti cal activities. Rousseau 
condemned intermediary groups that stand between the individual and the 
community as destructive of democracy because they distort the pro cess of 
assessing the general will and shatter solidarity in the quest for the satisfac-
tion of particularized interests. For these theorists, po liti cal pluralism within 
the demos is not desirable. Concomitantly, while neither Machiavelli nor 
Rousseau advocated the complete administration of po liti cal machinery by 
all ordinary citizens, both saw attention to po liti cal matters as a primary 
 responsibility of citizens. For both, the essential marker of democracy is the 
responsiveness of the government to the will of the entire community. A gov-
ernment that is not responsive to the community as a  whole, or is responsive 
to only a portion of the community, is not demo cratic because democracy is 
the means by which the community as a  whole, and therefore each individual 
as part of the community, exercises autonomy.18 Thus in their understanding, 
democracy is a universal conception that assumes a monist citizenry.

Modern theorists are split in their understandings of democracy. For those 
who seek to compare democracy across cultures and develop inventories of 
 democracy, a simple, universal defi nition is adequate even if the particulars of 
democracy are diff erent in diff erent nations. A pop u lar defi nition is Lipset’s 
formulation that a regime is demo cratic if and only if it “supplies regular consti-
tutional opportunities for changing the governing offi  cials, and a social mecha-
nism which permits the largest possible part of the population to infl uence 
major decisions by choosing among contenders for po liti cal offi  ce.”19 Note that 
this defi nition, while simple and allowing for variations, still argues for the 
universality in democracies of constitutionalism, indirect democracy, majori-
tarianism, downward accountability, and choice in the form of multiple candi-
dates and, presumably, multiple parties.
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Dahl, meanwhile, has put forward more extensive criteria that, while al-
lowing for some latitude in the construction of a demo cratic regime, none-
theless narrowly prescribe the conditions necessary for a decision- making 
pro cess to be deemed demo cratic in a modern setting. These criteria are ef-
fective participation by citizens, voting equality among citizens, enlightened 
understanding among citizens, control of the po liti cal agenda by citizens, 
and inclusion in the demos of all nontransient and mentally sound adults.20 
Within these criteria are such subsidiary elements as elections and the right 
to run for offi  ce, majority rule, liberal freedoms, access to information, and 
the right to form associations. These elements, which Dahl associates with a 
“second transformation” of democracy that took place in modern Eu rope, 
constitute what others identify as a liberal understanding of democracy and 
what Dahl terms “polyarchy.”21

I do not accept that all of Dahl’s criteria must be met for a conception to be 
deemed demo cratic. However, these criteria are useful in attempting to distin-
guish between demo cratic and nondemo cratic elements. A theory that fails 
to meet these criteria must provide good reasons why it does not; failing to do 
so, the theory could be found defi cient. Dahl, for example, provides a cogent 
overview of the problems associated with conceptualizing policy in terms of 
expressions of a common good rather than pluralism. Dahl’s conception is also 
important because Taiwan’s po liti cal system currently satisfi es his criteria. 
I use this and other analyses to test, probe, and critique the conceptions of 
democracy we fi nd in the examined discussions.

However, we need not adhere to such prescriptive defi nitions to think 
about democracy more generally in the context of demo cratic learning. Other 
theorists conceive of democracy somewhat more broadly and recognize that 
more than one type of demo cratic theory exists. Among these, Held’s work is 
perhaps the most prominent. In constructing a typology of demo cratic theo-
ries, Held provides us with a way of understanding and classifying diff erent 
types of demo cratic theory and a way of understanding theories that does not 
take for granted the liberal model usually associated with the West.

In Held’s broader understanding, a theory is demo cratic if it maintains 
that state power can be exercised only with the consent (or voice) of citizens, 
who in turn must encompass a large majority of the state’s inhabitants. The 
institutionalization of consent generally includes identifi cation of the ways in 
which people acquire public power, as well as the creation and use of par tic-
u lar procedures by which decisions are made, policies approved, and power 
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exercised. While broad and simple, this defi nition provides clear markers that 
diff erentiate between demo cratic and nondemo cratic conceptions. For exam-
ple, a conception that allows an elite to hold power without the consent of citi-
zens, even though it implements policies that favor the vast majority of ordi-
nary citizens, is not demo cratic in this understanding. Likewise, no theory in 
this understanding can claim a government is demo cratic and not discuss 
some means by which the citizens’ voice is concretely expressed and offi  cials 
are held accountable by citizens. Absent such a procedure for downward ac-
countability, a government could as easily be a paternalistic monarchy as a 
democracy. Consultation is not suffi  cient to constitute accountability or con-
sent. To consult means to listen to the demos, thus constituting in part “voice,” 
but the decision whether to heed that voice is still up to offi  cials; this concep-
tion requires that mechanisms be in place to ensure that the citizens’ voice is 
heeded for a government to be deemed demo cratic.

Held documents the fact that diff erent conceptions of democracy disagree 
radically with regard to how voice, accountability, and consent are to be 
 formulated and expressed. Some theories hold that only the direct exercise of 
policy- making power by citizens constitutes demo cratic practice. Others hold 
that election of offi  cials, understood in the barest sense, is enough. Still others 
argue that elections alone are not suffi  cient, even when one accepts an indirect 
model of democracy. In these latter conceptions, democracy demands that 
there be guarantees of rights and freedoms necessary to run for offi  ce, or ga-
nize parties, and criticize government, as well as constitutional guarantees 
that elections be truly competitive.22 These understandings inject a liberal un-
derstanding of the importance of individuals, individual autonomy, and plu-
ralism into demo cratic theory, requiring that some balance be struck between 
these elements and the emphasis on equality and collective autonomy that 
demo cratic understandings alone tend to favor.

Types of Democracies
For our purposes, three of Held’s models are most important: those of liberal 

democracy, republican unitary democracy, and competitive elitism.23 Though 
not included in Held’s typology, a Chinese unitary conception also importantly 
informs the conceptions of democracy under study  here. We will fi nd that the 
constituent elements of the demo cratic conceptions of Sun and the Chiangs 
move among these various models.
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For Held, the republican unitary model emphasizes civic virtue and a unifi ed 
po liti cal community that generates a general will embodying the autonomous 
choice of the demos as a  whole. Adherents of this model also argue that a 
common good exists that is more than just the simple aggregation of par tic u-
lar interests and that constitutes the subject of all politics. Rather, the com-
mon good is the good of the entire demos taken as a separate, living entity. 
These demo crats are suspicious of parties and interests groups. They see poli-
tics as the way in which the community as a  whole attains autonomy. They 
point to the need for the populace to be disciplined and exercise civic virtues. 
These virtues are par tic u lar kinds of moral excellences (public interest, dedi-
cation to the public good, rejection of par tic u lar interests). Government is to 
be administrative in nature, with ordinary citizens acting as the implementers 
of policies citizens as a  whole approve. Republican unitary demo crats are sus-
picious of too much wealth and are sometimes sympathetic to eliminating 
economic inequalities. They are also opposed to the presence of groups or 
 organizations that mediate between individuals and the community as a  whole 
(what liberal demo crats call civil society). To be autonomous in their under-
standing is to participate in the governance of the community as a  whole; it is 
through the shared control of the community that one is the author of one’s 
own actions.24

Drawing upon the work of Weber and Schumpeter, Held argues that a com-
petitive elitist model portrays democracy as a pro cess by which citizens choose 
the people who are to exercise po liti cal power by means of voting among can-
didates representing diff erent po liti cal parties. Thus, competitive elitism 
employs a concept of indirect democracy. An important justifi cation for this 
position is not just the size of modern democracies (a point that Dahl empha-
sizes in conceptualizing democracy as polyarchy) but also the presumption of 
a signifi cant gulf of po liti cal ability and interest between citizens and leaders. 
Politics is the realm of the professional politician, not regular citizens, because 
the latter are generally unable to make sense of and judge policies. Non- elites 
are capable of recognizing and voting out incompetent leaders, but not more. 
The demos is understood as diverse in its interests and desires, as are po liti cal 
elites. In this model, multiple po liti cal parties and other po liti cal groups are 
natural to demo cratic practice and understood as the vehicles by which lead-
ers build po liti cal infl uence, and it is to parties and their interests rather than 
citizens as a  whole that po liti cal leaders in practice owe their loyalty and whose 
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po liti cal values and interests they further. While governing is a technical 
business, it is also, as in the liberal model, a pro cess of bargaining and com-
promise among po liti cal elites representing various interests and views, par-
ticularly in the form of the parliamentary democracy that Weber describes. 
A competitive elitist regime may contain checks and balances, rights and 
freedoms, and a developed system of law, as does Weber’s version; however, 
in Weber’s understanding these are not aimed at the state per se but at the 
bureaucracy that is the inevitable accompaniment of the modern state.25

The liberal demo cratic model limits government and privileges individuals 
in the context of an indirect democracy in which most of the important policy 
making is done by offi  cials chosen through regularly scheduled elections. Au-
tonomy in this understanding is both collective (in terms of participating in 
the shared making of general rules) and individual (in terms of the creation 
of unique and par tic u lar life plans). Liberal democracy incorporates constitu-
tionalism that provides limits to and checks on government power in terms 
of rules, structures, and specifi c rights that protect individuals and po liti cal 
minorities. Liberal democracy assumes pluralism and the natural develop-
ment of diff erent interests, a variety of understandings of politics and the 
common good, and competition among multiple po liti cal parties. Adherents 
of this model emphasize the development of and participation in private or-
ganizations that form a free civil society. A liberal democracy, they hold, em-
phasizes the free and equal nature of all citizens, the openness of offi  ce to all 
citizens through elections, and the protection of individual rights. Liberal 
demo crats also place great emphasis on the competitiveness and freedom of 
elections, competition among multiple po liti cal parties, and the important 
role po liti cal parties and po liti cal elites out of offi  ce play in holding offi  cehold-
ers accountable through criticism and the formulation of alternative policy 
proposals. While they are suspicious of state power and attempt to curtail the 
power of public offi  cials, they are also dubious of ordinary citizens’ willingness 
to respect the rights of all; therefore, liberal demo crats seek to limit the powers 
of majorities by means of constitutions and checks and balances. These limits 
on power are meant to curb abuses of power, attempts to rule dictatorially, 
and particularly attempts by ordinary citizens or elites to use the state to im-
pose a set of perfectionist life plans on individuals.26
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Demo cratic Conceptions in the Chinese Context
As po liti cal fi gures exposed to Chinese philosophy and history, Sun and 

the two Chiangs both drew upon and participated in a Chinese conversation 
about the nature and attributes of democracy that extends back to the late 
nineteenth century and continues to this day. The nature of that participa-
tion as well as their possible infl uences on, or general relationship with, the 
current conversation in the Chinese community is of par tic u lar interest.

Just as in the more general literature on democracy, there are disagree-
ments among scholars regarding conceptions of democracy in the Chinese 
community. Questions arise as to whether there is a unique understanding 
that Chinese discussions inevitably invoke. If so, what are the features of that 
conception? Is it demo cratic? What is the relationship of Chinese concep-
tions with Western understandings? For those who prescribe democracy as a 
normative matter, the questions are somewhat diff erent. If a Chinese state is 
to embrace democracy, what does that mean? Should Chinese theorists and 
practitioners look to the West and adopt Western (and particularly liberal) 
models  wholesale? Should existing models be adapted to Chinese conditions? 
Are Chinese contexts relevant? Should the concept of democracy itself be 
fundamentally rethought?

The recent debate begins more largely with the topic of “Asian” democ-
racy. Some scholars and po liti cal fi gures accept (and sometimes promote) a 
conception of politics that includes what is said to be a distinctly Asian under-
standing of demo cratic practices, values, and leadership that they argue is 
diff erent from Western understandings but is, nonetheless, demo cratic at its 
core. Most famously, Lee Kuan Yew has argued that Singapore embraces a 
demo cratic understanding infl uenced by the context of Asian culture and values 
that emphasizes discipline, authority, the family, and traditional Chinese 
culture. For Lee and others like him, this form of democracy is both best suited 
for countries with a Chinese heritage and normatively superior to other ver-
sions.27 In a somewhat diff erent vein, scholars such as Reilly have argued for 
the signifi cance of a distinctive and common set of electoral rules that have 
recently been implemented in East Asian countries that emphasize the impor-
tance of a majoritarian conception of democracy.  Here, the emphasis is on iden-
tifying and studying what appears to be a par tic u lar model of democracy that 
has emerged in a par tic u lar region of the world, a model that promotes solidarity 
and stability over the repre sen ta tion of pluralist interests, even while it other-
wise shares important features with Western understandings of democracy.28
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Both contentions are controversial and as such should initially be treated 
cautiously. A signifi cant number of scholars argue that there is no conception 
of “Asian democracy.” Rather, some hold that diff erences between the classi-
cal liberal versions of democracy and those labeled “Asian” conceptions are to 
be explained by the fact that the latter, while called demo cratic by politicians 
such as Lee, are really incomplete demo cratic conceptions.29 Others argue 
that such diff erences are the result of universal factors, such as government 
manipulation, government control of the press, and a middle- class desire for 
stability, or politicians attempting to protect their interests. There is nothing 
Asian or distinctively demo cratic about such conceptions or practices.30 They 
merely incorporate local manifestations of problems or features that can be 
found in any operational democracy.31 Still others argue that such conceptions 
are merely relabeled normative constructions of developmental strategies.32

The Chinese Conversation on Democracy
General Discussions of Democracy
Like discussions of Asian values and experiences in the conversation about 

Asian democracy, discussions of democracy in the Chinese community form 
part of an ongoing and more general discussion of the role of Chinese values 
and contexts in the integration of China into the modern world. In the eyes of 
Yu Keping ( ), a contemporary commentator on democracy working on 
the Chinese mainland, the current discussion of globalization in mainland 
China is an extension of a conversation that began with the participants of 
the May Fourth Movement of 1919 and has since been taken up on various 
occasions. This discussion includes eff orts to think through the possible dif-
ferences among the concepts of globalization, modernization, and Western-
ization and subsequent attempts to identify the proper Chinese attitude toward 
science, technology, industrialization, culture, civil society, education, poli-
tics, and economics. As Yu and others also note, attitudes vary. Some partici-
pants in this discussion argue for the complete adoption of Western ap-
proaches and values, holding that these represent the core of modernity and 
globalization. The opposite view is held by more strongly nationalist groups, 
who maintain that China’s response to globalization should be a revival of tra-
ditional values, either narrowly in the form of Confucianism or more broadly 
in terms of China’s larger heritage of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. 
Yu is typical of those who adopt a middling, syncretic position. In this under-
standing, globalization demands the adoption of certain universal values and 
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understandings, including democracy, freedom, and individualism. However, 
these need not come only in Western forms, and when they do, such under-
standings can and should be supplemented by the addition of Chinese under-
standings. Democracy in this conception encompasses local elements, even 
though it is a universally desirable form of government.33

Taking Yu’s understanding of the Chinese conversation on modernization 
as a starting point, we see that this conversation contributes to an overlap-
ping debate regarding democracy. Should China adopt a Western understand-
ing or should it, to put it in modern parlance, adopt democracy “with Chinese 
characteristics”? There continue to be arguments on both sides of this ques-
tion. The current leadership of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), for 
example, claims not only to follow demo cratic norms in the form of a social-
ist understanding of demo cratic centralism but also to practice a form of de-
mocracy that takes into account the particularities of China’s context as a 
developing country with a par tic u lar history.34 This conception promotes the 
centrality of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and, while formally accept-
ing some Western concepts such as the rule of law and a system of checks and 
balances within the CCP, conceives of accountability in terms of consultation 
rather than multiparty elections or nationwide elections for top government 
offi  cials. Yu, among others, also appears to take this position in justifying in-
traparty democracy as at least a transitional form. Other researchers have 
identifi ed alternative forms of what they hold to be particularly Chinese under-
standings of democracy.35 Of these, one interesting group explores the possibili-
ties for a specifi cally Confucian conception, or at least the prospect that Con-
fucian values can support a form of democracy amenable to Chinese culture 
and history.36

On the descriptive side of the scholarship, a broad group of scholars argue 
that elements of practicality, elitism, syncretism, liberalism, and Confucian 
values can be found in the larger, historical stream of Chinese conceptions of 
democracy. In this understanding, the Chinese intellectual experience with 
democracy is best described as rich and varied. This descriptive view is illus-
trated most vividly in Fung’s work, which argues for a nuanced understand-
ing of this discussion, particularly for the periods encompassing the early 
republic, the May Fourth Movement, and the early Nationalist period.37 For 
these scholars, there is no single conception of a “Chinese” democracy that is 
constrained by par tic u lar boundaries set by culture and history. There have 
been, instead, a variety of ways in which people have explored the idea of 
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democracy within the Chinese context; those who are interested in democ-
racy sometimes adopt outside ideas  wholesale, while others adopt and modify 
both outside and indigenous po liti cal concepts.

In surveying this evidence, there does not appear to be a single, unique 
understanding of Chinese democracy, much less a single Asian demo cratic 
model, which a critical mass of people in China, whether now or in the past, 
have accepted. Chinese discussions of democracy cover a wide range of 
 understandings, and thinkers have put forward several diff erent candidates 
for the title of “Chinese democracy.” These fi ndings are of importance to the 
project  here, for they point to the complicated task of situating these leaders’ 
demo cratic discussions within the larger Chinese conversation. I attempt to 
simplify this task by focusing on two questions: First, does the fi gure in ques-
tion put forward an understanding of democracy that one might label a “Chi-
nese” understanding in that it does not appear to follow a completely Western 
format but instead draws upon conceptions and views intimately associated 
with Chinese culture, philosophy, history, and conditions? That is, to what 
extent do they supply an understanding of democracy with specifi cally Chinese 
characteristics rather than importing a conception  wholesale? And second, 
does the fi gure himself label what he discusses a universal conception, a 
“Chinese” conception, or some combination?

The Chinese Unitary Model of Democracy

In approaching the fi rst question, we must decide how to operationalize a 
“Chinese” conception of democracy. One way of doing so is to check the con-
ceptions we study  here against a list of elements that come from the Chinese 
context, such as cultural values, philosophical precepts, and Chinese histori-
cal models. Such an exercise forms part of the analysis  here. A second way is 
to compare the conception at hand to a pop u lar existing conception of de-
mocracy that incorporates contextual Chinese elements. We know that such 
conceptions exist, for scholars have uncovered elements of continuity and 
commonality that mark some conceptions in ways that go beyond broad and 
indeterminate references to rulers making policies that benefi t everyone.38 
For example, Peng identifi es important continuities and similarities among 
various conceptions of democracy and good government held by Chinese com-
mentators. Others go further to suggest the existence of Asian variations of 
Western demo cratic models.39 Fung, for example, has argued for the existence 
of a Chinese version of demo cratic liberalism in the 1930s and 1940s, in 
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which a combination of liberalism, democracy, and traditional Chinese values 
created a conception in which demo cratic values placed limits on such liberal 
tenets as individuals and rights.40 There also appear to be Asian versions of the 
republican unitary model of democracy, of which Lee’s discussion is broadly 
representative.

Of par tic u lar importance  here is the widespread presence in the Chinese 
experience of a diff erent variation of the republican unitary model, one that I 
label the Chinese unitary model. Following Peng, I see the philosophical foun-
dations of this model residing in two diff erent but not incompatible justifi ca-
tions for democracy that extend back into Chinese history and culture. One 
justifi cation is that democracy is a rendering of an understanding of good 
government found in traditional understandings of Chinese politics. The 
writings of Confucians in general and those of Mencius in par tic u lar have 
been used by Chinese intellectuals to argue for the existence of a historical, 
cultural conception of government that is operated “for the good of the 
people”— thus labeled by many a mínben ( ), or people- based, form of gov-
ernment. In both the traditionalist and the later forms of this understanding, 
offi  cials are elites who are chosen for offi  ce on the strength of their virtue and 
character. They are charged with using their power to further the interests of 
the people as a  whole rather than those of offi  cials or a narrow segment of the 
population. The people, in turn, are to defer to offi  cials, obey laws, and develop 
their own virtue. Thus there are important elitist and moralist as well as uni-
tary elements to this understanding.

Some Chinese intellectuals take this formulation by itself as a form of de-
mocracy, or at least the foundation for a Chinese conception of democracy. 
But when considered in relation to the defi nitions above, this understanding 
is not demo cratic even by Held’s minimal standard. It importantly lacks insti-
tutions that require downward accountability. In barebones mínben concep-
tions, accountability is either upward to a benevolent and wise ruling offi  cial 
or sideways to cultural norms stressing the need for “people- centered” poli-
cies or ethical standards in the Confucian canon. As Fukuyama has pointed 
out, such a conception may include a system of moral accountability and may 
also produce states that are capable of engaging in good governance (one ex-
ample being Singapore) in that they can eff ectively deal with the tasks that 
states must carry out, but it does not meet the criteria of a demo cratic state. In 
addition to lacking the procedural, downward accountability that is a marker 
of democracy, this conception also does not provide the means for furnishing 
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offi  cials with essential information regarding the common good, or institu-
tions that forcibly restrain or remove rulers who refuse to follow ethical prin-
ciples and abuse power.41 Thus, something more than a mínben understand-
ing is necessary for the construction of a demo cratic concept.

The other justifi cation that feeds into the Chinese unitary conception is 
contextual and pertains to function and purpose. This justifi cation also has a 
history that extends back at least to the turn of the twentieth century. In the 
latter stages of the Ching dynasty and early years of the republic, intellectuals 
referenced the ongoing struggles of China in a complex and dangerous world 
to justify democracy as a form of government that appeared to account for 
the success of the powerful (Western) nations. The need for China to unify, 
free itself of imperialist attacks, defend itself from powerful economies and 
military forces, and engage in the diffi  cult but necessary tasks of economic 
development, industrialization, and modernization lent a pragmatic dimen-
sion to democracy as a system of government capable of creating a powerful 
state able to harness the energies and will of the entire nation.42  Here, as Fung 
would argue, the inspiration and justifi cation for democracy is national salva-
tion, or jiùwáng ( ). Democracy is a desirable form of government in this 
justifi cation because it helps create a powerful and eff ective state that allows 
China to meet its challenges; thus conceptions of democracy justifi ed by this 
understanding pragmatically emphasize the unity, will, and power necessary 
to save China, which, adherents argue, nondemo cratic forms of government 
cannot supply. Consequently, this conception does not stress the rights of in-
dividuals in the way the liberal demo cratic model does. While it does favor 
the exercise of power by elites, it also does not recognize pluralism in the 
same way as the liberal demo cratic model or the competitive elitist model. To 
put this in the parlance of modern demo cratic theory, the jiùwáng justifi cation 
paints democracy as desirable for reasons of good governance and policy per-
for mance, not for reasons of demo cratic pro cess per for mance or in connec-
tion with any normative linkage to human nature.43

While strongly reminiscent of the republican unitary concept found in the 
general democracy literature, the Chinese unitary model diff ers from the latter 
in a number of important respects. First, as just noted, this model incorpo-
rates mínben and/or jiùwáng justifi cations for democracy rather than anchor-
ing justifi cations in some stable understanding of human nature. Democracy 
 here is either culturally rooted or has strongly functional attractions that are 
often contextually conditioned. Second, while it shares with the republican 
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unitary model an emphasis on the importance of par tic u lar kinds of virtues 
that serve to discipline the public and turn its gaze to public rather than pri-
vate interests, it does not necessarily emphasize the types of civic virtues as-
sociated with actively participating in po liti cal aff airs that in the West are 
derived from Greek, Roman, and Re nais sance philosophy. While Sun argues 
for the necessity of greater focus on public interest in democracy than it 
had historically been given in China, this model tends to emphasize more 
strongly the importance of traditional Chinese values that encourage harmony, 
cooperation, self- discipline, and hard work.44

Third, this variant diff ers from some understandings of republican unitary 
democracy in its emphasis on elitism. Whereas Rousseau’s conception places 
at its center the arguments that humans must be seen both descriptively and 
normatively as equal and that government only implements and does not for-
mulate policies, this conception holds the opposite: that a small group of people 
incontestably possess superior abilities and are best suited to hold and exercise 
most policy- making powers, subject to supervision by the people as a  whole. 
The characteristics of these elites include higher intelligence and education 
levels, greater attainment of moral and ethical virtue, and more developed 
capacities for practical and technical work. Such was the Confucian under-
standing, which specifi ed the active character of leaders and the passive role 
of ordinary citizens, which Guang argues was adopted by some of the early 
democracy enthusiasts in China and which others argue is a more general 
marker of Confucian po liti cal ideas.45 Indeed, Peng has gone much further to 
argue that such elitism is to be found in all the main varieties of Chinese de-
mocracy.46 In its elitist understanding, this model stands closer to the com-
petitive elitist model and to Machiavelli’s understanding of the importance 
of extraordinary leaders who create or reform a people by means of cultural 
activities, lawmaking, a constitution, and otherwise attempting to master for-
tuna than to Rousseau’s understanding of equal and active citizenship.

The other aspects of this model mirror those of the republican unitary 
model in general. Its fourth element is the conceptualization of the demos in 
terms of unity rather than pluralism. It tends to be suspicious of the alternative, 
intermediary organizations (at least those not under the control of the govern-
ment) that liberal theory privileges as a necessary part of civil society. People 
engage in self- governance collectively, not as individuals or as members of 
voluntary associations. “The people” (mín, ) must be or ga nized and disci-
plined and must speak with a single voice. If not, they must be encouraged to 
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do so, either through the forces of nationalism and civic virtue or through tra-
ditional values and culture.

A fi fth characteristic is the understanding that if the demos is a united 
 whole, it has one will that identifi es a common good. Downward accountability 
is not about refl ecting a diversity of opinions but about identifying the general 
will and furthering the common good. This is an antipluralist understanding, 
in which the existence of diff erent or confl icting interests and opinions is dis-
counted or ignored in favor of a conception in which expressions of a common 
will and a common good are understood as having objective existence.47 As in 
the republican unitary model, the concept of downward accountability and 
understandings of good and interests are not connected  here with individuals 
or po liti cal parties but with citizens conceptualized as a united and disciplined 
 whole and often take the form of one- party rule and plebiscites.48

We will use this model as a resource when discussing the Chinese character-
istics of the conceptions of democracy that Sun and the Chiangs put forward. 
We will also refer to it in conjunction with the republican unitary, demo cratic 
elitist, and liberal demo cratic models, as well as discussions by contemporary 
democracy scholars.

Sun Yat- sen, Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo, 
and Democracy
As we are examining anew the demo cratic conceptions of Sun Yat- sen, 

Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo by means of these models of democracy 
and the discussions of demo cratic theorists, the following reviews how these 
actors have previously been described.

Sun Yat- sen

Many of Western discussions of the substance of Sun’s writings are old, 
clustering in the 1920s to1940s, when the doctrine of the San Mín Chu Yì was 
recognized as a key component of the KMT’s philosophy of party and govern-
ment. Of these early characterizations, some saw Sun as the originator of a 
line of philosophical thought. They took as the key part of the doctrine its 
emphasis on a developmental and elitist form of democracy in which po liti cal 
leaders exercise power while training regular citizens in the fundamentals of 
demo cratic citizenship to fi t them to take on the full burdens of demo cratic 
responsibility.49 Some later characterizations also make this the central part 
of their analyses.50 Other early analysts, such as Linebarger, stress the impor-
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tance of a strong state in Sun’s discussion and the denigration of Western- 
style checks and balances in his theory.51 This emphasis on a strong state is 
likewise echoed in some later analyses, which also tend to point to the impor-
tance of nationalism in Sun’s understanding and the way in which this em-
phasis produced an instrumental justifi cation of democracy.52

Some more recent scholars put Sun in the context of traditional Chinese 
understandings of democracy and therefore see him as departing fundamen-
tally from a liberal understanding. Some scholars emphasize the role of jiùwáng 
justifi cations of democracy and the cultural and Confucian infl uences of mín-
ben understandings of good government in his conception. These scholars see 
Sun as typical of one brand of early twentieth- century promoters of democracy 
in his practical interests, his syncretic approach, his preoccupation with the 
challenges China faced, his unitary conception, and his elitism. These scholars, 
particularly Fung, portray Sun as diff ering importantly from those demo cratic 
thinkers in China who  were more deeply infl uenced by Western liberals.53 In 
contrast, while Wells also sees Sun as providing a nonliberal model by drawing 
importantly on traditional Chinese sources, he believes this to be a benefi cial 
development and argues that Sun’s conception would defend individual rights.54 
Other scholars (most of whom are writing on Taiwan after Taiwan’s demo cratic 
transition) also have argued that Sun did emphasize the importance of indi-
vidual rights, recognize pluralism and diversity, draw up a system that included 
checks and balances, and favor the rule of law and at least a two- party system.55 
Some of these studies trace those characteristics, particularly what they see as 
a liberal emphasis on checks and balances, back to Chinese origins; others do 
the same while simultaneously arguing that Chinese cultural concepts, includ-
ing mínben understandings, infl uenced Sun’s conception of democracy.56

In general, the Chinese- language literature on Sun is divided among ap-
proaches that are ideological, expository, or practical. In both mainland China 
and Taiwan, discussions of Sun attempt to place him in the context of the 
 rival Chinese regimes. Those on the mainland have both critically noted the 
bourgeois character of Sun’s demo cratic understanding and sought to link 
Sun’s Principle of the People’s Welfare (which, along with his Principle of De-
mocracy and Principle of Nationalism, forms his San Mín Chu Yì) to the PRC’s 
economic policies. A large literature on the mainland and Taiwan has also 
attempted to trace the historical and philosophical infl uences on Sun’s thought.57 
The diff erence in these writings from most of the Western scholarship is the 
presence of an important line of publications (mostly on Taiwan) that attempt 
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to test and utilize Sun’s understanding of democracy and demo cratic devel-
opment in present contexts. These studies concentrate on Sun as a theorist 
rather than as a phi los o pher, assuming that the importance of Sun’s work lies 
in his identifi cation of a three- part demo cratizing pro cess consisting of a pre-
liminary period of military rule, a period of tutelage, and fi nally, the institu-
tion of constitutional democracy, rather than in his justifi cations of democ-
racy or other philosophical aspects of his writing.58

Chiang Kai- shek

Chiang has been, and still is, widely criticized for his authoritarian thought 
and practice. Many critics emphasize his military training and outlook, as 
well as his traditional education.59 However, Chiang is also sometimes por-
trayed as a contributor to democracy and demo cratic discussions in China and 
Taiwan. For many scholars sympathetic to his politics, Chiang was not only a 
systematic thinker with a coherent philosophy; he was also deeply committed 
constitutional demo crat.60 In his demo cratic musings, he is said to have been 
infl uenced by Confucius ( ), Mencius ( ), and Wang Yang- ming ( ) 
as well as the mínben and Great Learning ( ) teachings in the Chinese 
tradition and Rousseau and Montesquieu from the West. These fi gures, the 
arguments go, contributed to his understandings of constitutionalism, rights 
and freedoms, checks and balances, and limited government. Cheng not only 
paints Chiang in a sympathetic demo cratic light but also underscores what he 
sees as Chiang’s attempt to balance Western liberal values with Chinese and 
developmental values in a way that locates Chiang’s conception of politics 
near the liberal model of democracy.61

In terms of concrete accomplishments, Chiang is credited with promulgat-
ing a constitution that, with its emergency provisions stripped away, serves 
as the basic law of the current demo cratic government.62 More recently, Taylor 
has argued that Chiang was sincere in his attempt to move to a constitutional 
government in the aftermath of World War II.63 Chiang portrayed himself 
as a demo crat whose program and reputation for demo cratic change  were 
thwarted by the need to centralize government power and mobilize the pop-
ulation in the face of a long series of threats.64

Chiang Ching- kuo

Chiang Ching- kuo’s demo cratic character and his role in the democratiza-
tion pro cess are also disputed. Debates particularly swirl around his role as 
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president of the ROC in the run- up to the transition, with supporters empha-
sizing his positive contributions and detractors arguing that the transition 
occurred apart from any of his eff orts and that he was, at best, a soft authori-
tarian and, at worst, a former secret policeman who had to be cornered into 
conceding demo cratic reforms.

Of importance  here are the arguments that he was a committed demo crat. 
Wang argues that Chiang Ching- kuo embraced Sun’s understanding of con-
stitutionalism and a general emphasis on the rule of law.65 Heng argues that 
he took a populist approach to politics while simultaneously emphasizing the 
role of education and the training of citizens in law and order for a future demo-
cratic life.66 Meanwhile, such current and former KMT members as Lien 
Chan ( ) and James Soong ( ) are the most adamant in stressing his 
importance to the actual demo cratization pro cess. Chan argues for the impor-
tance and vitality of the historical commitment to a Confucian understand-
ing of democracy on the part of both Chiang Ching- kuo and his father.67 Soong 
emphasizes the centrality of Chiang Ching- kuo’s actions and traces the demo-
cratization pro cess to Sun’s ideology and the eff orts of the KMT to institute 
local and provincial elections, as well as to its success in the areas of mass edu-
cation and economic development.68

Sources, Methodology, and Outline
Sources
For Sun Yat- sen, I rely mainly upon the offi  cial version of the San Mín Chu 

Yì lectures as prepared and published by offi  cial government sources. I also 
occasionally refer to the standard ROC version of Sun’s Memoirs of a Chinese 
Revolutionary ( ), which was also accessible to the general public. For 
both Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo, I look to their public writings 
and pronouncements while on Taiwan. I rely exclusively upon the materials 
published by the Government Information Offi  ce (GIO) in the Free China Re-
view and in annual collections. Both provide reprints of speeches, declara-
tions, pronouncements, and interviews that had been published previously in 
domestic outlets, both governmental and private.

Since 1949, these discussions of democracy have been deployed by govern-
ment and party offi  cials in the context of confronting and explaining po liti cal 
events and problems. For a period of approximately forty years before the 
ROC’s demo cratic transition, they  were an important and widely available part 
of the po liti cal vocabulary used on Taiwan, forming the offi  cially accepted 
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view of legitimate government in general and of democracy in par tic u lar. The 
conceptions of democracy they contain have been used publicly and broad-
cast by means of newspapers, government documents, and other written ma-
terials. Some of them, such as Sun’s San Mín Chu Yì lectures and selections 
from Chiang Kai- shek’s writings,  were (and in some cases still are) part of the 
public school curriculum, military training materials, and KMT party reading 
materials.69 They  were prominent in the KMT regime’s rhetoric and elabo-
rated upon continually on the occasion of the annual National Day memorial 
(commemorating the start of the Xinhai Revolution [ ] on October 10, 
1911, which ended the Ching dynasty), Constitution Day addresses, and the 
opening and closing ceremonies of KMT party functions. These speeches, in-
terviews, remarks, and other materials  were originally disseminated through 
the president’s offi  ce and  were also circulated through bookstores, the Re-
search and Development Council (for placement in libraries), and the offi  ces 
of private organizations if the speeches  were delivered to its members. All im-
portant speeches  were contemporaneously carried in Chinese- language news-
papers, and En glish translations appeared in The China Post and China News.70

In focusing on materials that the government disseminated and emphasized 
and  were available publicly on Taiwan from 1949, I do not mine the entire 
corpus of the writings of Sun, Chiang Kai- shek, and Chiang Ching- kuo. For 
example, I do not examine most of the material Sun wrote before the lectures 
on the San Mín Chu Yì aside from Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary. I also do 
not discuss Chiang Kai- shek’s speeches and addresses from his time on the 
mainland, with the exception of one address that was republished in the Free 
China Review in the 1950s. Nor do I discuss any of his writings that are not in 
the form of speeches, proclamations, or other public addresses. Taking into 
account these other materials might change the picture we have of the po liti-
cal philosophy of both, but I believe that while such materials would add to 
our appreciation of the complexity of their views, they would not fundamen-
tally change our understanding of their conceptions of democracy. In any 
event, what we are concerned with  here are the public pronouncements and 
writings that  were most likely to have been read or heard by people on Tai-
wan and could thereby contribute to demo cratic learning.

Methodology
I refer to the understandings of democracy put forward by such theorists 

as David Held, Robert Dahl, Ian Shapiro, and Larry Diamond. All contribute 
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important parts of an understanding of what is and what is not a demo cratic 
conception. All help us understand how demo cratic regimes arise and how 
they practice demo cratic politics. Held also helps us understand the diff er-
ent types of demo cratic conceptions (and establishes that there is more than 
one type). I use several elements of Diamond’s discussion of democracy to 
or ga nize my analysis of these writings by breaking them down into discrete 
components ( justifi cations of democracies, discussions of parties and elec-
tions,  etc.) and Held’s analysis of the diff erent types of demo cratic conceptions 
to classify the understandings put forward. I also use the tools generally asso-
ciated with the study of the history of po liti cal thought to explore how these 
conceptions of democracy are put together and to analyze justifi cations of de-
mocracy in par tic u lar. The goal is to uncover assumptions, explore concepts, 
grasp the explanations of the world put forward, and test the coherence and 
consistency of ideas.

In exploring the importance of these conceptions, both in terms of their 
survival through time and their use, I draw upon leadership theory as it has 
been developed in understanding Soviet and Rus sian politics in the work of 
George Breslauer and Lila Shevtsova.71 This literature emphasizes the impor-
tance of elites framing issues and problems in distinctive ways within par tic-
u lar contexts, building on already accepted conceptions, and leaving behind 
their own conceptual legacies that become the norm for addressing those 
problems and thinking about politics in general. I also draw upon my own work 
on the perpetuation of traditions as accepted, even necessary, means for mak-
ing po liti cal arguments in par tic u lar discourse communities.72

The general understanding of the role of ideas in demo cratic transitions I 
explore is derived from aspects of demo cratic learning theory and the litera-
ture on socialization in po liti cal culture. Bermeo and others have argued that 
one stage or element of demo cratic transitions involves citizens learning from 
various sources (indigenous elites, examples of other countries, democracy ad-
vocacy groups) a vocabulary of demo cratic concepts, ac cep tance of demo cratic 
tenets, and critiques of nondemo cratic regimes and practices.73 As Mattes and 
Bratton argue with regard to demo cratic learning in Africa, “Perhaps the most 
fundamental cognitive step in po liti cal learning about democracy is that people 
attain a basic awareness of democracy so that they can attach some kind of 
meaning to the concept.” 74 Without such basic awareness, there is little rea-
son for people to want democracy, reject nondemo cratic governments, or under-
stand what living in a democracy entails. Demo cratic learning is the means by 
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which the discussions of democracy studied  here participated, if at all, in Tai-
wan’s demo cratic transition. Likewise, if these demo cratic discussions have 
had a continuing eff ect on Taiwan’s current po liti cal atmosphere, it is because 
of their role in po liti cal learning and socialization.75

Most generally, I approach this project from the methodological stand-
point of constructivism. This position holds that concepts, descriptions, and 
understandings of politics are important for both elites and non- elites. Po liti-
cal actors require these intellectual resources in order to understand their 
interests and contexts and how the two are interrelated. Actors also require 
such resources so that they may understand, develop, assess, and put into 
practice strategies and tactics meant to further their interests. Interests are 
not brute facts, and strategies do not exist as some pragmatic form of natural 
law. We fi nd the materials for such an approach in a variety of sources but 
particularly in the work of such scholars of po liti cal discourse as David Apter 
and of intellectual and cultural history as Christopher Hill.76 To understand 
Taiwan’s democracy and its transition pro cess from a constructivist stand-
point, we must understand what conceptions of democracy  were available and 
how those conceptions made democracy itself appear a useful and desirable 
form of government.

Another important methodological point has to do with authorship. Not all 
the materials I discuss  were written directly or completely by the persons to 
whom they are attributed. In par tic u lar, the speeches of Chiang Kai- shek and 
Chiang Ching- kuo bear the imprint of aides. There is probably some distance 
between these leaders and the ideas I discuss. This problem can be addressed 
in two ways.

First, we should note in each case the substantial participation by the 
leader in question. Sun himself wrote most of the materials associated with 
him that we examine  here, probably with some secretarial, editorial, and re-
search assistance. The elder Chiang relied upon more substantive assistance 
from aides. But as Fenby notes, he was deeply involved in the writing pro cess, 
sometimes writing drafts of messages and speeches himself and supervising 
the work of others closely. It is relatively clear that the material that went out 
over Chiang Kai- shek’s name was a transcription of his own views.77 The de-
gree to which the same is true of Chiang Ching- kuo, particularly during the 
time of his failing health in his later years, is unclear. The infl uence of Western- 
educated aides in formulating his policies and pronouncements (including the 
current president, Ma Ying- jeou, ) has been noted by Taylor in his study 
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of Chiang Ching- kuo, but Chiang Ching- kuo did spend a considerable amount 
of time reviewing the materials that went out over his name.

The second way of resolving this problem is to discard the notion that 
 authorship must be attributed to a single person for a meaningful discussion 
of and comparison among these concepts to be possible. The most important 
feature of these discussions is the fact that conceptions  were generated, pub-
licly broadcast, established as authoritative, and passed down through time 
by the identifi cation of the conceptions with a leader. Literal authorship is not 
crucial. This is true of many other types of analysis, such as those that exam-
ine diff erent types of po liti cal, religious, and philosophical traditions. For ex-
ample, one is able to discuss intelligently the ideas contained in The Book of 
Lord Shang ( ) in terms of the conceptions contained within it and the 
infl uence of those conceptions over time, even though it is well understood 
that this work is not the product of a single author. The same is true of studies 
of the infl uence of the Bible. In this understanding, what is most important is 
that the writings under discussion  here  were disseminated over the name of 
one person who represented a generation of the “Sunist” tradition and that this 
person was po liti cally important. In that sense, one can think of the entity 
signifi ed by a name as either singular or plural.

Though for con ve nience sake I refer to a single person as the generator of 
these concepts, it may be useful to think of the authorship of these materials 
as becoming more plural as the generations proceed. The materials identifi ed 
 here with Sun are directly attributable to him. “Sun” is conceptually the per-
son of Sun. The materials assigned to Chiang Kai- shek are, for the most part, 
attributable to him personally or to the ideas that he communicated to close 
aides. In that sense, “Chiang Kai- shek” is mostly a singular attribution. “Chiang 
Ching- kuo” must be understood as generally plural. The core of the ideas at 
any one time is Chiang Ching- kuo’s, but their elaboration and probably some 
of their inspiration comes from those around him.78 This may account for 
what we will fi nd is the muddy and bifurcated understanding of democracy 
that went out over Chiang Ching- kuo’s name.

Outline
In general, we assess whether the conception each leader put forward cor-

responds with generally accepted conceptions. Is the conception demo cratic 
according to accepted contemporary standards? If so, which model or models 
does the conception resemble?



28  Conceptions of Chinese Democracy

I also analyze these discussions by reference to the various components of 
Diamond’s demo cratic conceptions. I apply only a portion of the ten elements 
of a liberal democracy Diamond identifi es,79 but these are the most important 
because they address democracy per se.

The fi rst element is the desirability and attainability of democracy. How 
does the leader justify democracy? What methods are used? Is democracy 
portrayed as natural, normatively good, instrumentally useful? What associa-
tions are drawn between democracy and Chinese history and culture and 
between democracy and human nature? Does the discussion portray democ-
racy as compatible with people as they are, or does it hold that people would 
have to change to attain democracy? How are nondemo cratic conceptions 
treated? Does the discussion delegitimize such conceptions, and if so, how, 
and how eff ectively?

The second component is the concept of democracy. Does the understand-
ing put forward resemble any accepted conception? Are citizens allowed 
“voice” and if so, how? Are people, as Stepan puts it, “granted the right to 
 advance their interest, both in civil society and in po liti cal society” through 
election and other mechanisms?80 Are there mechanisms for eff ective down-
ward accountability?

The third component is the role of constitutions, elections, and other means 
by which offi  cials are controlled and held accountable. How do these discus-
sions speak of constitutions? Do they emphasize checks and balances and 
other forms of horizontal limits and accountability? What is the role of elec-
tions? What is their nature? Are multiple parties allowed? Is the participation 
of parties controlled or free?

Finally, what are the roles of rights, freedoms, and other protections for in-
dividuals and private organizations that allow people to participate freely and 
hold government accountable? Is everyone under the rule of law? In practice, 
how important are these concepts in the understanding of democracy put for-
ward, and are their role and substance compatible with accepted understand-
ings of democracy? If, as Diamond and others argue, elections themselves are 
not always suffi  cient to ensure democracy, what  else is allowed? Rights and 
constitutional protections? The rule of law? Equality before the law?81

I conclude each chapter by summarizing and assessing the leaders’ con-
tributions to demo cratic learning and locating their discussions in terms of 
whether the leader provides an understanding of democracy that draws sig-
nifi cantly on Chinese sources and contexts.
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Chapters 2 and 3 are or ga nized more strictly along these lines than chap-
ter 4. In the latter, I move more quickly to explore the overall characterizations 
of Chiang Ching- kuo’s conceptualization of democracy. This is a useful depar-
ture not only because it was under his presidency that the beginnings of the 
demo cratic transition occurred but also because we fi nd in Ching- kuo’s state-
ments several diff erent conceptualizations of democracy that must be explored 
in depth.

Chapter 5 concludes the discussion by using the data collected to answer 
the questions posed at the beginning of this chapter. To what degree do these 
discussions fi t the models of democracy we have at hand? How do they con-
nect with current views of democracy on Taiwan? And how can we situate 
these discussions within the broader domain of Chinese discussions of de-
mocracy, particularly discussions now taking place on the mainland?



Chapter Two

Sun Yat- sen
Democracy through Unity and Elitism

A writer in the China Critic raises the following conundrum: “Another 
interesting point is that it is stated that Dr. Sun’s teaching shall be the 
basic principles of our education, and it is also stated that the citizens shall 
have the freedom of conscience. Now if the conscience of some individual 
should revolt against Dr. Sun’s teachings or some of them . . .  what shall be 
done to him?”

Sun Yat- sen developed his understanding of democracy as part of a larger 
attempt to resolve the problems of a weak China. While Sun put his under-

standing in its fi nal form in the 1920s, his inspiration was the condition of 
China in the late Ching ( ) era and the disappointing developments 
that followed the establishment of the republic in 1911. These developments 
reinforced his thinking that a pop u lar regime was necessary for China’s sur-
vival and success but also that unity and discipline  were equally required.

Sun was a revolutionary opponent of the Ching primarily for functional 
reasons. It is easy to see why he embraced a revolutionary stance on those 
grounds. China was losing control over its territories. Central control over 
the provinces was weakening, and outside powers  were carving out economic 
zones of control. The Chinese population was increasingly impoverished, its 
traditional industries ravaged by imports. Between the late 1830s and the end 
of the nineteenth century, China had lost wars to En gland and Japan and had 
experienced a series of uprisings, the greatest of which, the struggle with the 
Tàipíng movement, had cost the state tens of millions in both money and 
lives. In an increasingly competitive world, China had fallen behind the great 
powers and was still losing ground. Its very existence as a po liti cal entity within 
the borders of the Ching dynasty was in doubt. As Hunt usefully notes, an 
appreciation of this situation led to discussions among intellectuals around 
the turn of the century regarding the nature of patriotism, the importance of 
identifying a workable ideology, and schemes to revive the state, along with 
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conceptions of “the people,” po liti cal leaders, and the relationship of both to 
the state— all topics to be found in Sun’s treatment of democracy.1

For Sun, China’s weakness stemmed from the state’s inability to maintain 
geo graph i cal unity and marshal the nation’s natural resources, especially its 
population. Sun conceptualized this situation in a contextual and evolutionary 
fashion. China was not congenitally weak and unable to hold its own among 
other nations, and it was not inevitable that China would be divided. China 
possessed the necessary resources of population, land, and culture. Yet China 
had lost its greatness and become prey to imperialist powers. The solution 
was to become modern. This position is not to be confused with later under-
standings of modernization, wherein nations  were said to undergo a natural 
pro cess of structural change. While he conceptualized modernity in mostly 
universalistic terms, Sun also portrays “becoming modern” as a series of 
choices. Nations, in his argument, consciously decide to change themselves 
(usually through revolutionary means) or to continue with the status quo. 
The fi rst choice to be made on the road to modernization is to adopt the cor-
rect mindset. Once this fi rst choice is made, subsequent choices become easier 
because the contexts they address are correctly understood, and the general 
nature of answers to problems is foreseen. As he would put in Memoirs of a 
Chinese Revolutionary, it is not action but attaining the correct understanding 
of things that is most diffi  cult.

The San Mín Chu Yì doctrine, which he began developing in the early 
1900s, is the framework Sun put forward as this fi rst step on China’s road to 
modernization. That framework conceptualizes modernization in terms of 
po liti cal structures (democracy), national spirit (nationalism), and the de-
velopment of human resources (people’s welfare). This framework generally 
treats the population as a resource whose will and sense of determination 
supply national strength. It holds that the form of the state that will allow 
China most eff ectively to draw upon this will and determination must be based 
on two concepts. The fi rst is contextual. To compete in the modern world and 
unite itself in the face of external threats and internal tensions, China’s state 
must draw upon the active support of its entire population. Passive acquies-
cence is not enough, and re sis tance, intrigue, and rebellion are fatal. The 
only way of soliciting such support is to make the state a pop u lar one; that is, 
China must create a state that draws its legitimacy from the fact that it is the 
instrument of the population as a  whole.2 The second concept is rooted in 
 human nature. While sovereignty must be pop u lar, administration cannot be, 
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because ordinary people are not fi t for the intellectual rigors of policy making. 
This diff erentiation characterizes all powerful and eff ective states, no matter 
their form or their temporal contexts. The right contemporary choice of con-
stitutional forms and other large po liti cal structures must reserve adminis-
trative and policy- making powers to an educated elite.

Sun’s conception of democracy is part of this larger intellectual framework. 
For Sun, conceiving of the state correctly allows one to adopt the choices that 

A bronze statue of Sun Yat- sen resides in the anteroom of Sun Yat- sen 
Memorial Hall. Courtesy of Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Republic of 
China (Taiwan)
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must be made if China is to transform itself from a disor ga nized mass of 
people into a disciplined country, from a premodern entity into a modern state, 
from a victim into a great power.

Views of Sun
Much of the literature on Sun seeks to locate the sources of his thought 

rather than to explore his philosophical positions. Many scholars reject him as 
an original theorist, with most Western researchers painting him as a practi-
cal revolutionary whose writings  were infused with the intellectual infl uences 
of his environment. While extreme, there is some truth in the observations of 
one reviewer of Linebarger’s early discussion of Sun: “Actually, Sun was too 
much concerned with vital po liti cal problems to bother with logic, and when 
in the course of his wide reading he encountered ideas which he thought 
would contribute to the accomplishment of his ultimate aim . . .  he did not 
hesitate to adopt them even though they might be mutually incompatible.”3 
Others do not go as far but still argue that there is no consistent “Sunist” doc-
trine. In this view, Sun was governed by his environment, as we fi nd in Wil-
bur’s emphasis on Sun’s intellectual wanderings. Support for privileging envi-
ronmental infl uences on Sun can be found in the fact that he revised the 
theoretical content of the San Mín Chu Yì lectures up to the time of his death.4

Others see more consistent infl uences that contributed coherence to 
Sun’s work but diff er greatly in their attribution of inspiration. For Tan, Sun 
was primarily infl uenced by Western writings on politics and democracy; 
these writings lend his views consistency, even if he often did not completely 
understand them.5 Shotwell saw Sun’s demo cratic understandings as indebted 
to the West in ways that allowed Sun to harmonize the otherwise incompatible 
themes of nationalism, democracy, and socialism.6 Linebarger also traces sig-
nifi cant infl uences to Western sources.7 Gordon and Chang do as well in terms 
of Sun’s understanding of democracy, though they hold he was most generally 
infl uenced by both Western and traditional Chinese philosophical sources.8

In contrast are those who argue that the West had less to do with Sun’s 
thought than his Chinese environment. For example, Gregor and Chang argue 
that per sis tent scholarly attempts to link Sun to Italian fascist infl uences 
are mistaken. More important in their view are the infl uences of Confucian 
and neo- Confucian thought.9 Wang, in contrast, contends that Sun was not 
well versed in the Chinese classics. Instead, he holds that Sun borrowed 
from, was infl uenced by, and sometimes distorted or added to, fundamental 
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 arguments fi rst put forward by such pop u lar contemporary intellectuals as 
Yan Fu ( ) and Liang Chi- chao ( ). Thus, he holds that Sun’s doctrine 
was often derivative of modern, contemporaneous, and widely circulated 
Chinese arguments and understandings.10

I see Sun drawing upon several sources in constructing his concept of de-
mocracy in ways that do not always contribute to coherence. As Wilbur notes 
in his biography, Sun was an eclectic thinker who attempted to synthesize 
ideas from a variety of traditions from both the East and West.11 From Chinese 
philosophy, Sun drew important ideas that cut across several traditions. 
Like the Daoists and Confucians, he emphasized context. Identifying the cor-
rect course of action and doing the right thing in those traditions does not en-
tail reverting to a rigid principle or identifying an objective reality. Rather, it 
means identifying what is correct given a set of circumstances. Reality is not 
fi xed; it is fl uid and, therefore, what is right and correct is also fl uid.12 Despite 
the translation of his San Mín Chu Yì ( ) doctrine as the three “princi-
ples” of the people, Sun does not adopt the Western, Kantian understanding of 
the role of principles as strict decision rules. Rather, “chu yì” ( ) is more 
akin to “doctrine,” the application of which should be contextually sensitive.

But Sun was also infl uenced by contemporary Western technocratic under-
standings of science and business. As had the Self- Strengtheners ( ) 
before him, Sun importantly conceived of the modern era as dominated by 
science, technology, and industry. In this understanding, government is not a 
matter of setting correct examples, as the Confucians would have it, or of 
repre sen ta tion of interests (as in liberal theory), but of machinery. Sun argues 
that, just as the West has created machinery that increases the productivity 
of economic units, so China should construct a powerful, machinelike state. 
The institutions of government are portrayed as mechanical in his writings; 
that is, they are inanimate and impervious to context. It is the demos and the 
human elites who operate those institutions that inject subjectivity and sensi-
tivity to context into them, and in this as well as other senses, there is a dis-
tance between the government as machinery and those who operate and con-
trol it. Sun’s position  here resembles that of the Legalists ( ), who also 
argued that government is a matter of laws and technical judgments.13

Sun also took from the West examples of the fundamental theory and his-
torical practice of democracy. The experiences of France, En gland, and the 
United States are central to his understanding of the potential strength and 
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contemporary problems of demo cratic forms of government, and it is the West, 
not China, that gives him the material through which to reconceptualize 
and update democracy. Yet, while he was enamored of democracy as the new, 
modern, and potentially powerful way of running public aff airs, he was not 
always captivated by the way democracies had been conceptualized or oper-
ated in the West. Earlier in his career, Sun was more willing to adopt Western 
concepts  wholesale, but by the time of the San Mín Chu Yì lectures, he was 
distancing himself from the West and had become less liberal with regard to 
such topics as limitations on power and individual rights and freedoms, see-
ing those features as adaptations of democracy to the Western context rather 
than intrinsic aspects of democracy itself.14

Sun on Democracy
Is Democracy Good and Is It Attainable?
Contextual Justifi cations
Sun addresses the subject of the goodness and attainability of democracy in 

his fi rst lecture on the Principle of Democracy ( ) in the San Mín Chu 
Yì lectures. For Sun, democracy is good, but not for the reasons many Western 
po liti cal theorists hold. Rather than describing it as intrinsically desirable or 
the po liti cal refl ection of the innate equality of humans, Sun most importantly 
embraces democracy for contextual and instrumental reasons. Quite simply, 
democracy is in the spirit of modern times and, therefore, is the most eff ec-
tive way of transforming China from a disor ga nized and weak to a united and 
strong nation.

Sun argues that democracy is one of a series of types of government tied to 
the historical circumstances and development of humans. He denies that de-
mocracy is natural, explicitly rejecting Rousseau’s position that it is.15 In their 
natural state, he argues, humans are not equal, nor do they inevitably arrange 
themselves in an equal fashion once they leave the state of nature. This leads 
Sun to two conclusions. One is that democracy itself does not imply complete 
equality. In his understanding, humans are never equal in their abilities, and his 
conception of democracy does not attempt to level people in terms of control 
over policies. To do so would be an exceedingly dangerous way of constructing 
government in Sun’s view. People can only be equal in terms of their abstract 
relationship to the state; not everyone has the same claim to policy- making 
power.16
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The second conclusion is that democracy as a form of government that 
spreads po liti cal power in general beyond a small circle of elites is not suited 
to all humans at all times. It is not at one with their nature because that nature 
is not stable, and government is responsive primarily to the way contexts 
mold the human condition. Instead of postulating a static human nature 
amenable to democracy, Sun substitutes an understanding of humans that 
features a deep- seated plasticity of po liti cal desires and needs. “Democracy,” 
he argues, “has not been Heaven- born but has been wrought out of the condi-
tions of the times and the movement of events.”17 To put this in the context of 
classical Chinese philosophy, democracy for Sun does not participate in the 
natural, universal set of moral strictures that form The Way (tào, ), though 
he sometimes mentions tào in terms of po liti cal progress. Democracy, like all 
forms of government, is simply a tool that fi ts the requirements of par tic u lar 
circumstances.

Sun amplifi es his contextual and instrumental privileging of democracy by 
surveying po liti cal history in a fashion that emphasizes the variety and fi t of 
diff erent types of government to a succession of historical contexts.18 A correct 
understanding of human history, he argues, demonstrates that governments 
vary in refl ection of the needs of the time. Each type of government is func-
tionally appropriate and therefore correct in its historical context.19 It would 
be wrong to condemn the ancient Chinese for not embracing a demo cratic 
form of the state. Such thinking, Sun holds, is not only deeply anachronistic 
but also po liti cally wrong- headed. It would have been just as harmful for the 
ancients to have embraced democracy as it is for contemporaries to embrace 
autocracy.20 Now, things are diff erent. Because democracy is currently the 
“tendency of the age,” just as theocracy and autocracy  were earlier, democracy 
is the best form of government for China.21

Democracy as the answer to contemporary problems. If there is a core to hu-
man nature in Sun’s philosophy, it is that humans react to and are po liti cally 
defi ned by their contexts. These contexts are not to be understood by refer-
ence to the development of human potentialities, the stages of economic de-
velopment, or the clash of classes. Sun’s understanding is more basic. Humans 
struggle to survive by overcoming increasingly sophisticated obstacles.22 These 
obstacles call forth diff erent aspects of human character and require that 
 humans interact with one another in par tic u lar ways.

This minimalist understanding leads Sun to an equally minimalist depic-
tion of the origins and types of government. For Sun, it is not the need to create 
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order among humans that spurs the development of government, as it is for 
Machiavelli, Locke, and Hobbes but, rather, as for Plato, it is a variety of 
 functional needs, each of which stimulates a diff erent or gan i za tion al form, 
including diff erent forms of the state. Initially, humans lived anarchically. No 
state was needed when humans’ main problem was their competition with 
animals.23 When the human struggle shifted to nature as an adversary, the 
state came into being, in the form of theocracy. When struggles among hu-
mans erupted, rule by military leaders or autocrats resulted. Democracy only 
comes late on the world stage when, during the age of “war within states, citi-
zens do battle with monarchs and against one another.”24 The epic challenges 
of regions fi ghting for autonomy and people struggling for power within and 
against the state indicate that China has entered that latest stage. Thus, by 
means of this historical excursion, Sun utilizes and contextualizes the tradi-
tional jiùwáng justifi cation of democracy for China by placing the types of 
problems China encountered within the broader currents of human history.

Sun pushes this contextualized jiùwáng discussion to eventually reach 
 democracy’s functions. He bluntly argues in his fi rst democracy lecture that 
Chinese revolutionaries are “resolved that, if we wanted China to be strong 
and our revolution to be eff ective, we must espouse the cause of democracy.”25 
Later, he argues that democracy is desirable “fi rst, that we may be following 
the world current, and second, that we may reduce the period of civil war.” 
Democracy addresses the latter because it removes the struggle for the throne 
among men, to “prevent rivalry for imperial power.”26  Here again, Sun argues 
that democracy is topical and historically right because China confronts prob-
lems arising from modern contexts (unifi cation, modernization, defense against 
other modern states). Important to this analysis is the judgment that only a 
strong state can address these problems, and democracy is the basis for a strong 
state in the modern context.

Note that the desirability of democracy is set in terms of functionality and 
contexts that are external to both humans and the state itself. The rightness 
of democracy and even of autocracy in previous forms of government depends 
on factors outside the state’s control and not tied to intrinsic human charac-
teristics. Thus it is not that autocracy’s internal pro cesses are inherently un-
desirable from a normative point of view that leads Sun to reject that form of 
government, nor does he paint the internal pro cesses of democracy as innately 
good or suitable for humans in general or the Chinese in par tic u lar. Rather, 
autocracy is to be discarded because the state it creates is not suffi  ciently 
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strong to address modern problems or even to exist in the modern context. 
Democracy can create a strong state and survive both internal and external 
challenges; therefore, it is the appropriate form of the state for the current 
context.

Thinking about this aspect of Sun’s theory from a democratic- learning 
perspective yields the judgment that it is ser viceable but weak. While such 
theorists as Smith argue that the least dangerous justifi cations of established 
liberal democracies are those that illustrate the practical benefi ts they bring,27 
pragmatic justifi cations like Sun’s are open to a variety of damaging attacks. 
Simply put, if we posit a change in contexts, Sun’s justifi cation for democracy 
within his system of thought disappears. When diff erent types of problems 
arise, they will call for the features of a diff erent type of state (or possibly no 
state at all). Democracy in this understanding is ostensibly not the fi nal and 
most desirable form of human or ga ni za tion. It is good only in the context of 
the need for a strong modern state. That is why Sun explicitly admits that 
China’s former states  were normatively good until the modern age arrived. 
They  were fi t for the times rather than normatively undesirable precursors to 
a timelessly good demo cratic entity.

An even more immediate and dangerous threat to the functional part of 
this justifi cation comes in the form of a comparison of strength and eff ective-
ness with other types of states. What if nondemo cratic states provide evidence 
that they are strong and capable of good governance? If one  were to show that 
democracies  were less eff ective in dampening power struggles, unifying the 
nation, engaging in economic modernization, and overcoming external foes, 
then other forms of government that perform those function better must be 
judged more attractive.28 This problem is deepened by the nature of democ-
racy as a form of the state. Structurally, democracy does not always lend itself 
to the creation of a strong state for the same reason it does not always produce 
good governance: the requirement that government be downwardly account-
able can create signifi cant problems. Regions may not want a strong central-
ized state. Citizens may wish to limit the power of offi  cials and the reach of 
state organs. The need to garner approval and consult citizens’ voices may lead 
to slow decisions and in eff ec tive policies. While arguments are made that, in 
the long run, the better information available to and self- correcting features 
of liberal democracies lead to better governance than nondemocracies, the 
evidence is not clear that such is the case in the short term. Authoritarian 
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governments have shown that they can create strong states and govern eff ec-
tively despite their denial of pop u lar sovereignty and incursions on individual 
freedoms. Singapore is a modern example.

While Sun’s contextual justifi cations are tied to the jiùwáng mode of under-
standing China’s po liti cal needs at the time, they are rather tepid when con-
sidered as materials for demo cratic learning both during Sun’s life and when 
read by later generations. Sun expends much eff ort justifying democracy, and 
while in the abstract this defense of democracy is important for identifying 
democracy as a legitimate modern government, his contextual, jiùwáng justi-
fi cations do not travel well and lack critical bite as foundations for demo cratic 
learning. They can too easily be nullifi ed by assuming diff erent contextual con-
ditions or through comparison with other state forms.

Democracy is the government of cultural maturity. If contextualism is im-
portant to Sun’s approval of democracy in that it presupposes conditions under 
which a strong state is necessary, that contextualism also plays itself out in 
Sun’s discussions of Chinese culture. While Sun does not provide a justifi ca-
tion of democracy tied to human completeness or potential, it initially appears 
that Sun does tie democracy to an understanding of cultural development in 
a way that founds a moral claim to democracy.

At one point in the democracy lectures, Sun argues that while the ancient 
sages had an understanding of democracy, the concept was “utopian” in the 
ancient Chinese context because democracy is only truly feasible in an ad-
vanced civilization and only necessary in the face of the kinds of problems that 
such a civilization creates.29 Some of those problems are tied to cultural de-
velopment. While Sun notes that the concept and practice of democracy orig-
inated in Greece, he holds that it had only become generally relevant within 
the preceding 150 years.30 It was during this period that the human struggle 
for survival moved from a focus on external enemies to a re sis tance to autoc-
racy and a growing consciousness of inequities of power within states. Thus 
the fi eld of struggle shifted to the grounds of morality, of “struggles between 
good and evil, between might and right” rather than struggles against animals 
or nature.31 This shift was created by the impact of higher culture on humans. 
The reason why there are struggles internal to states is that people are now 
“growing in intelligence and developing a new consciousness of self”; there-
fore, they are developmentally ready for democracy, just as humans as indi-
viduals are ready to “be in de pen dent when we grow up to manhood and seek 
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our own living.”32 One can read this discussion to mean that the people of 
a culturally mature modern state can be po liti cally autonomous in the same 
way they can be eco nom ical ly or socially autonomous. These forms of auton-
omy and the confl icts they generate, in turn, provide moral reasons for adopt-
ing democracy. While the need to defend the nation against enemies and 
maintain order and stability among citizens requires a strong state made pos-
sible by universal support, demo cratic control by the populace is also neces-
sary to prevent the strong state from oppressing the populace and to provide 
a means by which culturally mature citizens can work out their diff erences.

Taken this way, this position reads as a moral argument justifying democ-
racy in general and a liberal demo cratic model in par tic u lar. If one assumes 
that humans who have reached a level of cultural sophistication that con-
notes “maturity” have claims to the kinds of po liti cal participation and struc-
tures that are bound up with democracy, then it appears that the po liti cal 
 regime suited to such humans must respect individual autonomy in the form 
of pop u lar control of the state, a competitive po liti cal system that refl ects the 
pluralist nature of modern humans, and a strictly enforced list of rights and 
safeguards against the abuse of state powers. Control over po liti cal aff airs 
must parallel the control over one’s body that Sun appears to recognize as the 
moral right of modern adult individuals. This position would provide a strong 
lesson in favor of a constitutional liberal democracy as well as a general justi-
fi cation of democracy that is insulated from the weaknesses of Sun’s jiùwáng 
argument. But Sun’s reference to internal disorders and the need for unity in 
the face of external dangers aborts that line of thinking and short- circuits 
both the general demo cratic and the liberal demo cratic lesson. Individual au-
tonomy is limited in Sun’s understanding, necessarily giving way to the need 
for internal order and externally directed strength.33 The analogy with indi-
vidualism is misleading, for Sun is not a strong individualist or a subscriber to 
the concept of natural rights. There appears to be no moral claim on the part 
of citizens to enjoy liberal democracy or any type of democracy in his under-
standing. Rather, what he provides  here is another contextual and functional 
argument in which he recognizes that pop u lar sovereignty is the price to be 
paid for a culturally mature population’s active support for a strong state.

It is therefore important to recognize that, contrary to his language in 
these passages, what is really primary in Sun’s po liti cal understanding is not 
the individual but the nation and not morality but functionality. When he 
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describes democracy as a means of dealing with an environment character-
ized by struggle, the actors he conceives are collective. Democracy is the prag-
matic means by which a people governs itself at a certain stage of develop-
ment and by doing so achieves strength and unity. It is not necessarily a form 
of government that strongly protects individuals from the eff ects of collective 
decision- making or a morally mandatory arrangement that allows individuals 
to exercise po liti cal autonomy or to fi nd room for pluralistic expression.34

Democracy Is Compatible with Chinese Culture

While Sun’s contextual justifi cations reference the abstract confrontation 
of internal struggles within states and the more concrete plight of China that 
he believes is redeemable only with the powerful state democracy brings, he 
is unwilling to relinquish a traditional and uniquely Chinese contribution 
to demo cratic development. He therefore also provides a mínben justifi ca-
tion that references the criteria for judging government found in traditional 
sources. He does so, however, not as a primary justifi cation or as a source of 
theoretical diff erentiation but as an argument that democracy is not alien to 
China.35

Sun argues that Confucius and Mencius both alluded approvingly to the 
principle that underlies democracy (people’s rights and people’s sovereignty) 
and commended the ancient emperors Yao and Shun because they “did not try 
to monopolize the empire. Although their government was autocratic in name, 
yet in reality they gave the people power.”36 Mencius, he further argues,

already saw that kings  were not absolutely necessary and would not last forever, 
so he called those who brought happiness to the people holy monarchs, but 
those who  were cruel and unprincipled he called individualists whom all should 
oppose. Thus China more than two millenniums ago had already considered 
the idea of democracy, but at that time she could not put it into operation.37

This variation on the mínben philosophy of government is meant to root de-
mocracy in Chinese culture and history despite the absence of what are recog-
nizably demo cratic regimes in China’s past. Its main focus, as with the mínben 
understanding in general, is the notion that good government means looking 
out for the interests of ordinary people taken as a  whole, and insofar as de-
mocracy performs that function, it is compatible with traditional conceptions 
of good government.38
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These passages bring out several important and interrelated points that 
serve Sun as justifi cations for democracy in the Chinese context. The fi rst is 
the role of an enlightened elite in democracy and demo cratic transitions. The 
Chinese  were historically and culturally aware of democracy, Sun argues. 
They understood its potential but  were equally cognizant of its contextual 
nature. If governments in China  were historically autocratic, this was inevitable 
given the circumstances China faced. Chinese autocracy could be, and often 
was, a good autocracy given those contexts and the availability of an elite who 
looked out for the interests of the general population rather than their own. 
Thus Sun implies that Chinese elites generally understand government and 
appreciate the criteria that distinguish good government from bad. Second is 
the character of that elite. Given that they are already educated in mínben phi-
losophy, there is no need for changes in the general nature of the elite. Chang-
ing the form of government to give the populace sovereignty need not entail a 
 wholesale purge of government offi  cials or the mass reeducation of intellectu-
als. Also, given that they are unlike their Western counterparts in their dedi-
cation to the common good, the Chinese elite can be trusted with more power 
than the latter. Third, the presence of mínben philosophy means there is no 
cultural obstacle to changing China’s government to a demo cratic model be-
cause Chinese culture is not wedded to any par tic u lar type of government. 
There is no “Chinese” form of government or politics, only mínben philosophy 
and criteria that identify good governance. In this understanding, legitimate 
Chinese mínben government can be autocratic or demo cratic depending on the 
contexts. In the sense that mínben defi nes goodness by reference to the general 
population, there is a substantive link to democracy if the latter is viewed, as 
Sun viewed it, as government “of the people, by the people, and for the peo-
ple.” Meanwhile, in a cultural sense, there is also no need for a fundamental 
reeducation of the population in preparation for democracy, though tutelage 
in the powers and responsibilities of democracy is required.

By establishing these three points of contact between China’s historical 
philosophy and democracy, this justifi cation dissolves the problem of China’s 
nondemo cratic past and overcomes the problem of origins. If China had no 
history that was relevant to democracy, then it would be diffi  cult to fi nd mech-
anisms by which China could become demo cratic other than by importing the 
concept  wholesale. Not only is that solution not compatible with Sun’s em-
phasis on nationalism; it is also weak in itself. How could an alien import be 
expected to fl ourish on Chinese soil? With a mínben understanding, however, 
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democracy already has roots in China; it need not be imported and artifi cially 
planted. The transition need not be bloody or chaotic. Tutelage of ordinary 
citizens can take place easily with the same set of elites in charge. Democ-
racy is not just a Western concept; it is a universal concept that China had 
already discovered.

Yet Sun’s cultural justifi cation is problematic for the very reasons it initially 
appears persuasive. If the universal concept of democracy is congenial to China’s 
culture because mínben criteria are agnostic regarding forms of the state, there 
is nothing special about democracy. There is no reason to favor it over other 
forms that equally meet the criteria of good governance and a strong state. 
Insofar as nondemo cratic forms of government are congruent with contexts 
and challenges and conform to the mínben criteria, they are equally legiti-
mate. Thus, as material for demo cratic learning, Sun’s cultural justifi cation is 
powerful but limited. While it answers objections that democracy is alien and 
overcomes the problem with origins and transitions, it mirrors his contextual 
and jiùwáng justifi cation by reinforcing their failure to delegitimize alterna-
tives. In conceding the legitimacy of China’s premodern autocracies by refer-
ence to mínben criteria, he does not suffi  ciently diff erentiate democracy from 
those autocracies normatively or structurally. This is particularly important 
given his elitist conception of democracy. How are China’s historical autocra-
cies substantively diff erent from democracy given (as we will see below) the 
ways Sun qualifi es the latter’s unique feature, government “by the people”? 
Not only are the former normatively equivalent to democracy in this analysis; 
they also appear to be quite similar.

Attaining Democracy
China’s Suitability for Democracy
As we saw above, when Sun references the evolution of governmental forms, 

one of his conclusions is that democracy is government suited for humans who 
have reached their cultural maturity. For democracy to be suited for the Chi-
nese context, China must have attained cultural maturity. But Sun does not 
consistently treat this criterion as a developmental necessity for demo cratization. 
It is a contextual argument, and context entails more than just cultural devel-
opment. Equally important in his vocabulary is the Western and Chinese ex-
perience of revolution that is tied to his jiùwáng justifi cation. Sun understands 
the struggle characteristic of the modern human experience as taking the form 
of revolution. Revolution, in turn, involves important nationalistic, economic, 
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and other dimensions that are tied to functionality in a wider world that is popu-
lated with other states and various types of domestic problems. Sun therefore 
moves back and forth between a purely developmental rooting of democracy 
and his revolutionary desire to adopt democracy for what he sees as its practical 
advantages in solving China’s po liti cal, social, economic, diplomatic, and mili-
tary problems. Democracy is necessary, he notes at one point, “if we expect our 
state to rule long and peacefully and our people to enjoy happiness.”39

This ambivalence raises important questions about Sun’s understanding 
of China’s cultural progress and, therefore, China’s fi tness for democracy. His 
movement from philosophical to practical po liti cal analysis glosses over the 
important contextual points he spends so much time explicating elsewhere 
and leads him to overlook the deterministic position he otherwise adopts. 
That position holds that if humans are characterized by struggle and experi-
ence stages of struggle that are produced by a par tic u lar stage of culture and 
produce par tic u lar kinds of problems, then China’s destiny is linked to this 
developmental model. Accordingly, if China is ripe for democracy, democ-
racy will take hold. If China is not ripe, then the quest for democracy is uto-
pian, practical and revolutionary considerations notwithstanding and deci-
sions to adopt democracy aside. Democracy will be out of reach no matter his 
eff orts and no matter what practical benefi ts democracy hypothetically might 
bring. Even if democracy could bring the strong state China needs, it will not 
come about if the relevant contexts are not present.

To accept this position, however, would turn Sun into a passive spectator 
of a deterministic history, a role he is unwilling to assume. Instead, he turns 
to various nuanced discussions of China’s readiness for democracy. At some 
points in the San Mín Chu Yì lectures, Sun suggests that China is positioned 
for democracy. Relying upon his understanding of traditional Chinese culture 
and history, he argues that, both po liti cally and culturally, China is older 
than Eu rope. It has developmentally reached the age of democracy. Therefore, 
when he poses the question of autocracy versus democracy in general, he opts 
for the latter:

Which, autocracy or democracy, is really better suited to modern China? If we 
base our judgment upon the intelligence and the ability of the Chinese people, 
we come to the conclusion that the sovereignty of the people would be far 
more suitable for us.40
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But Sun does not always provide support for the position that China should 
immediately adopt democracy. This, it appears, is a separate question. While 
China should not submit to an autocracy and is more suited for democracy in 
terms of the Chinese people’s intelligence and ability, it is not clear that China 
is well prepared for democracy at the time, given the state of development of 
its citizens. That Sun doubts the cultural and po liti cal “maturity” of ordinary 
Chinese citizens is signaled in various other places. Previously, in Memoirs of 
a Chinese Revolutionary, he bluntly argued that the Chinese people in general 
 were below the level of culture and cultivation that characterized America’s 
former slaves, and the latter had to be denied the vote when, upon emancipa-
tion, they proved to be illiterate. Ordinary Chinese people, he concluded,  were 
like children in their level of po liti cal understanding.41 Though this was written 
some fi ve years before the San Mín Chu Yì lectures, it is not likely, given Sun’s 
other references in those lectures, that he had fundamentally changed his 
mind on this point.

Sun is thus ambivalent regarding the readiness for democracy of ordinary 
Chinese or their place in his anthropological understanding of po liti cal evo-
lution. His conclusion, it appears, is that while they are not unfi t for democ-
racy, they are not fully prepared for it either and that the problems China is 
experiencing are congruent with the kinds of human confl icts that generate 
demo cratic states. Given this conclusion, he explicitly calls fi rst for a period of 
military rule to unite the country, then a period of xun zhèng mín zhu ( ), 
or “tutelary democracy,” to inculcate the correct po liti cal values and habits 
in the people before a third stage of constitutional democracy is reached. In 
Memoirs of a Chinese Revolutionary, Sun justifi es this position by making sev-
eral observations. First, he argues that democracy requires certain types of 
citizens, and therefore tutelage is a stage both normal and necessary for 
countries adopting democracy without prior practical experience. He else-
where points to revolutionary France as an illustration of the problems of 
jumping directly into a democracy. Next, he references the low level of cul-
tural and po liti cal development among the Chinese people in general. Third, 
he argues that the government’s actions during this period are not those of an 
autocratic government. Rather than seeking to perpetuate a situation in which 
the people do not exercise sovereignty, a tutelary demo cratic government 
trains the people in their duties as citizens, institutes local self- government, 
creates a provisional constitution, and, eventually, institutes full constitutional 
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government. All these activities, he argues, are necessary as interim steps that 
must be taken before China can enjoy a fully demo cratic government.42

In describing this transition period, Sun is at ease with the cultural mate-
rials with which the government is to work. Part of this attitude stems from 
the fact that he generally holds that the experience of living under a democ-
racy or tutelary government will bring citizens together into a “people.” But 
despite his stinging criticisms of Ching autocracy, his disparagement of the 
cultural and po liti cal acumen of ordinary citizens, and his insistence on tute-
lage, he looks favorably upon Chinese history, traditions, and values as useful 
building blocks of, and precursors to, the attainment of democracy. In this, 
Sun retains a bit of Confucian orthodoxy in holding up as exemplars ancient 
sages and kings in ways that go beyond the mínben understanding of good 
government (as will Chiang Kai- shek to a much greater degree). Some ancient 
emperors, he argues, had both ability and character in addition to the sover-
eignty they held. They  were intellectually and morally fi t to make public pol-
icy. Their exemplifi cation of mercy, kindness, and love are important to the 
development of the virtues one demands of demo cratic leaders.43

He also argues that incompetent rulers who held the throne  were savvy 
enough to cede power to subordinates who  were very competent. Where 
the fi rst set of characters demonstrates that Chinese history has individuals 
whom leaders should emulate, the second character demonstrates some-
thing diff erent— that Chinese history has examples of rulers whom the people 
should emulate. Being incapable of making the correct policy decisions, they 
should retain their sovereignty (as did the incompetent emperors) but cede 
decision- making power to those more competent than themselves.44 So even 
though China does not have the kind of demo cratic and individualistic cul-
tural heritage that many liberal Westerners fi nd crucial to the establishment 
of a demo cratic state, Sun is unmoved. Such a heritage is not necessary. Chi-
na’s diff erent heritage in this respect (though not in others, such as the ten-
dency to identify with their localities rather than the nation) is benefi cial 
rather than harmful to the demo cratic project and enhances the prospects of 
implementing his conception of democracy in China. Chinese culture and his-
tory in Sun’s understanding provide important lessons in demo cratic learn-
ing both for the adoption of important po liti cal virtues and for the correct 
understanding of the role of ordinary citizens. It is in part to administer and 
reinforce such democracy- friendly cultural lessons that a tutelary government 
should exist.
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Sun’s lectures on nationalism in the San Mín Chu Yì also appear to link 
existing Chinese culture favorably with democracy. He argues there that while 
Chinese culture is still in a period of transformation to a more advanced level, 
the immediate future will not see a break with traditional Chinese values, 
and this period of cultural transformation will last for a considerable period 
of time. The Confucian constellation of virtues, he argues, must play a role in 
China’s way forward. China must throw away the bad in tradition but preserve 
the good.45 As part of this argument, Sun praises traditional Chinese po liti cal 
philosophy in the “Great Learning” ( ) and the importance of “personal 
culture” based on ancient virtues.46 While it is unclear whether his philosoph-
ical understanding of cultural evolution necessitates the complete eclipse of 
earlier cultural artifacts by later formulations, it is clear that Sun not only 
looks backward with approval but also believes that China can use its tradi-
tional values to build a mature po liti cal culture.47

If Sun is content that China should create fi rst a military regime and then a 
tutelary government, all the while postponing full demo cratization for a de-
cade or more because of problems of unity and the lack of po liti cal prepared-
ness on the part of most ordinary citizens, he also wishes to limit the reach 
of this point lest it damage the more general justifi cation that China has the 
human materials necessary for democracy. He does so by emphasizing the 
diffi  culties the West faced in developing and stabilizing demo cratic regimes. 
If the West is the cradle of modern democracy, Sun argues that one cannot 
smugly point to developments there to denigrate the Chinese experience. In 
tracing democracy in the West from the En glish Civil War through the Ameri-
can and French Revolutions, he underscores the ambivalence of modern West-
erners initially in the face of the demo cratization pro cess, pointing to repeated 
failures, re sis tance, turmoil, bloodshed, and gravitation back to autocracy. The 
West did not fi nd the creation of democracy easy and should not blame or deni-
grate China if it also fl ounders initially in its attempt at that task. Nor should 
the Chinese themselves lose heart or reject the necessity of tutelage.48

We see from this discussion that there is some ambivalence in Sun’s con-
ception of China’s culture and citizens with regard to their suitability for 
modern politics. Sun, I believe, is quite aware of this and attempts to paper 
over the inherent tensions in his use of democracy as a legitimating slogan. 
He attempts to fi nesse these diffi  culties by establishing the KMT as a revolu-
tionary party whose goal is democracy and by pointing to the historical diffi  cul-
ties of attaining democracy, even while he simultaneously suggests that China 
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needs the powerful government democracy makes possible. Thus he argues 
that China needs democracy but must undergo tutelage before it can practice 
it and that only a powerful government can undertake the task of tutelage. 
Yet creating a powerful government capable of undertaking monumental 
tasks is one of Sun’s main justifi cations for democracy. By speaking of a party- led 
government whose goal is demo cratization, he allows for strong nondemo cratic 
government because “the people”  wholeheartedly support the government’s 
goal of demo cratization. If this is the case, why institute democracy at all?

As material for demo cratic learning, Sun’s legacy with regard to China’s 
readiness for democracy is mixed. His insistence that China can and should 
demo cratize is helpful. He removes arguments that there is something in 
China or Chinese culture that is innately hostile to democracy. He denies that 
“Asian values” make democracy impossible. He even paints traditional Chi-
nese culture as important to the fi rst stages of demo cratization, establishing 
again the compatibility of democracy with that culture. One can be a demo-
crat and a good, faithful follower of Chinese cultural traditions.

Yet Sun’s insistence that China requires “tutelage” before it can practice 
democracy potentially undercuts important parts of that lesson. Why is such 
tutelage really necessary? If the tenets of Chinese culture are compatible with 
a demo cratic culture, why is practicing the latter so diffi  cult that people re-
quire training? Implicit is Sun’s understanding of human plasticity. He ap-
pears to understand democracy as a modern form of government requiring a 
modern mentality. Traditional Chinese culture can participate in that men-
tality, but that culture cannot constitute the  whole. It seems that something 
more— an active interest in politics and the capacity to oversee offi  cials— is 
needed. These parts of a modern mentality must be artifi cially grafted onto 
people through training and practice, and it is ultimately the experience of 
democracy itself (in the form of local self- government) that will create the dis-
ciplined, nationalistic polis that will control his demo cratic government. Parts 
of this understanding, particularly the emphasis on the quick establishment 
of local self- government, are helpful to demo cratic learning. They reinforce 
the importance of demo cratic practice and the capacity of ordinary people to 
engage in demo cratic activities. And positing that people must be given train-
ing in demo cratic pro cesses is not necessarily incompatible with other strains 
of demo cratic theory, one example being the inclusion of such provisions in 
discussions of deliberative democracy. Yet the general proposition of a state 
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devoted to tutelage as a consequence of a lack of preparedness on the part of 
the demos is otherwise problematic. It legitimizes the delegation to the state 
of large, unchecked powers to form individual character. Such powers are not 
congruent with the tenets of an understanding of democracy that sees the 
demos rather than the state as the source of subjective po liti cal understandings 
and leaves the way open to pseudodemocracy, authoritarianism, or worse.

Finding the Best Model of Democracy

Part of Sun’s position on the attainability of democracy implicates the 
search for the best model. Absent such a model, the Chinese cannot success-
fully adopt and practice democracy, not just because they are diff erent, but 
because they require the full capacity and power of the state that democracy 
can bring. Sun argues that the West has yet to develop the best model because 
it has not yet fully grasped democracy’s theoretical nature and full potential. 
For example, he argues that while a model based on universal suff rage is good, 
the experiences of the United States show that “the common people did not 
possess the necessary intelligence and power to wield complete sovereignty.” 49 
It appears that he thinks the United States allows too many people to vote and 
run for offi  ce for the sake of good demo cratic governance. Even more telling 
for Sun are the lessons France provides. While he is favorably disposed to the 
American Revolution, he is scathing in his assessment of the immediate after-
math of the French Revolution. The problem, he argues, was the initial com-
mitment of the French to a pure, or complete, democracy. This commitment, 
he holds, resulted in mob rule and, therefore, violence and disorder.50

In the course of this discussion, Sun appears to distinguish among several 
models of democracy. These distinctions initially lead him into pessimistic 
territory. “Complete” democracy in his terminology is one in which the popu-
lace holds both sovereignty and administrative power; that is, power over 
policy as well as institutions is completely in the hands of all citizens. This is 
the kind of direct democracy that was practiced in the golden age in Athens 
and, by his description, in Paris after the French Revolution. In his mind, this 
arrangement inevitably results in the events associated with the French Reign 
of Terror, complete with disorder and mass violence as well as mistaken poli-
cies. Direct democracy rejects “natural leaders” and leaves the population 
bereft of their “good eyes and ears” that “distinguish who was right and who was 
wrong on any issue that arose.” Complete democracy is not the best model 
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because it does not contain the distributions of power necessary for the cre-
ation of correct policies and good governance. In other words, direct democ-
racy is too demo cratic because, by providing everyone with policy- making and 
administrative power, it mistakenly levels the po liti cal fi eld. The world, Sun 
holds, is not amenable to the understanding of all people either descriptively 
or morally. But this conception of the world is not readily apparent to the 
general population. They initially demand “complete democracy” and in the 
West only gradually realized its shortcomings.51

Sun notes that the West has since moved to the concept of representative 
(or indirect) democracy. In this model, the populace elects leaders who carry 
out administrative tasks and make policy decisions. This procedure provides 
more discretion in terms of who exercises policy- making power in par tic u lar. 
If intellectually gifted individuals are elected, then good governance will fol-
low. Yet this model, in the form of the liberal model of indirect democracy, is 
also not suffi  cient to realize democracy fully. Earlier we saw that Sun suggests 
that the US system does not suffi  ciently restrict the pool of those who should 
vote and hold offi  ce.  Here he makes additional objections. As currently prac-
ticed, indirect democracy is not demo cratic enough; it is too weak, and it is 
not functionally correct.52 “The hope of foreigners that representative govern-
ment will insure the stability and peace of the state is not to be trusted,” he 
argues.53 What is needed, he holds, is a model that empowers leaders to lead 
and to build a strong state but also allows people to hold sovereignty totally. In 
other words, what is needed is a strong, “responsible,” indirect democracy. The 
West has not put such a model into practice. Therefore, it has not yet attained 
and practiced the most perfect form of democracy, and thus China should not 
adopt fully any of the variations currently in use by Western states.

This state of aff airs disappoints Sun. It would be comforting to know that 
an advanced demo cratic model has been fully worked out, successfully imple-
mented elsewhere, and is ready to be taken over and implemented in China. 
Yet Sun does not wish to draw too bleak a picture. The forces of po liti cal evo-
lution are still at work and are operating globally, not just in the West.54 Sun 
seeks to diff erentiate between the West’s prowess in technical and scientifi c 
matters and its eff orts in po liti cal matters. Even if Chinese Westernizers  were 
right that China should adopt Western science and technology in place of its 
traditional Confucian understanding of the natural world, they went too far 
in arguing for the automatic adoption of Western po liti cal forms. If “Western 
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social customs and sentiments are diff erent from ours in innumerable 
points,” social diff erences are not the only reason for China to strike out on 
its own po liti cally.55 More problematically, “Western nations have not funda-
mentally solved the problem of administering democracy.”56

The core issue, he notes, is the need to create a powerful and stable state. 
States in the West, he observes, are externally powerful, having largely subor-
dinated China. Liberal democracy is the most modern form of the Western 
state. But such states, while capable of engaging in imperialist endeavors and 
winning great wars, are internally weak because of the pop u lar fear that a 
powerful state cannot be controlled. In his understanding, states in the West 
are either strong and run wild, oppressing citizens, executing leaders, and 
exercising power unaccountably (direct democracies in contemporary times, 
feudal autocracies previously), or they are shackled with checks and balances, 
limits on power, and elaborate systems for safeguarding the rights of indi-
viduals that render the state internally weak (liberal democracies). Liberal 
demo crats hobble the state internally and water down the power of a united 
citizenry, fearing the eff ect of both the state and the masses on individual 
citizens. This fear is attributable in part to a liberal demo cratic distrust of 
government left over from the era of autocracies and in part to early experi-
ences with the direct democracies of the French type. But giving in to that fear 
would mean creating a state too weak to unite China and forgoing the possi-
bility of using the strength of a united Chinese people to engage in the gigan-
tic tasks of unifi cation, modernization, economic development, and liberation 
from imperial encroachment. Such a move is not acceptable.

Fortunately, Sun argues, he has created a more advanced demo cratic model 
by synthesizing observations of demo cratic developments on the ground with 
his theoretical appreciation of the modern role of democracy. He points to 
the fact that Switzerland and California have granted citizens four important 
rights (or powers): suff rage, recall, initiative, and referendum, the last three 
of which go beyond the powers normally associated with indirect democracy.57 
These powers, he argues, are the key to keeping control over a powerful state. 
Combining po liti cal powers granted citizens by representative democracies 
with three additional powers should provide citizens the necessary leverage 
to keep control of a state that itself has more powers and fewer constitutional 
constraints and is more reliant upon the routine delegation of power to elites 
than the Western liberal model. This is the model of the demo cratic state China 
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should adopt, Sun argues, and it is derived by the logic of a Goldilocks argu-
ment: complete democracy is too demo cratic, and indirect democracy is not 
demo cratic enough; Western autocratic states and direct democracies are too 
strong internally, and Western liberal democracies and Chinese autocracies 
are too weak internally. But an indirect democracy that combines a strong 
state and an empowered class of offi  cials with enhanced po liti cal powers in 
the possession of ordinary citizens, in the form of suff rage, initiative, referen-
dum, and recall, is just right.

In putting forward this conception of democracy, Sun claims his place as a 
theorist in possession of important theoretical and practical insights into the 
nature of democracy. As material for demo cratic learning, this discussion is 
useful and interesting. While Sun does not put his support behind a liberal 
demo cratic model, he does legitimize democracy and delegitimize alternatives. 
His discussion of various forms of democracy is also useful as a model of criti-
cal thinking. Demo cratic citizens should refl ect on various types of democracy 
rather than taking any par tic u lar form for granted. Whether his model would 
work or is coherent, however, is open to question.

Sun’s Concept of Democracy: The Story of the Hired Car
As we have seen, Sun’s preferred conception of democracy is a mixture of 

an indirect framework with important elements of direct and unitary under-
standings. Key to his approach to the problem of squaring good governance 
and a strong state with pop u lar po liti cal control is a distinction between “sov-
ereignty” and “administration.” “Sovereignty,” or po liti cal power (zhuchuán, 

), is generally taken to mean that “the people” hold the ultimate power in 
the state. The state is their property. Their goals are to be the goals of the state. 
The state is to be run for their benefi t. The people exercise the four important 
po liti cal powers identifi ed above (suff rage [ ], initiative [ ], referendum 
[ ], and recall [ ]). These powers are to be used to force those who exer-
cise administrative power to be responsible to citizens and to follow the will of 
the demos (i.e., downward responsibility). “Administration,” or the powers of 
governance (zhìchuán, ), is taken as the routine exercise of executive, leg-
islative, and judicial powers. While everyone holds sovereignty and exercises 
the powers or rights that come from sovereignty, only those who possess highly 
advanced knowledge and abilities are eligible to exercise the powers of admin-
istration.  Here, Sun attempts to combine the pop u lism of a “complete” democ-
racy (with its attending energy and power provided by the population, as dis-
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played in the French Revolution and its aftermath) with the advantages of an 
indirect democracy (in terms of the choice of qualifi ed people as policy makers) 
and perhaps a traditional Chinese meritocratic autocracy (with its promises 
of good judgment and virtuous behavior).

This combination does not add up to a liberal indirect democracy. Instead, 
it resembles a combination of a competitive elitist model with a unitary model. 
To illustrate and explain his advanced model of democracy, Sun moves away 
from his previous historical discussion to the realm of storytelling in Democ-
racy Lecture 5 of the San Mín Chu Yì. Sun relates that when living in Shang-
hai, he once had to travel quickly to a meeting at some distance across town. 
He hired a car to take him there and informed the driver that he was due at 
his destination shortly. When the driver took a roundabout way to the meet-
ing place, Sun was worried and angry. He thought this course would take too 
much time and wanted to order the driver to take the most direct route. But 
he kept silent, deferring to the driver’s expertise. In the end, everything turned 
out well, as Sun arrived in time for his appointment. Sun realized the driver 
was correct in his choice— the longer route had less traffi  c, so, as the driver 
explained, he was able to make better time than he would have if he had taken 
the more congested direct route. In this story, Sun was placed in a situation in 
which he had made a choice (to attend a meeting at a par tic u lar location) that 
implicated an activity (driving), the technical details of which  were beyond 
his immediate understanding. In experiencing that activity, he came to real-
ize that he needed to defer to and trust the expert in that activity (his driver) 
by giving the latter the freedom to take important technical decisions (the 
best route) as identifi ed by the latter’s expert judgment. With the driver in 
charge, Sun achieved his goal.58

In this story, Sun the passenger symbolizes the people ( ), the demos. He 
chooses a goal (a meeting to attend) and also freely chooses the venue of that 
meeting and thus his destination. He alone has the right to exercise these 
choices. The means by which Sun reaches that destination is a machine, a car. 
He does not operate this machine. Rather, another person with an identifi able 
occupation and expertise drives it. The driver symbolizes government offi  -
cials. They understand how the machine operates: they know how to drive 
and maintain the machine in good operating order so that it functions effi  -
ciently when the people want it to function. They also know the routes (the 
policies) that lead to an identifi ed destination and are able to use their train-
ing, experience, and intellectual gifts to pick the best route according to the 
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criteria the passenger supplies. The car is the state. It is a machine. It does not 
have a will of its own. It is powerful. It is used by the passenger for his ends 
and can only function when operated by the driver.59

The Demos as Passenger
We start fi rst with the character of the demos. In the story, the passenger 

is a single person. This characterization implies a cluster of characteristics: 
the demos is united and it has a single will, which, though subjective in ori-
gin, is expressed in a way that is understood objectively. Thus, Sun does not 
provide a pluralist theory of democracy. There is no allusion to interest groups 
or other manifestations of a population animated by a variety of motivations, 
desires, or goals that would be symbolized by a group of passengers debating 
their destination. Nor is there room for multiple po liti cal parties or for any-
one who does not accept democracy and the republican revolution. As Sun 
puts it in a perhaps unconscious echo of Machiavelli and Rousseau, “Any uni-
fi ed and or ga nized body of men is called a ‘people.’ ” 60 In providing this de-
scription, he embraces an understanding of the general will that typifi es the 
republican and Chinese unitary models of democracy. He also gestures toward 
the same understanding as did Machiavelli, Rousseau, and some of the Amer-
ican Found ers who inclined toward civic republicanism: dissent from funda-
mental principles is treason, and interest groups and parties are to be treated 
as factions that weaken and distract from the common good and general will 
rather than as natural and acceptable entities.

Sun’s understanding of such a demos, however, was more normative than 
descriptive at this time. The Chinese should act in this way, but his lamenta-
tions in his lectures on nationalism over the lack of unity demonstrate that he 
did not think the Chinese possessed such characteristics in the 1920s. They 
had not become a “people,” a disciplined entity capable of exercising the 
 ultimate powers of choosing collective goals.61 Their lack of unity was due to 
cultural, geo graph i cal, and historical reasons. Thus unity must be artifi cially 
constructed through participation in a democracy as well as through po liti cal 
training by offi  cials during the time of tutelage. This latter point represents 
the fi rst of several complicating factors in understanding the conception of 
democracy Sun means to convey, because this interaction between offi  cials 
and ordinary citizens implies a diff erent relationship than is provided by the 
story. To become a “people” in the context of tutelage, the passenger must be 
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taken under the control of the driver; in this story, the driver is under the 
orders of an already fully mature passenger.

Passengers in this meta phor do not drive the machinery of state.62 That task 
requires both specialized skill and intellectual gifts that are not available to 
all. A philosophical, po liti cal, and legal distinction must be made, Sun argues, 
between the demos and offi  cials, which Sun claims is his crucial contribution 
to demo cratic theory. In making this distinction, he argues that democracy 
necessarily entails pop u lar sovereignty. The state must be answerable and re-
sponsive to and ultimately controlled by the people. This is the essence of 
democracy for Sun: sovereignty possessed by the general populace and the 
state working for the “welfare and happiness” of the people, who in turn give 
the state their strength and energy.63 Sovereignty carries with it the right and 
power of all citizens collectively to make ultimate choices and hold offi  cials 
accountable. Yet, he argues, this precept does not and cannot assume that 
people are equal in ability or equally fi t for administrative and policy work. 
For a democracy (or any type of regime, for he levels the same critique at in-
competent autocracies) to function, people must recognize that they have dif-
ferent levels of ability and must cede immediate administrative and policy- 
making control to those within the demos who have the highest levels of 
intelligence and administrative talent.64 Ordinary people must think of them-
selves in the same place and role as Ah Do (or Liu Shan, ), the incompe-
tent ruler in The Romance of the Three Kingdoms ( ). While they possess 
sovereignty, they must willingly yield policy- making and administrative power 
to competent persons, just as Ah Do originally delegated power to the scholar 
and strategist Chu- ko Liang ( ) to run his kingdom.65

As the story of Ah Do illustrates, it is a mistake, Sun argues, to think that 
just anyone is administratively competent and should share direct administra-
tive and policy- making powers. While Western demo cratic theory rightly rec-
ognizes the injustice and dysfunctionality of treating equals unequally and 
correctly condemns autocracies for the mistake of granting par tic u lar people 
po liti cal power on the basis only of their birth, he argues that Western demo-
crats tend to make the mistake of insisting upon the equality of unequals in 
terms of administrative and policy- making talent, allowing incompetent peo-
ple to wield administrative power either by permitting anyone who wishes to 
run for offi  ce in the case of indirect models or by granting everyone a role si-
multaneously through unconstrained direct democracy. Even though we should 
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recognize that everyone ought to have an equal share of sovereignty and all 
can equally employ the powers held generally by the demos, we must not allow 
those of lesser ability to engage in policy- making and executive work.

Sun is adamant that people are naturally unequal in terms of intellect and 
talent and that demo cratic theory must recognize this facet of human nature 
when it comes to po liti cal offi  ce. In Democracy Lecture 3, Sun provides us 
with a graph mapping the natural incremental gradation of people from “The 
Sage” to “The Inferior Man.” While he rejects what he calls the excessive and 
artifi cial po liti cal in e qual ity of autocracy in the modern context, he argues 
that to insist that one category of person is the same as another in terms of 
ability is not only inaccurate but also leads to po liti cally dysfunction: “If we 
pay no attention to each man’s intellectual endowments and capacities and 
push down those who rise to a high position in order to make all equal, the 
world will not progress and will retrocede.” 66 This statement at fi rst glance 
appears to be an unexceptional reiteration of the concept of equal opportu-
nity.67 Sun, it seems, is only arguing against a strict understanding of direct 
democracy and the institution of hereditary offi  ces. This would not necessar-
ily place him outside the liberal demo cratic model. But Sun in reality goes 
further. In rejecting direct democracy, he rejects not only Rousseau but also 
Jeff erson. The latter, he argues, formed a party based on the proposition that

people  were endowed with natural rights and that if the people  were given 
complete demo cratic power, they would be discriminating in the use of their 
freedom, would direct their power to the accomplishment of great tasks, and 
would make all the aff airs of the nation progress to the fullest extent. Jeff erson’s 
theory assumed that human nature is naturally good.68

While Sun is setting Jeff erson up as an exponent of populist democracy as 
 opposed to a Hamiltonian emphasis on the power of experts and a strong 
central government, his position is more far reaching. Sun rejects not only 
direct democracy as a comprehensive model but also positions central to a 
liberal demo cratic theory that are necessary to the liberal notion of individu-
als as free and equal citizens. For Sun, humans are not endowed with natural 
rights— it is government rather than nature that defi nes and provides rights 
and freedoms. He also rejects the notion that the average citizen can use state 
power and individual freedom in a discriminating fashion. The average per-
son is incapable of competently controlling governmental machinery. People 
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are not naturally good. In sum, Sun argues that most people are po liti cally 
inept and when given administrative or policy- making power will abuse it. 
Pop u lar infl uence on government must be limited to setting only the broadest 
of goals and exercising the broadest of supervisory powers over government 
offi  cials and should not include the right to exercise power directly as individ-
uals or the right of an average person to have access to government offi  ces. As 
Sun puts it elsewhere, the correct demo cratic idea entails putting only per-
sons of ability in offi  ces with responsibility for policies. If they fail, then the 
people can take that power back by ejecting them and putting in others or by 
collectively exercising their powers of initiative and referendum.69

Sun’s understanding  here appears complex or, less charitably, to present 
serious tensions for demo cratic learning. He rejects autocracy in the modern 
context and insists that the people must now have control of the state. This is 
a useful exercise in delegitimization and extends beyond the traditional mín-
ben understanding of good government. As we have seen, he goes on to criti-
cize the Western style of elective indirect democracy as insuffi  ciently demo-
cratic and wishes at least to supplement it with the pop u lar powers of initiative, 
recall, and referendum. However, he also uses his depiction of a natural human 
hierarchy to inject a stronger diff erentiation into the relationship between of-
fi cials and ordinary people than does the usual understanding of indirect de-
mocracy or even an initial reading of the story of the car implies. His elitism 
 here approaches that of autocratic theory.

To explore this tension, we fi rst take up the additional powers Sun wishes 
people to exercise. The power of recall can be understood most generally as an 
additional aspect of representative democracy that participates in a delega-
tive rather than trustee model of repre sen ta tion. Delegation assumes that rep-
resentatives must automatically adopt the positions that ordinary voters take 
in the arenas of power. Offi  cials do not take positions on any issue that is dif-
ferent from that held by the bulk of voters. This understanding does not accord 
well with Sun’s antipopulist understanding of offi  cials as highly educated ex-
perts choosing the best policies. His view is closer to Burke’s conception of 
representatives as trustees— people who exercise their best judgment in public 
aff airs no matter what the bulk of the population believes to be correct poli-
cies. In a trusteeship conception, recall would only be legitimate as a device 
for removing clearly incompetent offi  cials. This represents a very low thresh-
old of accountability. Yet Sun does not appear to furnish many grounds for 
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believing ordinary people even possess the ability to judge the competence of 
offi  cials, much less to remove offi  cials on other grounds.

Referendum and initiative are powers associated with direct democracy or 
with newer understandings of deliberative democracy. They presume the ca-
pacity of ordinary people collectively to make important judgments regarding 
policy either because policy matters are not so complex that they reside out-
side the competence of ordinary people exercising ordinary judgment (direct 
democracy models) or because ordinary people can be suffi  ciently trained to 
grasp enough normative and technical material that they can pass judgments 
on policy matters (deliberative democracy models). Sun clearly does not buy 
into the fi rst scenario because he believes policy matters are complex.70 Does 
he, then, assume aspects of a deliberative democracy model? His references 
to tutelage are intriguing in this respect. He clearly believes that democracy 
requires training and pop u lar engagement. The question, however, is what 
type of training for what type of engagement? Discussions of deliberative de-
mocracy speak of training people in critical thinking, data analysis, and struc-
tured conversations. In contrast, Sun’s discussion of training appears to entail 
making Chinese citizens “modern” both in a generic sense (i.e., comfortable 
with new ways of thinking, dedicated to the nation) and in a specifi c sense of 
accepting his understanding of correct politics. These are not suffi  cient for 
a deliberative model to function. Moreover, his understanding of the diff er-
ences among humans appears essentialist, holding that the power to under-
stand complex governmental matters is more innate than learned. Given 
therefore that Sun would accept justifi cations for these powers from neither 
direct nor deliberative democracy, and given that these powers are at the least 
associated with a delegative understanding of repre sen ta tion rather than the 
trusteeship conception he prefers, if not associated with direct democracy 
when Sun insists upon an elitist indirect conception, it appears that this as-
pect of Sun’s understanding is not coherent.

Other problems also attend Sun’s understanding of the place of ordinary 
citizens in his demo cratic conception. How is it that their voice will be heard 
in the corridors of power? Many of their claims, such as those associated with 
par tic u lar interests, would be disqualifi ed in his understanding. Those claims 
associated with variant understandings of the pop u lar will, in theory, would 
not be disqualifi ed, but Sun seems to assume, as in his story of the car, that 
there would be agreement on the goals the state should pursue, including 
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among those with superior abilities. More complex would be a situation in 
which a more qualifi ed person puts forward goals at odds with the will of the 
community, whereas an unqualifi ed person embraces goals that the commu-
nity approves. It is likely that Sun would dismiss these possibilities as purely 
theoretical or would argue that they would be rendered moot by holding that 
part of demo cratic tutelage would be training in identifying the most talented 
members of society, as well as the formation of the populace into a unifi ed 
 whole. Yet from a broader theoretical standpoint, such a possibility presents 
real problems for Sun’s theory. What if the demos is split in its understanding 
of national goals? Would the government then be rendered powerless, or 
would it on the contrary be empowered to remove any manifestation of plu-
ralism? If the latter, then downward accountability need not be sensitive to 
diff erences of interests and understandings, because there should be none, 
or respect individuals as free and equal citizens, because they do not hold 
distinct identities; they are merely members of a corporate entity.71

A related issue is the assumption that government offi  cials work to realize 
a common good that the populace identifi es through the exercise of a general 
will. In identifying a popularly defi ned general will and common good as the 
object of government action, Sun ostensibly pushes beyond the mínben under-
standing of good government. It is not the driver but the passenger who sets 
the destination, and the passenger has certain broad veto powers over the 
actions of the driver. Yet thinking about democracy in these terms is beset 
with philosophical and practical problems. How do offi  cials identify a general 
will or common good? Must agreement be unanimous, and if not, what is the 
threshold for deeming some degree of agreement as the general will?72 Sun 
says little about such problems. Moreover, even if we allow that a general will 
can be satisfactorily identifi ed, what of the means for acting on this will? In 
accordance with Sun’s scheme of dividing sovereignty from administration, 
that task is delegated to offi  cials, with the occasional intervention of the demos 
through the use of its powers. But, as Dahl notes, any par tic u lar conception 
of a common good or general will must be broad to command general assent. 
Such broadness also generates plural conceptions of how to implement any 
par tic u lar expression, conceptions that will often confl ict to an extent that no 
specifi c policy can satisfy them all. Thus, to leave the choice of policy to offi  -
cials is to delegate much more meaningful powers to them than is intimated 
by the story’s analogy of a driver’s choice of a route to a fi xed destination. In 
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reality, the passenger can only identify a type of preferred destination, and 
the driver’s choice of the route will infl uence at which par tic u lar destination 
the driver and passenger will eventually arrive. The populace, it seems, would 
not really choose the state’s goals after all.73

These features turn the substance of this discussion into a mixed bag of 
materials for demo cratic learning. Sun’s assumption that it is the pop u lar will 
that is to guide government does go far in legitimizing democracy and dele-
gitimizing autocracy. However, it is diffi  cult to accept a concept of democracy 
in terms of pop u lar sovereignty, pop u lar accountability, and active citizenship 
when the nature of in e qual ity between ordinary citizens and those eligible 
to hold offi  ce is so markedly emphasized. His account also incoherently mixes 
elements of elitist and direct democracy models. Why should the people’s will 
control government if ordinary people lack comprehension? Why should or-
dinary citizens be allowed the rights of referendum and initiative when they 
are incompetent in policy making? Why should offi  cials submit to downward 
accountability when citizens are incompetent and when a general will is nec-
essarily broad?

Sun’s distinction between sovereignty and administration does not reach 
the core problem generated by his extreme elitism because, for that distinc-
tion to work, it must lead to a complete break between leaders and ordinary 
citizens and thus undercut the justifi cation for democracy itself. As noted 
above, the tensions that Sun creates by his view of humans as radically un-
equal in ability are both with the concept of free and equal citizens and with 
accountability. With regard to the fi rst, if the bulk of citizens will never have 
even the chance of exercising policy- making power as individuals (by being 
eligible to run for offi  ce, or even to voice particularistic interests), it is not clear 
how they can be regarded as equal with those who can hold such power. There 
really is no equal citizenship  here. There is also a problem with suff rage. While 
it appears that Sun keeps the basic tenet of indirect democracy in which citi-
zens choose their policymakers, this does not seem to be fully the case. The 
demos cannot choose someone outside the intellectual elite. Such circum-
scription of choice considerably reduces the power ordinary citizens exercise, 
particularly if those eligible to hold offi  ce are associated with a single party.

Second, how is downward accountability to be conceptualized and en-
forced? If policy making and strategic vision are beyond the ability of most 
citizens, how can they evaluate their leaders’ per for mance or articulate long- 
term goals with any kind of foresight or intelligence? If the gap between offi  -
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cials and citizens is as large as Sun paints it, why should the intellectual elite 
acquiesce to pop u lar oversight and goal setting? If energy and manpower are 
the reason, these can be derived more easily by authoritarian mobilizational 
techniques than by ceding the four powers Sun grants ordinary citizens.  Here 
again, the lack of more than instrumental justifi cations of democracy dam-
ages Sun’s argument. There appears to be no good reason for him to award 
ordinary citizens the powers he outlines if he is unwilling to grant that they 
could grasp the fundamentals of policy making, have the capacity to set stra-
tegic goals, or have some moral or other claim to democracy based on an un-
derstanding of human nature.74 Nor does he provide good reason for those 
who are intellectually or otherwise well equipped for power to accept such an 
arrangement when alternative forms of government are available. To articulate 
a coherent demo cratic conception, Sun must considerably lessen the distance 
between offi  cials and ordinary citizens and blur the distinction between ad-
ministration and sovereignty.

Government Officials as Drivers
In Sun’s narrative, the meta phor of a driver representing offi  cials likewise 

implies a variety of characteristics. In the story, there is only one driver, so 
there is no dispute as to how the task of driving is to be carried out. There is to 
be unity in offi  cialdom, implying again the role of a single party or other type 
of unifi ed group of po liti cal fi gures that dominates the po liti cal arena. The 
choices the driver is allowed to make appear to be limited, being bounded by 
the destination, or goal. He cannot change the goal by disputing the impor-
tance of the meeting, the desirability of its location, or the rationality of the 
passenger in deciding to attend meetings. He must choose the best route to 
that destination. Moreover, his choice is limited by an important aspect of the 
route, namely, timeliness. In the story, then, the driver has freedom only in 
how to drive the car and the route to take.

One may interpret this aspect of the story in several ways. In one interpre-
tation, it appears the people are fi rmly in charge, with offi  cials merely follow-
ing their orders as technically skilled minions. Their technical volition does 
not add up to much freedom, as is the case in Rousseau’s account of adminis-
trators. Sun glosses this argument when he asserts in Democracy Lecture 5, 
“We must not look upon these experts as stately and grand presidents and 
ministers, but simply as our chauff eurs, as guards at the gate, as cooks, physi-
cians, carpenters, or tailors.” 75 This reading is in keeping with Sun’s criticism 
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of Western elective democracies as failures, in that the people are empow-
ered only “to elect and be elected.” They cannot aff ect policies directly, for 
“all mea sures of national importance must be passed upon by Parliament 
 before they can be put into eff ect.” He questions this arrangement: “But does 
this form of government insure the perfect development of democracy?” In 
Sun’s analysis, the answer is no. He wants further pop u lar control of gov-
ernment. Citizens should fi rmly direct the actions of offi  cials, and offi  cials 
should not fi lter the goals and desires of the people. Sun believes he makes 
such control possible by adding to suff rage the three additional po liti cal pow-
ers noted above.76

Yet the story of the car also invites alternate readings. Another interpreta-
tion holds that Sun is merely describing a Westminster- style parliamentary sys-
tem in which governments are held to account by a national legislature and fall 
if they do not maintain majorities. Thus at another point Sun asserts:

When democracy is highly developed and methods of controlling government 
are perfected, the government will have great power, but the people will only 
have to make their opinions known in their national congress; if they attack 
the government, they may overthrow it, or if they laud the government they 
may strengthen it.77

This description implies something diff erent than a group offi  cials operating 
in the fashion Rousseau approves; instead, it appears to describe a powerful 
cabinet government that is responsible to a national legislative body. Offi  cials 
in this understanding could have a free hand to craft policies and otherwise 
enjoy wide discretion in administrative matters but could be defeated by los-
ing a confi dence vote. In this understanding, Sun is not going beyond indirect 
Western models in the constitution of government except to add the three ad-
ditional powers of recall, initiative, and referendum. Indeed, this looks some-
what like Held’s description of Weber’s competitive elitist model.78

In a third reading, buttressed by Sun’s insistence on inequalities of ability, 
what he is referring to is not a Westminster system but the empowerment of 
a much stronger set of offi  cials who have the capacity to mold the nation and 
make strategic rather than tactical decisions and to make policies that shape 
the preferences and outlook of the population. In this reading, the equation of 
a government offi  cial with a chauff eur is not only inaccurate but misleading. 
The abilities of the “sage” and other higher- grade people signifi cantly surpass 
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the technical skills of driving and maintaining a car and familiarizing oneself 
with traffi  c patterns. Hence, the reference to attacks and support in a national 
assembly must refer to much stronger manifestations of discontent than rou-
tine votes of no confi dence. They suggest plebiscites, in the absence of which 
offi  cials would continue to hold and exercise wide powers. Instead of show-
ing the demos in charge, this description portrays citizens following in the 
wake of offi  cial expertise, intervening only in times of major discontent that 
would result from manifestations of gross incompetence. Given the wide dif-
ferences of intelligence and ability in Sun’s understanding of natural hierar-
chy, anything  else would be beyond the powers of the demos.79

While this latter interpretation of Sun’s understanding of government 
 offi  cials runs afoul of a surface reading of the passenger- driver relationship 
in his car story and of his criticism of Western elective democracies as insuf-
fi ciently demo cratic, it appears to fi t best his understanding of humans. 
Rather than reducing aff airs of government to technical matters, this under-
standing elevates politics to the level of technical expertise. Supporting this 
reading are Sun’s further references to human types. Refi ning his earlier dis-
cussion, Sun argues in Democracy Lecture 5 that a correct understanding of 
humans diff erentiates among three fundamental groups (where earlier he 
had given eight categories): (1) those who can see, perceive, and have insight 
into the future; (2) those who can understand by learning through imitation 
only after something has been discovered; and (3) those who cannot perceive 
or understand at all but can be depended upon to act. While all are necessary 
to progress and valuable to the nation, as a matter of functionality and good 
sense it is only the fi rst group and some members of the second who should 
be entrusted with governmental power because they are extraordinary in 
both their competence and, as his rejection of the Jeff ersonian view of human 
nature and his identifi cation of “sages” suggests, moral character.80 To create 
a workable democracy, people must recognize and accept these gradations 
just as they recognize diff erentiations, in another meta phor, in the building 
trade between those who plan the building, those who supervisor the work-
ers, and those who do the actual construction work.81

There is also much additional support for this reading in Sun’s discussion. 
He routinely argues that one must treat government offi  cials like experts and 
defer to them, just as one defers to military or business experts, and that one 
should defer to them even if, or rather especially if, one does not understand 
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what the experts are doing.82 At other times, he likens offi  cials to the manag-
ers of companies in whom stockholders vest administrative responsibility. 
Thus Sun says of offi  cials in Democracy Lecture 5 that “if they are able men 
and loyal to the nation, we should be willing to give the sovereignty of the 
state into their hands. We must not limit their movements but give them free-
dom of action; then the state can progress and progress with rapid strides.” 83 
Such passages put into question whether ordinary citizens should ever exercise 
their po liti cal powers in ways that would interfere with incumbent offi  cials 
and suggest the possibility of a strong feedback loop, in which offi  cials set forth 
goals that are ratifi ed by the people; this, then, is conceptualized in terms of 
the demos setting forth the direction of the state. It would be as if, in the 
story, the driver  were to set both the general and par tic u lar destination and, 
through his superior abilities, persuade the passenger that this action was re-
ally an exercise of the passenger’s will. Sun might describe his position more 
benignly by arguing that those to whom he attributes foresight partake of the 
general spirit of the community, and if that foresight diff ers from the pop u lar 
understanding, they would persuade the demos of the correctness of the al-
ternative set of goals. The demos could be mistaken in its identifi cation of the 
general will or of the common good. But in either version, it is not clear that 
the demos really is setting the direction of the state. Such a condition seems 
to require both the capacity for, and reality of, in de pen dence that the demos 
does not possess in Sun’s depiction. It would appear to be dominated by its 
more intelligent members to the same degree as is the state, thus again prob-
lematizing offi  cials’ downward accountability.

The ramifi cations of this understanding are signifi cant. Most important, 
Sun appears to identify knowledge as the marker of eligibility for offi  ce. As in 
the Confucian tradition, knowledge commands respect and power apart from 
the choice of the demos. To put it radically, the demos in Sun’s understanding 
has a responsibility to recognize ability when putting offi  cials into offi  ce. It ap-
pears that if a person not of higher intellectual rank  were voted into offi  ce, he 
would not have a morally clear right to exercise power on demo cratic grounds. 
If the demos chooses an unqualifi ed person, it has made a mistake in terms 
not just of functionality but also of demo cratic morality.84 Only those with 
clearly superior capacities may rightfully hold offi  ce, no matter what the 
demos wants. This understanding acts as a limit to demo cratic choice in much 
the same way as would constitutional principles. Further, it would provide jus-
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tifi cations for barring individuals from the ballot and monopolizing po liti cal 
power through the institution of single- party government. It could also give 
offi  cials justifi cation for canceling elections, limiting the scope and frequency 
of elections, or ignoring the results of elections on the premise that no one 
besides incumbent offi  cials is competent to hold offi  ce.

It could be that some of these diffi  culties could be explained by again pos-
iting that Sun supplies a version of a competitive elitist model of democracy. 
In Weber’s version of that model, there is in practice also a wide gulf between 
ordinary citizens and po liti cal leaders and the reservation to the latter of the 
power to formulate policy. Weber likewise argues that citizens are only ca-
pable of throwing out incompetent leaders through a plebiscitary pro cess.85 
The diff erence is that Weber thought of po liti cal leaders as the heads of parties 
that competed with one another in the context of a pluralistic demos. Sun did 
not appear to embrace either this pluralism or the understanding of parties as 
the connectors of par tic u lar citizens with leaders. Nor did Weber embrace 
the powers of recall, initiative, and referendum.

There is also some diffi  culty in attempting to classify Sun’s conception of 
the relationship between offi  cials and citizens under some versions of the re-
publican unitary model. Sun appears to occupy a position that is diff erent 
from Rousseau’s. For Rousseau, government offi  cials are only supposed to im-
plement the will of the people. They are purely administrators. They are not, 
in theory, to interject their understandings of policy preferences into the 
deliberations that inform the general will. In his formulation, citizens lay 
aside their role as administrators when deliberating with the rest of the com-
munity. Rousseau, however, is able to sustain this understanding because he 
assumes that government offi  cials really are ordinary citizens with par tic u lar 
jobs and thus no diff erent than any other random citizen. Sun’s understanding 
of the diff erence between experts and others does not replicate this concep-
tion. It appears to recall instead Machiavelli’s praise of found ers as extraordi-
nary people who can grapple with fortuna.

Another way of understanding Sun’s conception of the role of offi  cials, 
though it runs against his implication that natural human hierarchies involve 
moral knowledge, is through his analogy of policies as “routes.” This under-
standing accords with his conceptualization of the state as a machine (dis-
cussed below) and his tendency to drain politics of partisanship and par tic u-
lar interests. It implies that politics and policies reduce to technical matters. 
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Policies, like routes, are both amoral and the subject of specialized knowl-
edge that allows them to be apprehended objectively. Ostensibly, if goals are 
specifi ed, all leaders need do is create policies that achieve those goals most 
eff ectively within constraints that the demos sets. The story of the car implies 
that choices among routes are diff erentiated only by such constraints (speed, 
scenery, distance,  etc.) that are assessable by technical means rather than by 
moral or otherwise normative values. Offi  cials’ policy menus would be created 
by a technical understanding of the best ways of attaining the goals identifi ed 
by the demos. Likewise, choices from those menus would be governed by tech-
nical and specialized knowledge.

However, insofar as we see Sun adopting this technical description of 
leaders and policies (and there is textual support for doing so), he not only 
continues to run into the problems of choice alluded to above in reference to 
Dahl’s discussion, but he also departs from any realist appreciation of institu-
tions and politics. Drivers and machines, leaders and governments are  here 
conceptually, practically, and po liti cally separate. In the car story, Sun de-
picts leaders as tending to the machinery of state in an impersonal way. Driv-
ers drive cars; leaders lead states. They can be trusted because they possess 
ability, only employ technical knowledge, and if they lose the trust of the 
people, their freedom of action can be further curbed or they can be fi red. 
There is nothing in this description suggesting that operating the machinery 
of state creates an interest in retaining control of the state or that operating 
parts of the state creates diff erent interests among offi  cials. Nor does Sun ac-
knowledge that such operations permit leaders to use instruments of control 
and coercion to resist attempts to curb their discretion or to fi re them. For 
Sun, possessing the wheel of the vehicle of state does not confer either inter-
ests or power to resist the people’s sovereignty. Any thorough understanding 
of the nature of politics would make one skeptical of this picture. Leaders can 
burrow their way into states in ways that are not captured by the driver/car 
meta phor. Leaders also develop deep interests in maintaining the driver’s seat 
that are similarly neglected by the car story. In the story, if Sun fi res the driver, 
the latter will acquiesce. There is nothing that allows the latter to keep Sun 
as the passenger against his will. This is not the case in the actual world of 
politics.

Sun’s lack of clarity and his refusal to recognize the dangers of state power 
weaken this discussion as a source of demo cratic learning. Sun’s insistence 
that offi  cials are placed in offi  ce by the people is demo cratically useful, but his 
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reservation of offi  ce for a par tic u lar set of extraordinary people who appear 
to exercise almost complete control over policy making (save for instances in 
which citizens inexplicably exercise referenda and initiative powers) mitigates 
that demo cratic lesson. More broadly, the vagueness of his story’s depiction of 
the relationship between offi  cials and the demos is also problematic. Who re-
ally sets goals? How much discretion should offi  cials possess in interpreting 
their pop u lar mandate to govern? How can the demos hold offi  cials to ac-
count? Is this a Westminster system in which legislators routinely and regu-
larly hold offi  cials to account or something more like a plebiscitary democ-
racy in which citizens hold occasional referenda on the government? Can and 
should offi  cials attempt to mold the pop u lar will? Are leaders of high moral 
standing or do they only possess superior technical knowledge? These ambi-
guities confuse the lesson Sun attempts to provide regarding the commanding 
position of the demos and weaken the proposition that democracy importantly 
entails pop u lar sovereignty and downward accountability.

More fundamentally troubling is the fact that  here and throughout his dis-
cussion of democracy, Sun embraces many of the arguments that Dahl has 
identifi ed with the “guardianship” critique of democracy.86 This critique ar-
gues that policy making requires special abilities and special knowledge that 
is beyond the reach of ordinary people. Politics should be reserved for the 
 intellectually skilled element of the population. Plato is the most famous of 
those who use this theory to reserve power to the few. Sun likewise posits 
that humans are vastly unequal in their talents and depicts the world as com-
plex and diffi  cult to understand. Where Dahl argues that such arguments 
logically lead to justifi cations of authoritarianism, Sun attempts to sidestep 
this problem with his distinction between sovereignty and administration. 
Nevertheless, there will always be an elitist character to Sun’s understanding 
that appears to go beyond the diff erentiation contained in various elitist 
demo cratic models and puts into question the very demo cratic nature of his 
scheme.

Given these criticisms, it is also important to note when Sun is writing. The 
early twentieth century was a time of fascination with experts, technology, 
and science (hence the May Fourth Movement’s advocacy of “Mr. Science” 
along with “Mr. Democracy”). The idea of ceding government to an intelligen-
tsia who could decide policies rationally in imitation of technical experts was 
an appealing response to the increasingly complex nature of politics. More-
over, thinking of democracy in terms of competitive elitism and arguments 
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regarding the inevitability of government by an elite was also pop u lar in the 
West. Michels’s skepticism regarding democracy, as well as Weber’s concep-
tion of democracy, depicted ordinary citizens as necessarily taking a passive 
role in government, in large part because of their relative disadvantage in 
terms of knowledge and understanding. In this comparative and contextual 
perspective, Sun’s views fare somewhat better.

The State as the Car
Sun’s conception of the state in this story is that it is a mechanism, though 

he also appears to move away from that view at one point. If the state is a ma-
chine, it is not made up of individual humans with par tic u lar interests and 
desires. Rather, it appears to be a kind of inhuman construct. It is an object 
without realist attributes. It does not resist steering; it lacks interests and di-
rection of its own. It does not fi ght modifi cations and reforms. As a mechani-
cal servant, it is the perfect instrument for attaining goals identifi ed outside 
its fi eld of decision making.87

Sun uses this conceptualization of the state as a machine not only to deny 
that its citizens may possess separate interests and to emphasize its instru-
mentality but also to underline the importance of creating an increasingly 
powerful state in China. As noted above, Sun wishes to emphasize his dis-
agreement with many contemporary Western understandings. The West, 
given its history of harsh autocracy and revolutionary direct democracies, has 
become distrustful of the state, Sun argues. Western theorists maintain that 
the state must be kept internally limited in order to protect the people. The 
rise in the West of checks and balances and the concept of natural, individual 
rights enforceable against the government through an in de pen dent judiciary 
and other tools to fi ght absolutism  were spurred by the desire to weaken what 
was perceived to be a necessary but dangerous entity. China, he argues, both 
lacks that history and occupies a diff erent international and domestic con-
text. China’s autocracy historically was more benign and its governments 
weaker, with less reach into the aff airs of ordinary people, than  were autocra-
cies in the West. For Sun, what threatens the people in China is not a strong 
but a feeble state. China can settle for no less than the “best” state in terms of 
good governance, and the best state is powerful.88 Indeed, Lei goes so far as 
to argue that Sun advocated the creation of an all- powerful state with no 
practical limits.89 So in thinking of the state as a machine, Sun attempts to 
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link its dangers to contexts rather than inherent characteristics. As an inani-
mate object and a tool, it is only as dangerous as those who wield its power.

However, having emphatically made this point regarding the machinelike 
character of the state in several places, Sun proceeds to muddy the waters con-
ceptually by arguing that one cannot apply social science in the same manner 
as natural science and technology when speaking of politics. This argument 
undercuts his understanding of government as a machine and offi  cials as tech-
nical experts, which points explicitly to technology and something like the 
Western understanding of natural science as the correct sources of knowl-
edge. If the distinction between sovereignty and administration is to work as 
part of a demo cratic conception (and above we saw that this distinction is oth-
erwise problematic) and if he is to distance the state as an entity from danger-
ous propensities, he must see administration and the nature of politics as in-
volving knowledge that partakes of the epistemological objectivity of Western 
natural science. Otherwise, he must concede that the state itself is not an 
 inert object but has in de pen dent agency. Yet Sun provides a diff erent and per-
haps more troubling conception, arguing that what China needs with regard 
to the state is not a technical attitude on the part of offi  cials but a change of 
attitude on the part of the people, from an emphasis on liberty and equality to 
a properly modulated adherence to those values plus democracy.90 The result 
is a diff erent attitude toward government— not of indiff erence (as in the past 
in China) or hostility (as in the West) but of ac cep tance and support.91 The key 
in his mind to the construction of a powerful state therefore is not structure— 
the character of institutions, the addition of par tic u lar powers— but psychol-
ogy. The state can be powerful and controllable at the same time because it is 
part of a larger psychic being— the people. This understanding serves to link 
offi  cials to the demos not by ties of accountability but through the bonds of 
nationalistic fervor.

Sun’s contribution to demo cratic learning  here is hindered by signifi cant 
normative and practical diffi  culties. Normatively, his understanding veers be-
tween attempting to make the government mechanical and attempting to 
make it an extension of the people. Insofar as his arguments favor govern-
ment as machinery, they tend to shield it from the criticism of ordinary people. 
Policies are too technical for ordinary people to understand. Insofar as he 
paints the state as a nonmechanical extension of the people, he runs the risk 
of rendering such criticism illegitimate because treasonous and removing the 
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possibility that citizens can enjoy rights as limits on state power. As he some-
times notes, the people need no rights because they control the state. He runs 
the risk of justifying the type of revolutionary state that arose in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the French Revolution, a type of state he condemns because 
the identifi cation of the populace with the state led to what he believed was 
a dangerous model of direct democracy. Practically, his understanding veers 
between a lack of a realist understanding of interests in his mechanical de-
scription of the state and a lack of appreciation of the structural inequalities 
of power that inevitably arise as a consequence of a state’s existence. The na-
tionalist states he admires may appear to be populist but are often under the 
command of offi  cials who do more to manipulate citizens than citizens do to 
control them.

In all, this part of his discussion provides only generally useful materials 
in that they emphasize the argument that government machinery should be 
subordinate to the will of the demos. Otherwise, this contradiction in his 
discussion serves more to confuse than to educate. In terms of diff erent mod-
els, Sun draws little on liberal demo cratic conceptions; instead, he uses argu-
ments more congenial to unitary versions of democracy— with their empha-
sis on the people’s will and neglect of the rights of minorities— and to elitist 
understandings.

Elections and Sources of Accountability
Sun’s understanding of po liti cal participation and downward accountability 

is conditioned by his simultaneous ac cep tance of human in e qual ity and his 
uneasiness with elections as the primary way of incorporating the will of the 
demos into the state. He rejects the usual machinery of direct democracy (the 
routine participation of ordinary people in the policy- making pro cess through 
large assemblies of citizens) on the grounds that such arrangements will nec-
essarily lead to disorder because ordinary people are incapable of discharging 
such duties. But he also rejects the Western conception of indirect democracy 
as inadequately demo cratic. Demo cratic participation must extend beyond 
“the right to elect and to hold offi  ce.” This position leads Sun away from any 
emphasis on competitive, multiparty electoral systems. Downward account-
ability in the form of elections is not based on competition in which people 
compare policy platforms but on assessments of competency in which the 
demos passes judgment on offi  cials in their pursuit of the goals upon which 



Sun Yat-sen  71

the demos has internally agreed.92 Only if the demos as a  whole makes an ad-
verse determination based on that criterion will elites be rotated out of offi  ce 
either by election or recall. Otherwise, citizens defer to offi  cials or collectively 
intervene through referendum and initiatives rather than by joining together 
in parties or other groups to oppose the government. Po liti cal activity, in this 
sense, is not individual, nor is it to lead to divergences of opinion or policy, given 
that, at bottom, diff erences of understanding and of interest do not eclipse 
the common will of the people. Elites participate po liti cally as “offi  cials” who 
use their expertise and their knowledge, and ordinary people participate col-
lectively as “the people,” who set goals and assess whether offi  cials are per-
forming their jobs competently through the collective instruments of suff rage, 
recall, referendum, and initiative.

Several other pieces of evidence point to Sun’s rejection of multiparty elec-
toral democracy and the possibility that he was not in favor of the Westminster- 
style system explored above. First, as we have seen, he conceives of the demos 
and offi  cials in the car analogy as unifi ed and undiff erentiated entities. No 
division of interest or goals is attributable to citizens as a  whole, and no dif-
ferential understandings of driving characterize offi  cials. Second, he only 
appears to refer to the KMT when discussing po liti cal offi  cials. Third is his 
discussion of Western democracy. In parts of that discussion, Sun appears to 
reject the notion that po liti cal and intellectual pluralism is desirable. The 
West, he argues, has not attained the best form of democracy because revolu-
tionaries allowed the division of the people into multiple po liti cal parties. For 
Sun, the most important thing about this division is that they represent not 
merely diff erent interests but diff erent intellectual positions, which leads to a 
fragmented understanding of politics unable to produce and sustain a power-
ful, centralized government. He traces the origins of that fragmentation to 
diff erent understandings of human nature and illustrates this conclusion by 
exploring early American po liti cal history. For example, he posits that Jeff er-
son and the Democratic- Republicans  were progressive exponents of popu-
list democracy who favored the decentralization of power because they held 
an optimistic view of humans and wished to see them exercise their auton-
omy. In contrast, Hamilton and the Federalists saw humans as imperfect and 
thought that giving too much power to the populace was dangerous and could 
result in anarchy and the inability to attain justice, law, and order. Therefore, 
the Hamiltonians proposed a more centralized and powerful state structure. 
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While Sun defi nitely prefers the Hamiltonian Federalists to the Jeff ersonian 
Republicans in terms of substantive politics, he more fundamentally regrets 
this division of thought into diff erent camps. He strongly suggests that multi-
ple po liti cal parties are dangerous to democracy because they espouse diff er-
ent understandings of the world, diff erent policies, and diff erent goals. They 
put forward competing understandings of the state, the people’s will and com-
mon good, and of people themselves.93

This overall position again has important ramifi cations for understandings 
of accountability, in that it appears to emphasize demo cratic accountability 
mainly through referenda or plebiscites rather than the more generally ac-
cepted understanding of a choice among multiple candidates. For some demo-
cratic theorists, this shift is deeply problematic. For example, Shapiro notes 
that competition for offi  ce not only allows people with diverse interests to 
obtain power but acts as a mechanism for creating a watchful opposition that 
continually critiques governments and holds offi  cials accountable in ways that 
are not available through other means.94 Sun’s account appears to remove this 
brand of oversight from his demo cratic conception. In Sun’s postpartisan de-
mocracy, the opportunity for institutionalizing a watchful opposition does 
not exist, as it would be viewed as divisive and destabilizing.

As noted above, Sun’s discussion  here is often uneven with regard to demo-
cratic learning. From the viewpoint of liberal demo cratic theory, Sun’s rejec-
tion of competition and pluralism makes this weak material for demo cratic 
learning. Yet this is to hold that only competition provides accountability. 
One might argue that a vigorous use of plebiscites might allow a populace to 
hold offi  cials to account without the need to hold over their head the possibil-
ity that they may be replaced en masse by a diff erent group and without the 
need for constant critiques based on alternative policy proposals. This appears 
to have been Rousseau’s understanding of demo cratic accountability. Sun’s 
ac cep tance of suff rage (despite his criticisms of the inadequacy of elections) 
as well as the other three powers is clearly useful. His discussions establish 
the need for the demos to hold governments accountable and provide it with 
tools by which to do so. However, he does not clarify why ordinary people 
should exercise any further powers beyond suff rage if, in fact, the basis for his 
understanding of democracy is that ordinary people should not exercise ad-
ministrative or policy- making powers. Yet this is precisely what he proposes. 
Having condemned direct democracy, he seeks to inject important elements 
of that model into his preferred form. That Sun so strongly argues for democ-
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racy and its further development is laudable and abstractly useful to later pro-
ponents of democracy, but the specifi cs of his discussion, besides their vague-
ness and paucity, are as likely to confuse as to inform.

Rights, the Rule of Law, and Checks and Balances
Sun appears to stray considerably from the Liberal demo cratic model when 

it comes to checks on offi  cial power. While he is described by many Taiwanese 
scholars as a supporter of constitutional democracy,95 he was not a follower of 
the natural rights tradition and would look in askance upon Acton’s distrust 
of power. Sun’s justifi cations for this position  were rooted in his contextual-
ism and his confi dence in perfecting the machinery of the demo cratic state. 
The result is an understanding of democracy that is not overtly friendly to 
the types of individual safeguards that characterize liberal democracy and 
are more congenial to the republican unitary and the Chinese unitary models 
of democracy.

First is the nature of Sun’s abstract conceptualization of democracy. As do 
many modern demo cratic theorists, he separates democracy from the liberal 
tradition and from any necessary connection with individual rights and free-
doms, and individualism per se. What is good about democracy is its capacity 
to meet the needs of a people as a collective at a certain time. It is a par tic u lar 
type of tool that is best suited to the struggle to overcome the obstacles that 
peoples face.96 In this understanding, liberal democracy is not the most ad-
vanced form of democracy. The freedoms, checks, and safeguards that liber-
alism insists upon imposing on demo cratic structures results in a state that 
is not maximally strong and therefore does not push to its logical conclusion 
the concept of democracy as a powerful form of government meant to deal 
with confl icts among humans. Those features also create a community too 
loosely constructed to act as a unifi ed  whole and govern itself. Such a body 
cannot be autonomous because it cannot control itself suffi  ciently to generate 
a common will.

In thinking about the role and function of democracy contextually, Sun 
also situates China diff erently from Eu rope, identifying it as possessing a dis-
similar po liti cal culture and a diff erent po liti cal legacy. There was, he argues, 
much more equal opportunity in politics in traditional China than in autocratic 
Eu rope in the form of the examination system.97 It was the extreme po liti cal 
and economic in e qual ity in Eu rope, he argues, that created “cruel and iniqui-
tous” government that spurred ordinary people to rebel and led thinkers to 
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speak of natural equality that founds equal rights as a way of eliminating the 
evils of autocracy.98 While autocracy in the West took natural in e qual ity and 
pushed it “to an extreme,” Sun argues that this state of aff airs should not mean 
that we construct an artifi cial po liti cal and legal rights regime in reaction. 
This is because Sun was not convinced that traditional Chinese government 
was characterized by abuses of power. In keeping with the antirealist, techni-
cal strand in his demo cratic conception, he sees the possession of power in 
China as historically benign. People  were not arbitrarily imprisoned, enslaved, 
or killed by the government. What is most important in safeguarding and fur-
thering the welfare of people as a demos and as individuals is that competent 
people occupy offi  ce and have ample power to set policies, while citizens in 
general exercise their four powers, and those in offi  ce are not burdened with 
other safeguards. Sun’s quarrel with the takeover of power by aristocratic fam-
ilies during the Ching dynasty is not any contention that those families ex-
tended the power of the state so as to oppress the populace. Rather, he decries 
their incompetency, their failure to defend China from external enemies, their 
neglect of pop u lar welfare, and their inability to correct course when the 
state failed to engage in good governance.

There is some controversy regarding the institutional structures Sun 
 envisioned in terms of their relationship to dividing and checking power. Sun 
wanted a government that would consist of the usual three branches (execu-
tive, legislative, and judicial) plus two more with roots in Chinese practice: 
the Examination Yuan (which would administer civil ser vice examinations) 
and the Control Yuan (which would act as an inspectorate). Some scholars 
see Sun’s creation of this “fi ve- power” scheme as building on the Western, 
liberal example of dividing power and providing the basis for checks and bal-
ances. These scholars point not only to his adoption of the classical scheme 
outlined by Montesquieu, which serves to break up governmental power among 
competing groups, but also to the importance of the Examination Yuan and 
Control Yuan in their capacity to control the quality of offi  cials, especially the 
powers of the Control Yuan to investigate and impeach.99

In contrast, others argue that Sun did not mean the fi ve branches of gov-
ernment to be the foundation of a checks- and- balances system. In this under-
standing, the establishment of these institutions was not part of a project to 
divide, dilute, or regulate power. Rather, they  were meant more as functional 
and administrative entities intended to better or ga nize power.100 Where the 
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former view is supported by references to Sun’s earlier work, particularly his 
Fundamentals of National Reconstruction ( , ca. 1919), the latter view is 
supported by Sun’s discussions in the democracy lectures. There, Sun wants to 
entrust large powers to those who are competent.101 He founds this prescrip-
tion on yet another modern analogy— shareholders giving authority to manag-
ers to run a company.102 Managers do not necessarily hold authority for fi xed 
periods of time or divide it among themselves. They are given power over the 
 whole enterprise and hold it as long as they eff ectively guide the enterprise. 
Sun also reverts  here to his technical conceptualization, likening government 
offi  cials to experts. We use experts in all other areas of life without demur, he 
argues, so we should be comfortable doing so with po liti cal aff airs because 
po liti cal experts know things that ordinary people do not. Experts also do not 
diff er in their understanding; therefore, there is no need to pit one against 
another.103

It is also the case that Sun does not dwell upon the importance of constitu-
tionally embedded rights and freedoms or term limits in his later works. Pop-
u lar sovereignty is suffi  cient protection for the people from abuse by govern-
ment.104 His preoccupation with who holds offi  ce rather than limits on the 
powers of offi  ce itself extends to his historical understanding of the broader 
eff ects of power on the population. He bases his position on two arguments 
that again relate to the Chinese context. He takes that context as more gener-
alizable than the Eu ro pe an experience. First, he argues that Chinese po liti cal 
history reveals that governors  were concerned with the throne, not the aff airs 
of the people. The Chinese state, in other words, generally was not internally 
oppressive in the sense that government did not seek to control people’s ev-
eryday lives through regulations and coercion. This situation locates China 
diff erently in terms of politics and po liti cal culture than Eu rope, and he im-
plies that Eu rope is the outlier rather than the norm in this regard. This judg-
ment leads to his second argument, that the Chinese state historically did not 
spur the growth of a pop u lar po liti cal consciousness that put liberty as cen-
tral to human existence.105 As opposed to the Eu ro pe an autocracies, which 
“pressed directly down upon the shoulders of the common people,” Sun ar-
gues that “the dynasties and governments which followed the Ch’in adopted 
a much more liberal policy towards the people; apart from paying the regular 
grain taxes the people had almost no relation with the offi  cials.”106 This means 
that ordinary Chinese people are not very concerned with individual autonomy 
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and lack a theoretical understanding of liberty, having taken negative free-
dom for granted for so long. Consequently, they do not long for the enjoyment 
of the individual freedoms that Westerners crave or obsess over their protec-
tion through a regime of rights and systems of checks and balances. It is only 
when the Chinese have developed further under a demo cratic regime that 
they will embrace liberty as a good to be valued rather than one that is only 
naturally experienced under their typical state and possibly desire such fea-
tures in the state. But in the past de cades, the Chinese state erred not in 
 being too strict but in doing too little to discipline citizens by making them 
focus on the general good and national unity.107

Thus, Sun displaces liberty by favoring unity. As a form of government 
 responsive to context, Chinese democracy must put nationalist unity and a 
strong state at its center. This is because the tasks China faced in the 1920s 
 were not those with which the West grappled (eliminating oppressive mon-
archs and aristocrats) but rather the geo graph i cal unifi cation of the state and 
its defense against imperialist powers, as well as economic development.108 
For China, unity should come fi rst both in government and the demos. Diver-
sity is not desirable, even if some forms of pluralism are natural to China. To 
make the attainment of individual liberty that allows for the full expression 
of pluralism the primary goal in the Chinese context is to err in a variety of 
ways. It is to waste time and eff ort only to arrive at a problematic situation. It 
is to run the risk of recapitulating the abuses of liberty and equality mani-
fested in the West.109 And it is to neglect the development of another neces-
sary good— social discipline. The latter neglect is particularly dangerous, he 
asserts, because it is imperative to habituate individuals to act collectively and 
pool their strength to attain good governance.110 As even Lei (who argues that 
Sun does attend to individual rights and freedoms) argues, while Sun would 
grant citizens a full slate of po liti cal freedoms and rights, those would be lim-
ited by the needs of the nation for a disciplined citizenry.111

This analysis may be more benign than it fi rst appears. What Sun seems to 
be arguing is that the national unity (geo graph i cal and social) that Western 
states began to enjoy at the beginning of the early modern period is absent in 
China after the fall of the Ching, the debacle of Yuan Shih- kai’s ( ) be-
trayal of the republic, and the rise of the warlords. This unity must be achieved 
before other matters, including individual liberty, can be attended to. At other 
times, individual liberty appears peripheral to his vision, not because that 
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good is unimportant to him, but because he believes the Chinese already en-
joy that good. However, at still other times he appears to dismiss individual 
liberty as an overrated good that is not necessary for human fl ourishing (he 
never argues that the desire for liberty is innate) and is even antithetical to 
good governance in a modern democracy.

Sun seeks to soften this latter conclusion (or perhaps misunderstands 
the Western theory to which he alludes) by arguing that his subordination of 
freedom to other values is not so diff erent from the approach taken by West-
ern po liti cal theorists who have taken up the topic. John Stuart Mill, he ar-
gues, also held that individual liberty must be limited by the like liberty of all. 
The advocacy of absolute freedom brings “constant disorders and strikes.”112 
While it is true that Mill would agree that individuals, in exercising their au-
tonomy within the sphere of freedom he designates through the Harm Prin-
ciple and other means, should voluntarily refrain from abusing their free-
doms and, in the spirit of both freedom and equality, fi nd principled ways of 
adjudicating among competing freedom claims by means of the law, he was 
not speaking of the types of discipline needed to turn a nation of individuals 
into a disciplined demos with a unifi ed will. Sun misunderstands (or mis-
states) Mill’s position, twisting it so that it would be compatible with his ar-
gument that China as a nation demands the forfeiture of the individualism 
Mill champions. For it is not the Harm Principle to which Sun refers but rather 
the maxim “To make the nation free, we must each sacrifi ce his personal 
freedom.”113

Given his distaste for pluralism in the demos as well as his emphasis on 
unifying China, it is no surprise that Sun also rejects the avenues for express-
ing po liti cal and geo graph i cal diversity that Madison championed. In his 
 discussion of the American system, he holds that even though the Federalists 
won the contest with the Democratic- Republicans and injected their strong 
state ideas into the Constitution, they did not, or could not, move all the way 
toward a unifi ed, powerful state. The Federalists accepted a multibranch gov-
ernment “which divides clearly the legislative, judicial and executive powers 
of the government so that they do not encroach upon each other.”114 This is 
not at all to Sun’s liking, at least in this passage. He is not, as we saw above, 
averse to or ga niz ing power through branches but to their separation and to 
the way in which regions are able to have a say in the aff airs of the national 
government. Nor does he accept federalism. The US Constitution was a matter 
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of compromise, and the division of power between central government and 
the states in that constitution was a par tic u lar result of compromise. This 
development, he argues, leads to an important deviation from his preferred 
form of democracy and thus to only limited pop u lar sovereignty.115

While Sun regrets this demo cratic imperfection, he otherwise accepts that 
the form of government the United States adopted was practically fi t to its 
context. It was not a naturally united country and required the artifi cial politics 
of the Constitution to make a big state from smaller states. Federalism is, so 
to speak, a feature of democracy with American characteristics. But American- 
style federalism, he holds, is neither an intrinsic part of democracy nor suit-
able for China. It presupposes legitimate, self- governing territories with 
separate constitutions uniting to become a nation. China does not have such 
territories. After going to so much trouble militarily wresting control from 
rebellious regional warlords, it would be a foolish mistake to then establish 
semiautonomous regional governments in order to create a federal state. The 
basis for such a scheme would be mere imitation of the American model, not 
a close understanding of China’s context or an understanding of the core con-
cept of democracy. China must not emphasize theory, mechanical imitation, 
or divisions; it must emphasize practicality, relevant contexts, and unity.116

If Sun rejects (as I argue he does in the San Mín Chu Yì lectures) the separa-
tion of powers, checks and balances, and federalist features of liberal democ-
racy, the fi nal feature that might have supplied some limits on government 
power and offi  cial discretion is the rule of law. It is true that Sun emphasized 
the importance of a constitution as setting out the form of government and 
the po liti cal powers that the people are to enjoy. In embracing constitutional-
ism, he set the stage for constitutional law. However, he does not mention 
such law in his lectures, and it is unclear what powers the Judicial Yuan is to 
have (there is nothing regarding a concept like judicial review in his lectures) 
or how the Control Yuan is to operate. Indeed, he rarely mentions law at all 
except in the context of providing limits to individual behaviors. It is impor-
tant for him that ordinary people not abuse their freedoms; thus those free-
doms are bounded by law. But he does not discuss the subordination of offi  -
cials to laws and, therefore, appears to adopt what Yu argues is the traditional 
understanding of “rule by law” (in which the ruler is above the law) rather 
than the “rule of law.”117 Offi  cials are not held accountable horizontally by the 
application of laws. Nor are there references to how, or if, offi  cial discretion is 
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to be limited by legal principles and enforceable boundaries on the exercise of 
power. He appears to treat such legal boundaries in the same way he treats 
the boundaries created by rights— they are superfl uous as long as “the people” 
control the state.118

Therefore, while Sun is at pains to argue that his advanced form of democ-
racy fi ts China’s needs, he is equally frank in arguing that this advanced form 
departs from the liberal demo cratic model. His privileging of elites in offi  ce, 
discomfort with multiple po liti cal parties, and refusal to emphasize either in-
stitutional checks on power or the establishment of individual rights fi ts more 
comfortably with the republican unitary and Chinese unitary models. His 
emphasis on the relative liberties traditionally enjoyed by the Chinese is tech-
nically correct yet, again, puzzling, coming as it does from a grizzled revolu-
tionary. Was the only reason he rebelled against the Ching really their incom-
petence? Is there really no connection between rights and freedoms and the 
welfare of citizens? Sun appears especially obtuse on these points. That other 
understandings of freedoms  were available to him is suffi  ciently evidenced by 
his reading, and rejection, of liberal arguments regarding democracy in the 
West. Nor, as the work of scholars of Chinese conceptions of freedom and de-
mocracy demonstrate, can we argue that Sun was following or was trapped by 
a single Chinese understanding of those concepts that privileged the commu-
nity over the individual.119 Sun consciously and comfortably discarded a lib-
eral model that privileges rights and freedoms for individual citizens, as well 
as its emphasis on the rule of law and multiparty elections.

There are also problems in these discussions for demo cratic learning in 
general. As noted above, one understanding of his position is that Sun pre-
fers to see po liti cal offi  ce as a technical position, to be fi lled by those with the 
requisite competence and knowledge. This understanding can elevate a po-
liti cal elite so far above ordinary people that it is unclear how the latter could 
practically exercise overall control over the state. But we can go further. First, 
to objectivize politics and policies in this manner is to delegitimize dissent and 
pluralism. If there is, objectively, one people’s will, there is no need for free-
doms of association, speech, press, or other expressive liberties beyond that 
necessary for the entire community to gather and deliver its will. While that 
will is generated subjectively, it is reached collectively and apprehended ob-
jectively. Individuals need not voice their opinions on that will in other ways. 
It need not be detected through various means or interpreted. Nor is there 
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any need for a diversity of ways of thinking about policy matters. There is one 
correct policy choice, arrived at through technical means. The state in its 
downward accountability need not be sensitive to diff erences of interests or 
opinions and in identifying a general will or good through its own devices 
may come to reject such accountability altogether.

Second, deference to specialists and experts is also troubling for under-
standings of rights, freedom, and pluralism. In Sun’s time and in the Chinese 
context, such deference was seen as unproblematic. Not only did such defer-
ence follow in the path of the traditional Confucian elevation of knowledge; 
it was also rational to follow the lead of people whose technical expertise, 
derived from long hours of study and practice, allowed society to be more pro-
ductive. But deference to experts has a long history of association with au-
thoritarianism and suppressions of freedoms, not just in China but elsewhere, 
as Dahl argues in his discussion of the guardianship argument. Moreover, we 
lose important sources of autonomy when we cede policy- making power (or 
its equivalent) to experts. The type of reliance upon experts that Sun appears 
to advocate does not mean utilizing a technical tool that has no impact on the 
autonomy of the community that wields it; rather, it means turning over to 
that tool signifi cant, perhaps even total, power over the community that 
thinks it wields the tool. As Foucault reminds us, the or ga ni za tion of knowl-
edge is also a source of power.

Sun’s Contributions to Demo cratic Learning and the 
Chinese Conversation on Democracy
It is clear that Sun created and disseminated a conception of democracy. 

He considered himself a demo crat. He believed democracy was a good form 
of government. He held that democracy was compatible with Chinese culture 
and not just an alien Western conception. He strongly urged that China be-
come a demo cratic nation. His writings became a focal point for later offi  cial 
eff orts by the ROC to claim a demo cratic heritage.

More specifi cally, Sun provides a contextual and instrumental justifi ca-
tion of democracy. This approach soothed contemporary anxieties and in-
securities. Any proposed form of government had to be drawn as powerful if 
it  were to appeal to activists who favored a united China free from imperialist 
impositions. To argue that a demo cratic state would be a strong state provided 
a quick and simple answer to people who wanted to know how a democracy, 
which appeared to be a messy form of government, could solve China’s prob-
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lems. Sun dealt with this issue by referring to the success of the Western 
 democracies internationally while criticizing their domestic per for mance and 
arguing that his contributions would perfect democracy’s conceptualization.

By using a contextual analysis and references to historical mínben argu-
ments, Sun was also able to fi nesse the problems of transitions and origins. 
How could China, with its history of authoritarianism and relative paucity of 
explicitly demo cratic thinking, move to a demo cratic government? By appeal-
ing to contexts, Sun could dismiss China’s authoritarian past as irrelevant to 
the present even while providing implicit approval of previous governments 
in general. By referencing mínben conceptions, Sun could argue that demo-
cratic expectations and conceptions, in the form of people- centered govern-
ments,  were not alien to China. Despite his labeling it as revolutionary, the 
move to democracy in his conception was really a transition to a diff erent 
form of traditional government rather than a radical break with the cultural 
and po liti cal past.120

However, Sun’s reliance upon utility and context comes at a cost. The fi rst 
victim is his ability to delegitimize nondemo cratic alternatives. By placing 
primary justifi cation on good governance by a powerful state rather than the 
per for mance and products of such demo cratic pro cesses as voice, downward 
accountability, and robust po liti cal choice, Sun’s justifi cation can face stiff  
competition from authoritarian governmental forms. The second victim is 
his conception of democracy. That is, his jiùwáng justifi cation mixed with 
contextual analysis signifi cantly aff ects his understanding of democracy as 
a form of government. It is no mistake that he takes a car as his meta phor 
for demo cratic government. In his understanding, governments are tools to 
be used for various purposes, and like tools lack intrinsic human characteris-
tics. The only intersections between human nature and democracy that he 
mentions are those aspects of humans that establish their in e qual ity and 
their existential experiences of facing problems. From a larger philosophical 
viewpoint, such distance may be valuable. To regard government as a tool is 
potentially to create intellectual resources by which to resist the state’s en-
croachment on the individual. But in terms of demo cratic learning, Sun’s in-
strumental treatment of democracy makes that form of government dispos-
able in the face of functionally superior alternatives, just as any government 
is disposable in Locke’s understanding if it does not perform the functions 
that remove the incon ve niences of the state of nature. The diff erence is that 
the problems Sun wants demo cratic government to address are not necessarily 
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connected to the welfare of the individual as are Lockean functions. Neither 
do those tasks necessarily stand close to democracy’s inherent strengths.

In turn, Sun’s resort to mechanical meta phors also reveals important as-
pects of his demo cratic conception that stem in part from his jiùwáng justifi -
cation and his understanding of human nature. Sun takes no pains to hide 
the fact that his conception is elitist and collectivist. Aside from his allusion to 
the four powers citizens generally hold, he displays little interest in the course 
of the San Mín Chu Yì lectures in the creation of the types of procedural safe-
guards on offi  cial power that had become the focus of much contemporary 
Western work on democracy. Sun wants an eff ective and powerful state, and 
for that reason he does not wish to shackle the Chinese state with what he 
sees as needless impediments to action or with naive requirements that give 
everyone a routine share of policy- making power. He understands po liti cal 
offi  ce as rightfully belonging to experts exercising in de pen dent professional 
judgment in pursuit of broad populist goals. He does not see government it-
self as an arena of interests or fear that government offi  ceholders will pursue 
their own interests by means of governmental power. He perceives the demos 
as standardized and homogeneous, and insofar as he considers pluralism, 
he generally associates it with national fragmentation and a lack of personal 
discipline.

In Sun’s reasoning, it is the four po liti cal rights or powers with which 
he furnishes the demos that would eff ectively keep offi  cials under control and 
would do so more effi  ciently than the Western systems of elections, strong 
rights, and checks and balances.121 The problems with Sun’s forays into these 
forms of accountability are threefold. First, his expert class of offi  cials does not 
appear to be very amenable to downward accountability. His discussion of 
the power of experts leads to the real possibility that they would ignore the 
electorate or manipulate elections. Second, his unitary understanding of the 
demos can serve to delegitimize dissenting voices and even to the overturning 
of elections that are deemed not refl ective of the people’s will. Third, his gen-
eral discussion of downward accountability does not square with his elitist as-
sumptions. It is not clear that ordinary citizens, given Sun’s account of humans, 
have the relevant knowledge and understanding to intervene fruitfully in the 
activities of offi  cials through recall, initiative, and referendum. It is not even 
clear that they have the requisite abilities to pass judgment on government of-
fi cials through elections.
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To put his conception in the Western context, Sun promotes a govern-
mental model that resembles neither the brash, egalitarian democracies that 
arose immediately after the American and French Revolutions nor the ma-
ture liberal democracies that had evolved in the West by the early twentieth 
century. Rather, he prefers the types of governments that sprang up as a result 
of reactions to the excesses of the eighteenth- century revolutions. These gov-
ernments did not recapitulate the aristocratic pretensions of the ancien ré-
gime but combined the centralization of power to which those old forms of 
government pretended with the energy of the ordinary citizens who over-
threw the old guard. Despite his diff erences with the former, it is Rousseau 
and Machiavelli, not Montesquieu or Madison, that Sun ultimately follows. 
What Sun really desires is not a version of the post- 1787 American state, or 
the French First Republic but a modifi ed form of the French Consulate— a 
populist, republican, unitary form of elitist democracy based on plebiscites 
plus recall, initiative, and referenda. That such a regime could be highly ef-
fective is supported by France’s experience. But the French experience also 
demonstrated its shortcomings, including its degeneration into full- blown 
Bonapartism. This danger, however, did not appear to trouble Sun.

One can make the case that Sun put forward an understanding of democ-
racy that approaches a uniquely Chinese conception. He adopted in large part 
the Chinese unitary model, added the examination and control branches 
from Chinese historical practice, and argued that the design of democracy 
must be adapted to important facets of the Chinese context, including its po-
liti cal history and its existential challenges. In par tic u lar, he appears to reject 
many features of Western liberal democracies, such as federalism and a sys-
tem of checks and balances, based on his reading of the Chinese context. Yet 
he also drew extensively upon modern Western history and adopted Western 
demo cratic practices, including the four po liti cal powers of the people that 
form a central part of his understanding. It is also the case that while he speaks 
of the Chinese context, he really did not market himself as a theorist of Chi-
nese democracy. First, while he argues that democracy was discovered by 
both the Chinese and the Greeks, he agrees that democracy per se was not 
always suitable for the Chinese and that a period of tutelage is necessary for 
the inculcation of the po liti cal virtues necessary to practice that par tic u lar 
type of politics. Second, it is clear that he justifi ed his conception of democ-
racy as the next logical step in the advancement of democracy itself, not as a 
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variant of democracy that was only suited to the Chinese. He would conceiv-
ably argue that, as a perfected conception of democracy, it was just as appli-
cable to the West as to China should the West wish to adopt a more advanced 
form. Third, he described the direct democracy model as inherently fl awed 
from a demo cratic (not Chinese) point of view and portrayed the American 
model as idiosyncratic to the United States. So while it is clear that he did not 
position himself as a Westernizer, it is safer to say that he portrayed himself 
as a demo cratic theorist whose more advanced, generic, demo cratic model 
was best suited for China than to say he projected the image of someone who 
created a uniquely Chinese demo cratic model.



Chapter Three

Chiang Kai- shek
Democracy and Chinese Tradition

As Sun Yat- sen had noted, there are three groups of people in any given 
nation. . . .  It should not take an extraordinary amount of imagination for 
Chiang to conclude that he, the heir to Sun’s mantle of leadership and 
wisdom, is the discoverer, his loyal followers the promoters, and the 
general public the practical men.

What was Chiang Kai- shek’s public position on democracy? Did he pro-
vide meaningful discussions of the topic? Did he put forward a recog-

nizably Chinese conception of democracy? It is clear that both on the main-
land and on Taiwan, Chiang headed a government that fell short of democracy 
as mea sured by most mainstream defi nitions.1 Chiang and the KMT  were dom-
inant. The government controlled laws and interpretations of the laws. Access 
to power was largely controlled by a single party. Chiang held the presidency 
until his death by being repeatedly elected by a body (the National Assembly) 
permanently dominated by the KMT. While elections  were held at the local 
level, only a limited number of parties  were permitted to participate in them, 
and competitive national elections, as well as other forms of accountability 
necessary for a truly demo cratic regime,  were lacking.2

Despite this situation, I argue that Chiang did publicize and legitimize 
 important demo cratic concepts. This chapter documents and assesses Chiang’s 
discussions of democracy during his residence on Taiwan, exploring themati-
cally Chiang’s treatment of democracy in his public pronouncements published 
by the ROC’s GIO from 1949 to his death in 1975. In all, I argue that the concep-
tion of democracy Chiang provided was somewhat more liberal than Sun’s and 
that he off ered a stronger justifi cation of democracy than did Sun, adopted 
many of the problematic features of Sun’s model, and projected the image of 
someone who had created a Chinese conception of democracy.
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Chiang’s Problems
It is important to understand that, in its historical context, the conception 

of democracy Chiang presented was responsive to several important problems 
he faced: the need to unify the populace on Taiwan, the need to identify him-
self as the leader of the Chinese nation, and the need to link the ROC with the 
West.

Like Sun, Chiang faced the problem of achieving unity. But unlike the 
diffi  culties he and Sun faced on the mainland, where vast spaces, warlords, and 
a historic lack of Chinese nationalism  were the defi ning aspects of the prob-
lem, those Chiang faced on Taiwan presented a diff erent set of challenges. 
First was the reality of the Communist domination of the mainland after the 
Nationalists lost the civil war in 1949. In terms of territory, population, and 
military might, Chiang was at a severe disadvantage not just with regard to his 
determination to retake the mainland but even in the more immediate prob-
lem of defending his stronghold on Taiwan. To survive, he argued, the Nation-

US president Dwight D. Eisenhower and ROC president Chiang Kai- shek enter 
Taipei City in an open car and are welcomed by people lining the streets (1960). 
Courtesy of Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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alists must be united in the face of their enemies. In promoting democracy, 
Chiang had to fi nd ways of disciplining the general population as well as his 
own sometimes fractious followers. Thus we fi nd Chiang’s emphasis on a uni-
tary demos, the common good, and discipline, characteristics that form im-
portant parts of both the republican unitary and Chinese unitary models.

Related to these problems was Chiang’s need to reinforce the understand-
ing that he was the rightful leader of the Chinese people as a  whole. In this 
task, he had at his disposal the long history of rulers’ strategies for attaining 
such an end. Successive dynasties, especially those originating outside the 
Han areas, had resolved this problem by emphasizing their support for tradi-
tional Chinese culture. They adopted Chinese customs and embraced Confu-
cian and Daoist thought and practices. Chiang also had Sun’s example at hand. 
As we have seen, Sun was careful to argue that there was a Chinese basis for 
the po liti cal positions he took and did not discard traditional Chinese culture 
and teachings from his revolutionary store house. For Chiang as well, concep-
tualizing democracy as an expression of Chinese culture and himself as a tra-
ditional Chinese leader met part of his need to establish his status as the true 
leader of the Chinese nation. Such characteristics are, again, part of the Chi-
nese unitary model.

Finally, Chiang realized that he depended militarily, po liti cally, and eco-
nom ical ly on the West. This dependence had characterized his regime on the 
mainland after 1941, when his government was supplied by the war time al-
lies. This support became more erratic after the war, and there was a decision 
to abandon him after he lost to the Communists. The Korean War and the 
Cold War came to his rescue. Washington’s unhappiness over the PRC’s inter-
vention in Korea and its attempts to increase the strains between the PRC and 
the USSR led to a resumption of ties between Chiang and the United States.3 
While Chiang’s support stemmed mostly from Taiwan’s strategic location, he 
naturally needed to go further in his identifi cation with the Western cause; 
speaking continuously of democracy as part of his identifi cation with the “free 
world” served this purpose. Bare invocations of democracy  were not enough. 
Chiang had to demonstrate more forcefully that he understood democracy in 
ways that diff erentiated him from those who labeled their regime a “people’s 
democracy.” This requirement helps in part to explain his gestures toward 
meaningful constitutionalism and references to individual rights and freedoms 
associated with the liberal model of democracy.
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Sun and Chiang
Understanding Chiang’s portrayal of democracy also requires examining 

the infl uence of Sun on his conceptions. We fi nd invocation of Sun’s phi-
losophy throughout Chiang’s public pronouncements. It is clear that Chiang 
publicly identifi ed Sun’s understanding as broadly normative of any legitimate 
Nationalist position on the future of a Chinese state.4 That state must, at some 
point, become demo cratic. But as noted in chapter 2 with regard to Sun’s under-
standing, the demo cratic Chinese state would not necessarily be realized in 
the immediate future, nor would it conform exactly to liberal standards. In 
par tic u lar, we fi nd that Chiang adopted the most salient parts of Sun’s con-
ception of democracy: that “government” as policy making is for experts, the 
demos should be a unifi ed body, and a period of tutelage is necessary before 
adoption of a fully demo cratic regime. Acting on and expressing a common 
good that is discoverable rather than revealed through electoral competition 
just as strongly marked Chiang’s conception as Sun’s assumption of a general 
will. Thus there are major diff erences between both Sun’s and Chiang’s con-
ceptions and a liberal conception of democracy.

But there are also diff erences between Chiang’s conception and Sun’s. Chi-
ang makes more references to individual rights and constitutionalism than 
does Sun, making him somewhat more liberal. They also diff er on the sources 
of po liti cal solidarity. For Sun, a focus on the nation and national goals, as 
well as the teachings of Chinese philosophy, would provide the collective 
spirit necessary to mold a people’s will and a common good. He seems pri-
marily to have had in mind the displays of patriotism that marked the Ameri-
can and French Revolutions. Chiang diff ered. He much more strongly em-
phasized the role of traditional Chinese ethics in fostering social order and 
discipline and making a unifi ed demos of Chinese citizens. This stance partly 
fl owed from the fact that Chiang did not privilege, as did Sun, the place of 
Western history in demo cratic theory. Where Sun (at least in his San Mín Chu 
Yì democracy lectures) took the West to be the locus of modernity and an 
important source of po liti cal wisdom in terms of both philosophical concepts 
and experiences, Chiang embraced a more skeptical understanding of the 
West in general5 and looked more fundamentally to traditional Chinese sources. 
In par tic u lar, he turned to Confucian and neo- Confucian writers and values 
for ways to unify and discipline citizens. We fi nd him touting with much 
greater frequency than did Sun such Confucian virtues as benevolence, self- 
control, and goodwill as the markers of good citizenship and the sources of 
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the po liti cal and social solidarity necessary to make a democracy feasible, 
rather than participation, critical assessment of leaders, and other markers of 
Western civic virtue. It is  here that Chiang cleaves more closely to the Chi-
nese unitary model than did Sun.

The Literature on Chiang
Discussions of Taiwan’s demo cratic transition often portray the elder Chi-

ang as at best a nonpo liti cal contributor.6 Po liti cally, he is not depicted as a 
demo crat. Even more than Sun, Chiang has been the subject of wide debate 
over his alleged fascist infl uences and po liti cal practices.7 He is often depicted 
from the left as the author of an “anti- democratic po liti cal and economic phi-
losophy.” 8 Liberals likewise cast doubt on his demo cratic credentials by em-
phasizing his leadership of a Leninist party.9

Alongside such depictions is a considerable body of scholarship that under-
stands Chiang not as a fascist, a strongman, or a pale totalitarian but more as 
a Chinese traditionalist. Some attribute his emphasis on virtue, the commu-
nity, and nationalism to the infl uence of late Ching restorationists.10 Others 
argue for his association with attempts to preserve a traditional Confucian 
culture and hold that he was ultimately a follower of “reform traditionalism.”11 
These judgments would put him outside the historical Chinese conversation 
regarding democracy, though still within the mínben tradition of discussions 
regarding the nature of enlightened rulers.

Somewhat more sympathetic are portraits of Chiang as a military fi gure 
who ran greater China, and later Taiwan, as an authoritarian leader but with 
demo cratic accomplishments to his credit. Such is the general portrait pro-
vided in the late 1950s by Walker, who joins with others in praising the KMT’s 
achievements on the issues of land reform and local elections.12 In other areas, 
particularly in discussions that address individual rights and freedoms, some 
scholars argue that Chiang put forward a more liberal understanding of de-
mocracy than did Sun with regard to ordinary citizens. Lei in par tic u lar 
holds that Chiang was more interested than Sun in placing limitations on the 
scope and reach of the state, holding with Cheng that Chiang displayed, at 
least theoretically and rhetorically, a commitment to ensuring that government 
offi  cials do not encroach upon the sovereign powers exercised by ordinary 
citizens.13 Chiang certainly mentions individual rights and freedoms more 
often than did Sun and was not as adamant in asserting that the Chinese, for 
cultural and historical reasons, need not pay much attention to such concepts. 
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He also does not employ Sun’s jiùwáng argument that China’s context requires 
good governance through a strong state. However, most scholars (even those 
who display considerable sympathy for his politics) agree in describing Chi-
ang’s conceptions of rights and freedoms as falling short of liberal standards, 
containing as they do important attempts to balance the concrete autonomy 
conferred by rights and freedoms with equally compelling po liti cal duties to 
be disciplined, to take up responsibilities and obligations to society and the 
state, to respect strictly the rule of law as handed down by offi  cials, and to con-
form obediently to offi  cial defi nitions of order.14 Markedly absent is a liberal 
skepticism regarding the power of the state and liberal democracy’s overall 
privileging of rights and freedoms as fundamental.

As is the case with Sun, many commentators are unimpressed by Chiang’s 
abilities as a demo cratic theorist. Writers sympathetic to the Demo cratic 
Progressive Party, even if they grudgingly concede Chiang Ching- kuo’s con-
tributions late in life, refuse his father any credit for helping develop Taiwan’s 
demo cratic understandings. More generally, the views of critics are summed 
up by Loh, who not only remarks that Chiang’s understanding of democracy 
was circumscribed by his commitment to Confucian values but more gener-
ally observes that “Chiang was ill- equipped and inept in matters of theory.”15 
The analysis that follows partially disagrees, holding with other studies that 
this judgment is exaggerated. Chiang’s speeches and pronouncements, despite 
many weaknesses, do provide important and systematic elements of a demo-
cratic conception.

The Demo cratic Content of Chiang Kai- shek’s Writings
Justifications of Democracy
The largest contribution Chiang made to Taiwan’s demo cratic discourse was 

his assertion that democracy is good and attainable. He made this argument 
in a variety of ways, including his ritual invocations of the San Mín Chu Yì. 
More specifi cally, he elevated democracy as an important goal by identifying 
it with Sun and the ends of the Chinese Revolution, by referencing democra-
cy’s roots in human nature and a universal moral order, and by emphasizing 
democracy’s compatibility with Chinese culture.

Democracy as Sun’s Revolutionary Legacy

To a considerable degree, Chiang based his claim to legitimacy on Sun.16 His 
claim to leadership of “Free China” was based on the perception that he was 
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Sun’s legitimate po liti cal heir. This was partly confi rmed by his leadership of 
the KMT and solidifi ed by his occupation of the presidency of the ROC. But 
more important was his claim to be the po liti cal and intellectual, and not 
just institutional, heir of the found er. To be the true leader of China meant to 
be a leader in Sun’s mold: revolutionary, ascetic, transformational, jealous of 
China’s place in the world, optimistic about China’s future, and a demo crat.

In the course of these arguments, Chiang made the point that democracy 
forms part of the Nationalists’ revolutionary goals and particularly Sun’s rev-
olutionary legacy by confl ating democracy with the San Mín Chu Yì. For Chi-
ang to emphasize democracy as part of the San Mín Chu Yì is of considerable 
signifi cance. By identifying Sun with democracy and himself with Sun, he 
established democracy as the ROC’s only completely legitimate form of gov-
ernment. This is probably one reason Chiang was so insistent during the 1950s 
on labeling the ROC regime on Taiwan a democracy, even though he later 
acknowledged that it fell short by many demo cratic standards. For Chiang to 
be Sun’s legitimate heir, he had to be a demo crat and had to preside over a 
demo cratic, or at least demo cratizing, government.

In ritually invoking Sun, Chiang repeatedly stated that the goal of the Chi-
nese Revolution was the implementation of the San Mín Chu Yì. He tirelessly 
cited Sun’s formula that the San Mín Chu Yì doctrine entails Lincoln’s maxim 
that government should be “of the people, by the people, and for the people” 
and that important elements of the revolution will be fulfi lled once all of 
China is ruled by a government that follows that maxim.17 He made sure to 
emphasize the demo cratic elements of the San Mín Chu Yì, not merely gloss-
ing over them in anticipation of nationalism and people’s welfare, as we see 
in this typical passage from Chiang’s New Year’s message for 1961: “Only our 
Three Principles, which stand for national in de pen dence, democracy and so-
cial well- being, are in conformity with the natural law and enjoy the support 
of the people.”18 Note the connection Chiang draws among democracy, the 
San Mín Chu Yì, and the national will. If Sun’s legacy had to be protected and 
carried on in accordance with both his and the people’s will, democracy was 
an intrinsic part of that legacy. This is a formulation found in almost every 
one of Chiang’s ritual messages, generally delivered on January 1, October 10 
(National Day), and December 25 (Constitution Day) from the early 1950s 
until his death.
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Democracy Is Natural

Having made the connection between democracy and the revolutionary 
heritage of Sun and the doctrine of the San Mín Chu Yì, Chiang sometimes 
referred to a second point— that democracy is good because it is natural. We 
see one formulation of this claim in the excerpt quoted above, as well as in his 
October 10 message of 1959. In the latter, he goes further to argue not only 
that there is a connection between the doctrine of the San Mín Chu Yì and the 
character of the universe (tian xìng, ) but also that human problems can 
only be solved by implementing the principles constituting the doctrine of 
the San Mín Chu Yì. There is an association, Chiang asserts, between democ-
racy and natural law. Contrary to Sun’s assertion, democracy is not man- 
made or artifi cial. It is involved with something bigger than and antecedent 
to humans.

In these assertions Chiang appears to refer to at least two conceptions of 
“natural law.” When he argues that democracy and the San Mín Chu Yì are in-
volved with natural law as the character of the universe ( ), he appears to 
make a general reference to Confucian and Daoist philosophical tenets that 
speak of the need for humans to participate in something that is part of the 
larger structure of existence. Democracy  here is part of The Way (tào, ), the 
naturalistic set of ethics everyone must follow. It is always right and proper to 
support democracy because democracy refl ects the permanent character of 
the universe.

In the same passages, however, Chiang also invokes a traditional under-
standing of the “mandate of heaven” (tian mìng, ) in a claim to legitimacy 
for democracy and the San Mín Chu Yì. This formulation is also compatible 
with a generally Confucian or Daoist conception of a universal structure and 
order that establishes what is natural and good for humans, but in a diff erent 
fashion. In this usage, it appears that democracy is the way of the universe in 
the sense that it has the approval of heaven. This understanding is not con-
nected with po liti cal type but rather with po liti cal per for mance. Authoritar-
ian states in the past, which  were headed by an emperor, have also been de-
scribed as enjoying the mandate of heaven based on their ability to rule well. 
 Here, the claim to legitimacy does not appear to be that democracy and the 
San Mín Chu Yì are part of the permanent structure of the universe and par-
ticipate substantively in The Way but rather that they are legitimate because 
they follow The Way as a separate and universal set of criteria by which good 



Chiang Kai-shek  93

government in general is mea sured. This is a more transient and contextual 
understanding of po liti cal obligation. The mandate of heaven could change 
to refl ect diff erent circumstances (such as failures of governance or failure to 
follow The Way). Citizens would then be forced to change their allegiance to 
par tic u lar governments or even forms of government in compliance with 
these changed circumstances given that heaven does not, in this instance, 
dictate a par tic u lar form of government but only standards by which to judge 
good governance.

While the terminology that Chiang employs suggests otherwise, we must 
consider the possibility of a third understanding of nature and natural law 
given the fact that, by the 1950s, Chiang was a practicing Methodist and may 
have also picked up and used the Christian conception of natural law.19 In 
Christian belief, if democracy is in accordance with natural law, it is compat-
ible with God’s will. One should support democracy because God ordered the 
universe so as to make democracy morally mandatory. This understanding 
would work similarly to the fi rst conception described above, in that natural 
law is permanent and its injunctions eternal, not transitory. It is also exter-
nal to humans, requiring that they learn it in order to have knowledge of it. 
This location of moral knowledge outside humans in Christian theology is 
also generally accompanied by the argument that humans cannot automati-
cally choose rightly or intuitively understand what is right. According to most 
mainstream Christian theological understandings, human nature is no longer 
“good” in the sense that humans can automatically participate in God’s will. 
The freedom of humans to naturally choose rightly (libertas) has been lost. 
Because of the Fall, knowledge of God’s will is not innate within humans or 
otherwise automatically available to them. One must force oneself to conform 
to God’s will and natural law and thus force oneself to conform to the dictates 
of an externally located moral code.

Chiang’s further justifi cations of the San Mín Chu Yì and democracy as 
natural lead us to reject the possibility of his use of a Christian or otherwise 
Western conception. These justifi cations came in the form of arguing that 
the San Mín Chu Yì and democracy are associated with human nature (rén xìng, 

). In these arguments, the naturalness of democracy is located within 
humans themselves. Humans fulfi ll themselves and are true to themselves 
when they live in a demo cratic po liti cal system because doing so expresses, 
exercises, or is compatible with something innate within them. One way Chiang 
made this argument was by disputing the human character of the PRC by 
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contrasting the latter with the character of democracy and the Three Principles 
of the People. He characterized the regime on the mainland as alien to human 
characteristics. “Communism is inhuman, reactionary,” Chiang argued.20 At 
other times, he argues that the policies of the PRC stray from human nature 
( ). These assertions  were meant to draw a contrast between the PRC and 
the situation on Taiwan, where democracy was said to be the rule.21 The San 
Mín Chu Yì is unlike communist doctrine in that it is not alien to humans or 
an imposition of ideas from outside the human experience. The mainland’s 
government is diff erent. It cannot operate without attempting to change hu-
man nature by violence. “The Peiping regime,” he argued, “must fi rst resort 
to terrorism in order to destroy the human nature and the moral principles 
innate to youths so that it may insulate them from the infl uence of their his-
torical and cultural tradition, that is, the ideology of San Min Chu I.”22 Chi-
ang held more explicitly elsewhere that a party that is both revolutionary and 
demo cratic was necessary to “human nature and the times.”23 Democracy and 
the San Mín Chu Yì are congruent with human nature and the nature of the 
world and universe, in part because the desire for freedom is innate in hu-
mans, and in part because people are naturally good.24 As “the eternal ideal 
and goal for all mankind,” the fulfi llment of the San Mín Chu Yì and democ-
racy is attainable and represents a universal and necessary project.25

Chiang then completes this argument by asserting that the San Mín Chu Yì 
are a decisive contribution by China and Sun to demo cratic theory and thus 
represent the culmination of the demo cratic project that humans have la-
bored over for centuries. To implement fully the San Mín Chu Yì is to fulfi ll 
human destiny and usher in “an era of mankind marked by freedom, equality 
and human compassion.”26 Democracy and the San Mín Chu Yì are not just 
good; they are necessary to the continued existence of humans. In Chiang’s 
rhetoric, therefore, the doctrine of the San Mín Chu Yì and democracy are the 
highest achievements of humans and must be attained, expressing as they do 
the knowledge and standards that are both innate in humans and contained in 
natural law. All systems other than democracy necessarily fall short of what 
humans require and what they are capable of achieving. To be without democ-
racy is to experience a degrading situation that robs humans of their human-
ity, while to live under a democracy is to be fully human.27

We see that Chiang’s references to human nature generally rule out the 
Christian and Lockean conceptions of natural law. Human nature refers to 
something intrinsic in humans. To follow human nature is literally to do what 



Chiang Kai-shek  95

comes naturally. One does not need to learn something that is part of human 
nature. Thus when Chiang holds that democracy is at one with human nature 
and says that democracy coincides with the moral precepts contained in the 
natural law that orders the universe, he is locating the goodness of democ-
racy in both places. Chiang probably is not drawing upon Christian doctrine 
 here because he claims a connection between natural law and human nature 
that is absent in most mainstream Christian accounts. In those accounts, 
 humans must learn or otherwise acquire knowledge of what is good, includ-
ing the contents of natural law.28

He is also not invoking a Lockean conception of natural law.29 In Locke’s 
understanding, natural law is part of the natural, preexisting moral structure 
of the universe. It contains various types of general moral precepts (respect for 
the life and property of others, for example) that are relevant to humans given 
human nature. But there is no overlap between human nature and natural law. 
Humans must learn natural law because knowledge of it (or indeed any knowl-
edge) is not innate to them. Humans are a blank slate when it comes to 
knowledge. Instead, what humans possess are faculties and characteristics— 
they are rational and self- interested. It is through the use of their faculties 
that humans acquire knowledge, including that of natural law (i.e., they grasp 
it with their rationality). Thus, while Locke holds that an acceptable state can 
be justifi ed by reference to human characteristics, he argues that the state 
itself is artifi cial rather than natural or at one with human nature. In this 
judgment, he is arguing two things with regard to the state. First, natural law 
does not dictate a par tic u lar form of the state, and no par tic u lar form of the 
state is part of the structure of the universe because the concept of the state 
itself is not part of natural law. Rather, natural law informs us of the charac-
teristics of what would be a good state by providing standards that defi ne the 
meaning of justice in any situation, whether a state is present or not. Though 
Locke goes further by conceptualizing the state itself as artifi cial, his natural 
law in this regard acts much the same as does the mínben conception of good 
government and the concept of tian mìng (though the latter is more per for-
mance oriented than the former). Second, Locke is arguing that neither the 
state per se nor forms of the state fl ow automatically from human nature. 
Living under a state is not part of humans’ natural condition, and no under-
standing of a good state is implanted in Lockean humans.30 The identifi cation 
and creation of the structures of a good state are, rather, the product of ratio-
nal thinking and human eff ort, not introspection or the apprehension of a 
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preset po liti cal blueprint that is part of a universal order. Locke argues that 
experiences in the state of nature are such that a rational understanding of 
natural conditions leads humans to create states that meet the standards of 
natural law, in that such states are capable of performing the po liti cal and 
other tasks that are implicated in the substance of natural law and the needs 
generated by the stresses of humans living together. A good state is one that 
is rationally justifi able by reference to an external and eternal set of stan-
dards. Humans build a good state and know that a state is good only through 
the use of their rationality to apprehend and apply natural law and by refl ect-
ing on their experience, not by consulting their intuitions. Therefore, Locke 
would not argue that a good state, a liberal state, or a demo cratic state is in 
accordance with human nature or mandated by natural law. Rather, he would 
argue that a good state is one that humans construct in accordance with a 
judicious use of natural human faculties that pro cess experience and apply 
the moral principles that are incorporated in natural law.

This understanding of the state puts Locke in the company of Sun in that 
both see the state as an artifi cial tool. Where they diff er is in Locke’s argu-
ment that a state that performs very specifi c functions in accordance with 
specifi c normative criteria is always rationally defensible (given his assump-
tion of a stable, universal human nature as well as stable natural law) and is 
useful for enforcing the moral precepts of natural law. This type of normative 
argument is absent from Sun’s account; Sun instead refers to contextual and 
functional criteria and a plastic understanding of human nature.

Thus, Chiang diff ers from Christianity, Locke, Sun, and traditional uses of 
mínben and tian mìng when he argues that democracy is in accordance with 
both human nature and natural law. His argument requires that there be sub-
stantive content directly addressing the specifi c form of a good state in both 
natural law and human nature that is missing from those accounts. A par tic-
u lar interpretation of Chiang’s references to human nature and natural law 
helps us explain this facet of his discussion. This interpretation accepts the 
proposition that Chiang was infl uenced by Wang Yang- ming ( ). Tsui 
and Lokuang argue that Chiang crucially accepted Wang’s moral epistemol-
ogy, particularly his ac cep tance of and distinction between innate knowledge 
and “learned” knowledge.31 If Chiang is speaking of what is “natural” through 
the lens of Wang’s philosophy, he is referring to innate human knowledge and 
the structure of the universe, both of which originate from and are imparted 
by heaven (tian, ). Human nature in this scheme is moral knowledge that is 
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planted within humans, as we see in Chiang’s reference to innate moral 
knowledge in the quotation above.32 Natural law is the moral and physical 
order of the universe. What is natural in this understanding, therefore, exists 
both inside and outside of humans in the form of permanent knowledge and 
ethical understandings that one intuits from within and learns from the out-
side through observation of and experience with the workings of eternal 
laws and principles. While one gains these types of knowledge diff erently, both 
participate in the same stable body of knowledge and reinforce one another. 
Both are also po liti cally substantive, in the sense that they consist not just of 
such capacities and characteristics as rationality and self- interest (human na-
ture for Locke) and general moral principles (natural law for Locke) but of 
specifi c injunctions that dictate that one par tic u lar form of the state is morally 
correct. To follow these precepts is to follow one’s own nature and the pre-
cepts contained in structure of the universe; to follow both is to follow The 
Way. In this understanding, the distinction between human nature and natu-
ral law that a Christian theorist or a Lockean would embrace does not exist, 
and there is no tension in asserting that democracy is in accordance with 
human nature and natural law.

Nature as a Justifi cation of Democracy

If this account is correct, then Chiang located democracy within a Chinese 
understanding of ethics in which moral precepts are seen to permeate the uni-
verse and inform the daily and po liti cal life of every being who follows the 
true, heaven- sent set of morals. To participate in a democracy is to practice a 
moral life and to follow the moral path that is The Way spoken of and extolled 
throughout the history of Chinese philosophy. This is a strong defense of 
democracy that departs signifi cantly and usefully from Sun’s justifi cation, as 
well as from some traditional accounts. By invoking it, Chiang is able to avoid 
many of the problems that we found in Sun’s account. By identifying democ-
racy with an eternal natural law and positing a fi xed human nature consist-
ing of innate and substantive moral knowledge, he can hold that a par tic u lar, 
universal, and timeless set of moral understandings and principles demand a 
demo cratic state. Democracy is good and right for all humans at all times. By 
avoiding the jiùwáng justifi cation, Chiang also need not deal with contentions 
that authoritarian regimes are better placed to solve China’s (or Taiwan’s) 
problems because the justifi cation is not instrumental but moral. While he 
invokes cultural arguments and a general mínben approach, his rendering is 
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suffi  ciently diff erent to render moot the argument that nondemo cratic states 
are also compatible with Chinese culture. Finally, Chiang’s justifi cations of 
democracy on these grounds generally serve to delegitimize competing con-
ceptions of the state. It is clear that the state on the mainland is delegitimized 
because of its inability to practice democracy. Competing forms of govern-
ments in general, despite any merits they may possess, are also delegitimized 
by their failure to follow human nature (including the innate desire for free-
dom he identifi es) and their residence outside the confi nes of natural law.

Yet there are a variety of other problems and tensions in these arguments 
from the viewpoint of promoting democracy and delegitimizing alternatives. 
The fi rst problem is precisely the fact that in making these assertions, Chiang 
departed signifi cantly from Sun’s position. For Sun, there is no innate moral 
approval of democracy. Instead, akin to Han Fei ( ), Sun implied a kind 
of plasticity to humanity’s po liti cal nature, such that humans naturally gravi-
tate to diff erent forms of government in diff erent eras for functional reasons. 
So where in other places Chiang rested a signifi cant portion of his justifi ca-
tion of democracy on Sun’s demo cratic legacy, invoking Sun as an infallible 
guide, he departs  here from that legacy and undercuts an important part of 
Sun’s analysis of China’s po liti cal history. This unacknowledged departure 
brings signifi cant incoherence into Chiang’s line of justifi cation. People reading 
the San Mín Chu Yì alongside Chiang’s pronouncements cannot but be con-
fused, leading to a possible conclusion that democracy cannot be justifi ed, that 
those who promote democracy lack clearheadedness, or that the promotion of 
democracy is a kind of trick.

Another tension resides in the confl ict between this assertion of natural-
ness and Chiang’s (and Sun’s) simultaneous assertions that the Chinese must 
undergo a period of “tutelage” before they are able to practice and enjoy the 
fruits of democracy. If democracy is, in fact, natural and good for humans, 
why would Chinese citizens need to undergo tutelage? Does not such an as-
sertion, particularly the argument that the desire for freedom and democracy 
is innate, necessarily imply that humans are also automatically suited for this 
type of po liti cal order? If people have to be trained and educated to practice 
democracy, does not this position imply that humans are being changed, arti-
fi cially molded, in order to fi t into the demo cratic paradigm?

A solution to this problem may lie in the substance of Chiang’s under-
standing of tutelage. It appears he did not see it as the imposition of an artifi -
cial character onto citizens but as the refi nement and development of their 
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existing character and increasing appreciation and reliance on their innate 
moral knowledge. The development of virtues and discipline is the encour-
agement of elements that are already in humans. Thus his ac cep tance of hu-
mans as good (another diff erence from Sun) is important, as is his assertion 
that moral knowledge is innate. In this understanding, “tutelage” entails gov-
ernment programs that encourage the development of par tic u lar types of 
behavior in people that merely assist in the maturing of citizens into fully 
developed humans. Supporting this interpretation is Chiang’s argument that 
people on the mainland, despite their experiences and the current govern-
ment they endure, are also capable of democracy because of what they are as 
humans: “Remember you are all citizens of the Republic of China. . . .  You all 
are endowed with the sense of self- respect, in de pen dence and love of free-
dom. In you lives a spiritual force to save yourself and the nation.”33 Yet, while 
this argument allows us to smooth over contradictions in this part of Chi-
ang’s discussion, it again implies a diff erent understanding of the relationships 
among human nature, democracy, and tutelage than Sun supplied. For Sun, 
while tutelage did not entail a  wholesale make over of humans, it did seem to 
mean making the Chinese people partly diff erent from before by stripping out 
their traditional localist mentality (though not all their traditional culture) 
and engrafting on them through teaching and practice a modern nationalist 
mentality and interest in public aff airs that is compatible with democracy. 
This is possible because humans can be trained to adopt what ever type of state 
best suits the spirit of the times. One simply takes out one type of mentality 
and substitutes another. For Chiang, po liti cal elements reside directly within 
humans as part of their innate moral knowledge, and instead of having to be 
transformed in order to practice democracy, they rather must be denatured 
in order to reside under a regime that does not practice democracy or at least 
have democracy as its goal. The preparation they need for democracy lies in 
their development of innate capacities, not the inculcation of attributes. Again, 
Chiang’s contribution to democracy would appear to be weakened by this ba-
sic diff erence from Sun, particularly given that Chiang never openly acknowl-
edged it.34

Democracy Is Compatible with Chinese Culture

Aside from their roots in human nature in general, Chiang also emphasized 
the compatibility of democracy and the doctrine of the San Mín Chu Yì with 
Chinese culture. He made references sometimes to Chinese culture alone and 
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sometimes to the synthetic character of the San Mín Chu Yì. We fi nd an ex-
ample of the fi rst tactic in an address in 1966.  Here he held that

Dr Sun Yat- sen was born just in time. By originating the San Min Chu I . . .  he 
made possible the restoration of China’s cultural tradition. I fi rmly believe that 
the essence of San Min Chu I is to be found in ethics, democracy and science . . .  
and these are likewise the foundation stones on which the traditional culture 
of China is built.35

Chiang similarly argued on other occasions that the Chinese have developed 
unique understandings of democracy and “obtained enlightenment from its 
internal sources and trod its own road of development.”36 He also referenced 
the mínben justifi cation, holding that demo cratic concepts had been formu-
lated and advanced by Chinese reformers and revolutionaries for several hun-
dred years.37 Chiang furthered this argument by identifying even deeper roots 
for democracy in traditional Chinese culture and holding that Sun based the 
San Mín Chu Yì on traditional elements and fi gures. He held, for example, that 
the San Mín Chu Yì doctrine is based not only on Chinese culture in general 
but more particularly on the teachings of pivotal historical and philosophical 
fi gures, including Confucius and the eight virtues associated with Confucian-
ism.38 The most important of the latter for Chiang is the virtue of benevo-
lence, which he held was intrinsic to the San Mín Chu Yì and necessary for 
democracy and good government in general.39

This is a somewhat diluted form of the mínben conceptualization and deri-
vation of democracy, but it works  here (as in Sun’s account) more as an argu-
ment for the compatibility of democracy with the Chinese character than as a 
use of cultural materials to fashion an understanding of democracy. Democ-
racy in this argument is a form of government that has roots in indigenous 
sources. It is not alien. The Chinese did not need Westerners or any other for-
eigners to introduce it to them. As a nonalien po liti cal philosophy, it is com-
patible with the rest of Chinese civilization. As Chiang tended to view Chinese 
culture as homogeneous, this would make sense. In his understanding, doc-
trines with shared national and cultural origins have constituent elements 
(“foundation stones”) in common. The combination of Chinese culture with 
democracy is therefore not incoherent in his reading, including the joining of 
demo cratic theory and practice with Confucian and neo- Confucian values 
and educational systems. But Chiang also seems to go further by appearing to 
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argue that the pursuit of democracy is the only way of fulfi lling the promise of 
traditional Chinese culture. In fi nding democracy at the root of the teachings 
of important Chinese fi gures, Chiang claims that democracy is an integral 
part of Chinese culture. Not only does China not need the West to teach it 
democracy, and not only is democracy not alien to China; by association with 
key cultural fi gures, democracy is at the core of being Chinese. To reject de-
mocracy is to reject classical Chinese teachings, Chinese culture, and the ge-
nius of Chinese civilization. To be Chinese is to be a demo crat.

Note both the strength of this argument and its subtle diff erences with 
a more classically mínben justifi cation. In putting democracy at the heart of 
Chinese culture, Chiang not only legitimates it as a form of government; he 
also mobilizes the prestige of that culture against any other form of govern-
ment, thus turning on its head the general argument that democracy is not 
Chinese. This argument also diff ers from other mínben justifi cations in that 
Chiang is not arguing that democracy is necessary because it conforms to 
traditional understandings of good government. Rather, he identifi es democ-
racy as a form of government within those traditions, reading democracy as 
implicitly present in those philosophical principles rather than bringing those 
principles forward into modern times and using them as a checklist for ap-
proving (and possibly limiting) democracy as a conception of government. As 
noted above, this is another area in which he diff ers from Sun; unlike Sun’s 
position, this line of argument would not accept that previous authoritarian 
governments  were defensible because they conformed to populist mínben stan-
dards of good government. For Chiang, mínben is not agnostic regarding forms 
of government; only democracy meets the mínben criteria in his formulation 
because demo cratic principles are the mínben criteria.

Despite the number of these assertions, Chiang sometimes also provided 
a somewhat diff erent understanding of the nature of democracy and the ori-
gins of the San Mín Chu Yì doctrine in relation to Chinese culture.  Here, Chi-
ang references the Western origins of democracy and asserts that, in the form 
of the San Mín Chu Yì, Sun consciously distilled Western borrowings and 
added them to Chinese culture. In this rhetoric, Sun played a role in revivify-
ing Chinese culture by adding to it an important leavening of foreign ideas. 
“Dr. Sun,” says Chiang, “carried the moral heritage of the sages. He skimmed 
the essence from both Chinese and foreign cultures . . .  and brought together 
all the excelling points in the vital synthesis of San Min Chu I culture.” 40 In 
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pursuing this line of argument, Chiang holds that the modern concept of de-
mocracy had its origins in the American and French Revolutions. He empha-
sizes that Sun was aware of both premodern and modern demo cratic con-
cepts in the West and used them in constructing the San Mín Chu Yì but was 
a crucial fi lter in adding to the Chinese version only those Western concepts 
that  were sound because compatible with the genius of Chinese civilization. 
In these arguments, the San Mín Chu Yì is described as based on unique fea-
tures of Chinese civilization in representing a “philosophy of virtuous rule 
and world harmony” and “a Tao that combines internal uprightness with ex-
ternal justice,” but on the  whole the San Mín Chu Yì and its demo cratic con-
ception are not completely Chinese.41

Here Chiang argues that Sun built his demo cratic conception out of 
compatible elements of Chinese and Western understandings. This is a much 
more constructivist understanding of Sun’s conception and project than we 
have discussed so far, and it contrasts more sharply with Chiang’s naturalistic 
justifi cation of democracy than does his purely Chinese cultural explanation. 
The latter can be made consistent with his naturalistic explanation by positing 
that democracy’s presence in Chinese culture is a manifestation of its pres-
ence in all cultures. But his constructivist argument, by imputing agency and 
a degree of originality to Sun in creating a cultural synthesis, strongly implies 
that Sun’s conception of a demo cratic state is artifi cial and thus stands apart 
from any natural conception.

Despite these inconsistencies, Chiang was generally much closer to Sun 
on this topic than he was in his discussions of democracy and human nature. 
And yet there are still problems. When Chiang wavers in his basic understand-
ing of the origins of the demo cratic concepts he claims to have inherited, he 
raises important questions. Is democracy indigenous to China or not? Is it 
essentially Chinese or not? Is to be Chinese to be a demo crat, or can one em-
brace some parts of Chinese culture that are not demo cratic and still be au-
thentically Chinese? Can one build an authentically Chinese, nondemo cratic 
government out of Chinese culture? If important parts of modern demo cratic 
thought are imported from the West, which are they? And how are we to know 
that they are in fact compatible with Chinese culture? Equally important, if 
modern democracy originated in the West and must be “fi ltered” to operate in 
China so that it is compatible with Chinese culture, might that assertion imply 
that there are demo cratic elements that are not compatible with Chinese cul-
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ture? If so, which parts are incompatible? And how are we to know that the 
“fi ltered” version remains recognizably demo cratic? Must democracy be “pu-
rifi ed” of extraneous Western elements? Must it be otherwise modifi ed to fi t 
the Chinese context?

Chiang never fully answers these questions, though he, like Sun, hints that 
Chinese culture may have little affi  nity with untrammeled modern Western 
understandings of individualism that are part of the liberal conception of de-
mocracy. There are also moves on his part that suggest he believed democracy 
must be given Chinese characteristics. This stance, of course, posed problems 
for Taiwanese advocates of democracy who looked to Western, liberal under-
standings. His overall understanding in this second cultural conception of de-
mocracy, unlike the fi rst, also incompletely delegitimizes nondemo cratic gov-
ernments in terms of Chinese culture. But despite these problems, it cannot 
be denied that Chiang does some important work on the larger task of legiti-
mizing democracy to Chinese traditionalists through these attempts to link 
democracy to Chinese culture and supplies better justifi cations of this type 
than did Sun.

What Is Democracy?
Chiang’s conception of democracy was based on Sun’s writings and, there-

fore, privileged the decision- making authority of elites rather than pop u lar 
participation and individual expression. It is emphatically an indirect model. 
But he does not construct his understanding of democracy on the argument 
that democracies allow for the creation of strong states that are capable of good 
governance in the context of large national tasks. Instead, he conceptualizes 
democracy in terms of constitutionalism. Democracies are regimes that insti-
tutionalize pop u lar control by means of written rules and procedures.42 How-
ever, while Chiang sometimes referenced the need for demo cratic leaders to 
attend directly to the opinions of citizens as a constitutional form of downward 
accountability, he often depicted citizens in these references as passive, obey-
ing the orders of offi  cials rather than participating in active forms of account-
ability. Chiang also moves beyond understandings of rules, procedures, and 
even the constitution by stressing the importance of traditional Chinese ethics 
as the means for guaranteeing good governance on the part of offi  cials and 
disciplined unity on the part of the demos. Democracy, he argues, requires the 
practice of virtuous self- restraint on the part of both offi  cials and citizens in 
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addition to constitutionalism. This leads to an emphasis at times on what 
Fukuyama labels “moral accountability” for offi  cials rather than institutional-
ized downward accountability.

Demo cratic Constitutionalism

Chiang’s rooting of democracy in Sun’s doctrine meant that he accepted 
almost in toto the latter’s understanding of constitutionalism. He argued that 
a constitution is essential to a mature demo cratic system, implying the subor-
dination of offi  cial power to a fundamental and binding plan of government 
rather than allowing government offi  cials to create their own policies and 
procedures at will. As part of this understanding, Chiang embraced Sun’s 
“fi ve- power” constitution. Such a constitution, as we have seen, spreads power 
among fi ve separate branches, seemingly dividing offi  cial authority and poten-
tially setting the stage for checks and balances.43

In Chiang’s description, a constitution is essential to a democracy because 
it connects people to government and refl ects the fact that the citizens are 
ultimately sovereign.44 At times, his understanding of constitutionalism 
 accords with the liberal demo cratic conception of limitations on power and the 
rule of (constitutional) law. To have a constitution is to place limits on offi  cials’ 
powers through explicit prohibitions and mandatory procedures. Chiang al-
luded to such a conception frequently when criticizing the Communists, par-
ticularly in referring to the “terrorism” of Mao.45 An intrinsic part of Mao’s 
tyrannical rule, Chiang charged, was his willingness arbitrarily to jettison 
po liti cal and judicial structures and procedures that the Communists them-
selves had created. In contrast, he held that on Taiwan the government and 
the people supported and followed the constitution.46 Procedures and laws 
should be predictable and stable to be good. He argued elsewhere that “our 
democracy is the democracy of a government under the rule of law,” an argu-
ment that emphasizes that offi  cials are not just the creators of law but are 
under the rule of law, and thus indicating that he rejects the traditional con-
cept of “rule by law.” 47

Building on these and similar references, scholars such as Cheng, Lei, and 
Tsao and Tang argue that Chiang took constitutionalism seriously and can be 
labeled a constitutional demo crat. They hold that Chiang’s embrace of Sun’s 
fi ve- branches system and agreement with Sun that po liti cal powers should be 
divided between the people (in the form of suff rage, recall, referendum, and 
initiative) and offi  cials (legislation, administration, judging, examining, and 
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censoring) indicate that Chiang accepted a subordination of offi  cials to a con-
stitutional plan of government that embodied a liberal system in which the 
government’s power is divided and limited, checked by the citizenry at large, 
and subordinate to and disciplined by constitutional rights of the people and 
the rule of law.48

However, Chiang also expressed understandings that throw doubt on the 
strength of the constitutionalism he advocated. In those references, the consti-
tution is merely a mechanical way of legitimizing power in which Sun’s divi-
sion of administration from sovereignty is less a system for checking power 
and more a way of empowering offi  cials. In this system, the act of governance 
is reserved for those who have the knowledge and talent for administrative 
aff airs. He quotes with approval the principle “Po liti cal sovereignty to the 
people and administrative power to the government.” 49 In this formulation, 
there appears to be little purchase for constitutional structures. Power is given 
to offi  cials, period. There is no room for checks and balances, procedures that 
limit the power of offi  cials or other impediments to offi  cial discretion.

This construction of Sun’s doctrine makes sense in the context of the po liti-
cal environment Chiang believed he inhabited. Given the goals of the revolu-
tion and the problems presented by the Communist takeover of the mainland, 
not only was the exercise of power by elites justifi ed in Chiang’s constitu-
tional understanding, but centralization within the government itself was 
paramount. Again, while Sun provided for a fi ve- power constitution, he did 
not necessarily see those multiple institutions exercising strong checks on of-
fi cials’ powers.50 Chiang, in practice, paid even less attention to nonexecutive 
branches than did Sun and largely emasculated the principle of horizontal 
institutional accountability. While Cheng holds that Chiang can be seen as 
conceptualizing the fi ve branches as the means for checks and balances among 
offi  cials, he argues that Chiang really conceptualized those branches as per-
forming functions in a linear understanding of policy making (the legislative 
branch supplies the ideas, the Examination Yuen supplies the personnel,  etc.); 
thus they are designed to be the locations of discrete tasks rather than the 
sites of competing centers of power and repre sen ta tion.51 Constitutional rules 
and procedures  here have to do mostly with describing and allocating func-
tions rather than the means for defi ning and constraining power or mandat-
ing downward or horizontal accountability. We also fi nd Chiang defending the 
blurring of lines between such functional divisions. As Halbeisen has noted, 
the emergency provisions Chiang added to the constitution and defended as a 
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necessary response to the Communist threat strengthened the powers of the 
president of the republic at the expense of the Legislative Yuan, the Control 
Yuan, and the premier.52 While Chiang did argue that the rationale for this 
centralization of power would disappear once emergency conditions ceased,53 
he was never moved to make such a determination.

Even more disturbing, while Sun stressed the importance of the pop u-
lar powers of referendum, initiative, and recall as ways the populace enforce 
downward accountability, Chiang rarely mentions them. When we consider 
this reticence along with his lack of enthusiasm for horizontal checks, Chiang 
sometimes seems to see the constitution more as the framework the popula-
tion has agreed government offi  cials should use to or ga nize and utilize po liti-
cal power and solicit legitimacy and less as a set of laws and norms that limit, 
check, and defi ne the powers of government offi  cials. Indeed, Chiang was 
not overly concerned in everyday po liti cal life with the concepts of limitations, 
divisions of power, checks and balances, or any other understandings of pro-
cedural democracy except in their gross, outward forms. Constitutional gov-
ernment in his understanding, as in Sun’s, was compatible with one- party 
government— both are primarily or gan i za tion al instruments that allow for ef-
fi ciency and legitimacy in his understanding.54 Chiang therefore often spoke 
of constitutional democracy as a matter of administrative effi  ciency and prac-
ticality, buttressed by an amorphous understanding of “social control.”55

Consequently, the demo cratic conception Chiang often expressed empha-
sized the concentration of power in a constitutional framework whose pur-
pose is the realization of po liti cal goals. The source of the constitution is the 
people, and ostensibly power is exercised for the good of the people, but ordi-
nary citizens do not exercise power. Thus Chiang’s description of the ROC 
government:

Our Constitution was enacted by the people of the  whole country. Our govern-
ment was elected by the people and since World War II has been entrusted with 
the responsibility of leading the nation in carry ing out the ideals embodied in 
the Three Principles of the People and the duties of our National Revolution.56

Again, in an important speech he had given earlier but reprinted in 1955, he 
eschews the notion that constitutionalism necessarily means that power is 
dispersed, even if it does means that diff erent responsibilities are formally 
ascribed to diff erent branches. The entity that bridges the branches, undoing 
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their separation if not their diff erences, is the KMT as a party charged with 
demo cratizing the country:

In the present Party reform we are melding po liti cal freedom and economic 
equality in one pot. In or ga ni za tion we should bring together democracy and 
concentration of power so that the Kuomintang may become the revolutionary 
demo cratic po liti cal Party to carry out its mission of fi ghting Communism.57

At best, this is a version of the competitive elitist model of democracy 
without the prospect for much competition. The most disturbing element 
of this part of Chiang’s conception of constitutional democracy is the notion 
that the KMT is above the constitution. Chiang never seems to have discarded 
this concept (as the reprinting of this speech suggests). The KMT was the 
entity empowered to run the government; to hold or not hold elections; and 
to create, amend, or abrogate constitutions. So while he held that democracy 
implies constitutionalism, it is not clear how much real bite constitutions in 
his scheme should have on nongovernmental bodies whose members believed 
themselves charged with implementing and defending democracy, or on offi  -
cials themselves.58

As we see, Chiang does defend the general concept of constitutional de-
mocracy, but his practical understanding and depiction of constitutionalism 
is mixed. He specifi cally defends proceduralism and limits on power when 
discrediting his PRC rivals, but he does little to further that conception as an 
intrinsic part of a move toward full demo cratization on Taiwan and, indeed, 
tends to hollow out that conception the more he discusses it. His contribution 
to the public’s understanding or expectations of how a constitution should 
operate in a democracy is limited by his refusal to outline a full theory of 
constitutionalism in the context of Taiwan’s government, his blurring of the 
lines between branches of government, his views of constitutionalism as em-
powering offi  cials, and his privileging of the KMT.

Traditional Chinese Values and the “Demo cratic Way of Life”

Chiang contrasted good governance with anarchy and argued that democ-
racy does not allow everyone to do anything he or she wishes. In making this 
comparison, Chiang displayed some anxiety regarding the strength of Western 
liberal democracies to maintain order and social discipline.59 Democracy in his 
understanding must be constructed as a purpose- driven form of government 
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that both expresses and forms the pop u lar will.60 In following this path, Chi-
ang again leans toward the republican unitary and Chinese unitary models.

The reason morality and virtue are needed in Chiang’s understanding of 
democracy is that he assumes that the diversity we fi nd among people is the 
result of indiscipline. Both are problematic. Diversity leads to a weakening of 
the country and a lack of po liti cal focus. A lack of discipline leads to a break-
down of law and order. As noted earlier, Sun had turned to modern national-
ism and the experience of demo cratic government as the glue that would 
overcome China’s pluralism and form “the people” into a united entity. The 
Chinese would unite in a burst of nationalistic fervor in the same way that 
the French and Americans did in the aftermath of their revolutions. Chiang, 
having witnessed the weakness of Chinese nationalism both before and dur-
ing World War II, is skeptical of this proposition. Not only the war but the 
social disorders and factionalism of the prewar and postwar periods seem to 
have infl uenced him on this score. This skepticism was probably reinforced 
by his training in classical Chinese philosophy. Moreover, he is generally more 
dubious than Sun of the ability of humans to unite themselves spontane-
ously and of the capacity of democracy alone to produce unity. People must 
be trained and educated in social mores and social discipline. While the po-
tential for those attributes is inside them, they will not be developed if people 
are left to their own devices through the unfettered enjoyment of rights and 
freedoms. Their innate desire for democracy and freedom leads to dangerous 
possibilities if not balanced by disciplinary practices that originate both in-
side and outside themselves. To rule themselves collectively and defend them-
selves against such enemies as the Communists, citizens must participate 
in po liti cal and cultural systems that will provide them with discipline and 
virtue, he argues. Therefore, while he conceptualized democracy as part of a 
revolutionary agenda, Chiang emphasizes that the moral principles and virtues 
the demos and leaders are to cultivate should be drawn from traditional Chi-
nese culture because of their content as well as their participation in China’s 
heritage.

Chiang was always predisposed to the resurrection of traditional Chinese 
morality in politics, but he was especially assiduous in making this argument 
during and after the Cultural Revolution on the mainland. He interpreted 
this event and its disastrous aftermath as a vindication of his long- standing 
argument that the Chinese Communists  were not only lackeys of the imperi-
alist Rus sians but also people whose lawlessness resulted from their rejection 
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of Chinese tradition. Indeed, as he argued on numerous occasions, the cor-
rect interpretation of the Cultural Revolution was that the Communists  were 
attempting to destroy Chinese democracy by eliminating the traditional Chi-
nese “ethical philosophy” and “moral code” that provide the necessary cul-
tural roots of democracy.61 Or, as he put in on another occasion, freedom and 
democracy necessarily entail “the rule of virtue and benevolence” that the 
Communists lacked and the ROC possessed by reason of its attachment to 
traditional Chinese culture.62

Chiang also referenced lessons from Eu rope’s immediate past to emphasize 
the need for Chinese values to help citizens attain the unity, discipline, and 
virtues that allow a democracy to operate and to mark the problems presented 
by an undue emphasis on rights and freedoms. “The Three People’s Princi-
ples,” he argues, are “based on our traditional morality as summed up on the 
eight virtues of loyalty, fi lial piety, justice, harmony and peace, benevolence, 
fraternity, faithfulness. If democracy is not founded on the eight virtues . . .  
it will be seized by po liti cal demagogues and turned into mob rule or totali-
tarianism.” 63 This emphasis on traditional virtues appears in tandem with 
the theme of social discipline that forms the substance of Chiang’s hectoring 
that often took place in the early and mid- 1950s. Typical are remarks from 
1953 that indicate that while demo cratic practice is important, something 
more than just po liti cal pro cesses is needed, given that “no marked improve-
ment has been made in the fi eld of social and cultural reforms. The habit of 
extravagance and lavishness is still prevalent. Looseness in or ga ni za tion and 
moral turpitude has not been corrected.” 64 As Lei, Cheng, and Tsao and Tang 
argue, Chiang wanted to create a “demo cratic way of life” that embodies the 
combination of rights and responsibilities, freedom and discipline, respect for 
other individuals and society, and unquestioning obedience to laws and the 
forces of order.65 To enable “the people” to practice democracy successfully, 
the government must prioritize the teaching and practice of traditional Chi-
nese values as a coequal goal with po liti cal demo cratization. The two must go 
together if the latter is to be worth pursuing.

Chiang developed more thoroughly the connection among the themes 
of traditional virtue, demo cratic realization, and the active role of offi  cials in 
his Constitution Day address in 1968 in a way that emphasizes the impor-
tance of traditional values. Democracy, he holds, “is possible only in a frame-
work of ethical government.” It has to do with ruling and being ruled in a 
par tic u lar ways: “The ideal of democracy to be found in Chinese culture is to 
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‘guide by virtue and regulate with decorum.’ ” This formula entails a strict 
separation of responsibilities between offi  cials and ordinary people. Both 
must be virtuous, but their virtue consists of diff erent things:

As the ancients put it, “When the people are created, the Lord makes rules for 
them to follow; so long as they obey, they are possessed of virtue.” Another old 
saying maintains that “Government prospers when it keeps pace with the as-
pirations of the governed and declines when it breaks faith with the people.”

In this understanding, the virtue of government offi  cials provides them with 
an active role, while that of the populace relegates them to a passive position. 
Government rules, and its offi  cials ensure that its rule is demo cratic by “keep-
ing pace with” and “keeping faith with” the populace.66 This is reminiscent 
of Sun’s argument regarding the correct understanding of offi  cials’ and citi-
zens’ roles and responsibilities. But Chiang goes further. In his description, 
the most important day- to- day responsibility of the ordinary citizen is to be 
autonomous (self- ruling) by following the traditional laws of morality. While 
external laws are necessary, they are not suffi  cient in a democracy. Thus, Chi-
ang emphasizes that “it is up to each person to fulfi ll his responsibility as a 
man and to live up to the criteria set for humankind. . . .  Only such a democ-
racy can be regarded as suffi  ciently sound to avoid the discrepancies and short-
comings of run- of- the mill demo cratic systems.” 67 This invocation of rén ( ) 
in terms of the responsibility of citizens to cultivate their humanness and 
follow The Way stands opposed to Western liberal demo cratic systems that 
lack an emphasis on morality, particularly the traditional Chinese moral val-
ues that stress solidarity over individuality. Those other systems, he argues, 
are not fully developed, not because they are institutionally lacking but be-
cause they are culturally and ethically immature. In such systems, citizens, 
by “abusing their freedom . . .  have moved toward an iconoclastic negation of 
all their conscious values. Morals of day- to- day life have deteriorated into 
profl igacy. Pseudo- democracy and social confl ict have emerged in the po liti-
cal sphere.” 68

Because morality is important for rulers and people in Chiang’s conception, 
there is room for the government to play the role of moral tutor. At his harsh-
est Chiang argues that “the power of social control and mutual assistance 
should be employed to convert even the lazy to be diligent and the weak to be 
strong, thus strengthening general mobilization.” 69 In his more temperate 
moments, he speaks of the need for further “accustoming our people to de-
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mocracy, the rule of law, and the observance of law.” 70 Overall, he argues, the 
key problem of democracy is discovering how to extend education to all citizens 
in such a way as to “promote higher moral concepts and spread knowledge 
among more people, thereby strengthening the foundation of democracy.” 71

Yet, while Chiang’s dependence on traditional values to teach people mo-
rality and virtue points to an activist state, it also implies defi nite limits on 
public offi  cials that  were absent in much of his discussion of constitutional-
ism. If implementing the San Mín Chu Yì entails applying the eight traditional 
virtues of Confucianism to government offi  cials, then the untrammeled will 
of those offi  cials cannot be the source of public policy. Offi  cials, too, must be 
disciplined, other- centered, mild, compassionate, honest, and competent.72 As 
Chaibong has argued, these moral virtues, at least theoretically, present im-
portant checks on arbitrariness and “excesses” not just in their workings but 
also in the standards to which those offi  cials may be held.73 Such “moral ac-
countability,” 74 when coupled with the institutional means of accountability in 
the form of elections, provides the demos with important tools for mea sur ing 
the government’s per for mance and underscores the proposition that offi  cials 
are accountable to the population as a  whole. Unlike the technical details of 
policy making and administration, which are beyond the reach of ordinary 
people in Sun’s conception, the content of Confucian morality is accessible to 
all. This system of moral accountability also goes beyond the traditional mínben 
criteria of good government. The basis for assessment is not only the imple-
mentation of policies that benefi t the general public but also adherence to a 
par tic u lar set of ethical standards that limit the exercise of power. This under-
standing of the moral foundations of democracy makes possible a reciprocal 
relationship between offi  cials and the demos that is absent in Sun’s conception 
or in the traditional mínben understanding. Both offi  cial and citizen, at least 
theoretically, can use traditional Confucian morality as a standard for sub-
stantive critique of behavior and possibly of policies.

Chiang did, on occasion, defer to this standard by admitting to his failings 
and retreating from claims to an infallible knowledge of po liti cal or moral 
aff airs. Even if such confessions  were a standard part of both Chiang’s po liti cal 
strategy and his personal neo- Confucian practice,75 they could be important 
for the development of a kind demo cratic ethos based on moral virtues be-
cause they discard the conception of an infallible leadership and emphasize 
a kind of pop u lar accountability. Chiang admitted at various times that his 
“leadership has been at fault” with regard to various human right violations 
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and admitted that he had “brought more stains to the revolutionary history 
and have failed to live up to the expectations of all [his] compatriots.” 76 This 
recognition of fallibility also spilled over into policy decisions, as Chiang ad-
mitted to a “dereliction of duty and failure of mission.” 77

Therefore, it appears that Chiang at least occasionally acted on and publi-
cized this understanding of reciprocal accountability between po liti cal leaders 
and the demos and in doing so demonstrated a rhetorical commitment to the 
concept of responsible government and to the core demo cratic assumption 
that governments are inevitably fallible. In these references, he contributed to 
demo cratic learning with regard to accountability in general. But in substance, 
Chiang’s invocation of a system of moral accountability did little to remedy his 
neglect of institutional and po liti cal downward responsibility. Equally prob-
lematic is the fact that Chiang’s understanding of a demo cratic way of life de-
pends upon the government’s promotion of a comprehensive and perfectionist 
account of the good life based on a common ac cep tance of Confucian ethics.78 
The grounds for the possible critical assessment of government by citizens are 
those the government sets, not those the citizens themselves choose. Thus his 
understanding of democracy is not of the liberal variety but one with (tradi-
tional Confucian) Chinese characteristics.

The Nature and Role of Offi  cials and the Demos

Even though democracy entails embracing traditional Chinese understand-
ings of morality and virtue available to everyone, Chiang followed Sun in hold-
ing that administrative talents are not equally distributed. While few main-
stream Western demo cratic theories support a completely equal distribution 
of power in the form of a direct democracy, only the most elitist vest as much 
responsibility in offi  cials as Chiang often did. However, he was not consistent 
in this view; on some occasions he gestured toward a more robust role for 
citizens that entailed their guidance on public policy. Even more than in his 
discussions of aspects of democracy, Chiang puts forward inconsistent con-
ceptions of this very important part of demo cratic theory. In wavering among 
diff erent demo cratic models, though generally embracing the elitist under-
standings of competitive elitism and the Chinese unitary model, he provides 
rather weak lessons in the responsibilities and roles of ordinary citizens in a 
democracy.

Usually for Chiang, democracy entails “the people” electing offi  cials who 
then exercise power on behalf of the demos.79 Like Sun’s conception, this 
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understanding implies a trusteeship rather than a delegative function for of-
fi cials and thus invokes a conception of democracy in which the demos’s role is 
mainly confi ned and subordinate.80 This understanding also implies that of-
fi cials are not to weigh the importance of various interests, compromise and 
bargain, or engage in other attempts to fi nd common ground among a variety 
of viewpoints, because it assumes that there is a single, identifi able set of 
correct policies that the superior talents of offi  cials recognize and act upon. 
This understanding is spun out in Sun’s conception as the “people” articulat-
ing a general will that offi  cials then actualize in terms of correct policies; 
Chiang, however, does not emphasize the subjective will of the people but 
rather the existence of a common good arising from objective circumstances. 
Voters need not choose among candidates using criteria based on diff erent 
interests or various intellectual constructions of the world. Rather, it is the 
job of offi  cials, with their administrative and intellectual gifts, to understand 
the common good and implement policies compatible with it. Choice among 
candidates per se is not as important as empowering those who understand 
the common good. Nor is choice among policy options important. There is 
only one “good” set of policies, and if candidates from a single party have a 
suffi  cient grasp of the common good and requisite policies, there is no need 
to have multiple parties putting forward diff erent candidates and contrasting 
platforms.

In this construction, the absence of choice refl ected by a refusal to 
 recognize pluralism largely transforms voting by the demos from an exercise 
of sovereignty to a ratifi cation of unequal power relations. While Chiang does 
not dwell at any length on the gulf between ordinary citizens and leaders, 
he often conveyed this understanding when discussing his expectations of 
ordinary citizens by describing pop u lar participation in a fashion that limits 
its scope. For example, he held in an early New Year’s Day message that the 
populace should “support and supervise the government . . .  work harder and 
make Taiwan a model province based on the Three Principles. . . .  I urge all 
our countrymen to review and promote the Four Reformation Movements.” 81 
The role ascribed to citizens  here is passive and reactive. They are only weakly 
encouraged to criticize, assess, or even suggest mea sures but are exhorted 
more strongly to “support,” “review,” and engage in “promotion” because the 
“Four Reformation Movements” embody the correct policy. There are no 
other “correct” alternatives. The government having identifi ed the correct poli-
cies, the task of citizens is to support the government and only “review” how 
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policies are implemented. Indeed, Chiang often described the correct role of 
citizens as “supporting” and “carr[ying] out all Governmental orders.” 82 The 
assumption of such statements is that the government knows what is best and 
that citizens should subordinate themselves to that understanding and to the 
power of offi  cials in general.

Chiang sometimes did embrace a more subjective account of the demos in 
his discussion of how the government operates in a democracy, though like 
Sun he still spoke of a singular will emanating from it. For example, in an 
address from 1964 he implies that government policy refl ects the wishes of 
a demos that expresses a single will that the government apprehends and 
implements as part of its demo cratic duty:

Of special importance is the necessity of observing and implementing the axi-
oms that “national aff airs are to be decided by pop u lar will” and that “po liti cal 
power lies in the hands of the entire people.” This has always been our attitude 
and a foremost requirement that we must fulfi ll without fail.83

Here, while it is public opinion that is ultimately said to control the direction 
of government, it is the government that interprets the substance and mean-
ing of that opinion, and it is taken as existing in a singular form. On still rarer 
occasions, Chiang holds that it is public opinion that checks government power. 
He argued in 1972, for example, that delegates to the National Assembly 
should “abide by the wishes of your electorate . . .  and uphold principle.” 84 
The public seems to be playing an active role in this statement by impelling 
government offi  cials to follow their guidance and understanding. However, 
the public’s input is not in the form of arguments for this or that policy or the 
expression of par tic u lar interests. Such a multiplicity of voices is not seen as 
helpful. Rather, as Chiang put it on an earlier occasion, it is the input of “re-
sponsible persons” that will lead to “improvements in public aff airs,” implying 
that there is an objectively correct set of policies that par tic u lar members of 
the populace may help government offi  cials discover and correctly implement 
if the latter lose their way.85

Even when the goal is demo cratization, Chiang’s emphasis was often on 
the role of the government, not the role of the populace, in identifying cor-
rect policies, implementing reforms, and creating structures. In discussing 
 ongoing eff orts to implement his early, much- trumpeted scheme of local self- 
government, for example, Chiang commented that the burden of action fell 
on the government, which should emphasize effi  ciency and education. “From 
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now on,” he held in 1960, “we should further raise our administrative effi  -
ciency, increase the functions of local self- government. We should take an-
other step forward in accustoming our people to democracy, the rule of law, 
and the observance of law.” 86 The initiative always resides with the govern-
ment in this view, with the populace expected to trail obediently behind. 
Chiang did sometimes refer to what initially appear to be more vigorous types 
of participation as part of his usual appeals for support from ordinary citizens 
on the mainland. Of the many promises he made should his regime regain 
control of greater China, one was that not only would “democracy . . .  dawn 
once more on the mainland,” but “we shall then undertake to initiate po liti-
cal consultations, amend the Constitution and hold nationwide elections so 
as to enable the people to make the supreme decision on national policy and 
steer the government in accord with public opinion.” 87 These references to 
decision making and steering imply a role for citizens that extends beyond 
the passivity emphasized earlier. However, public opinion is still taken to be 
singular, it is the government that decides whether or not to grant elections, 
and public input is only of the most general kind. Chiang does not appear 
to be referring to offi  cials being elected on the basis of competing platforms 
with diff erent policy proposals and arguments. Rather, he seems to have in 
mind the holding of plebiscitory elections in which the approval of citizens is 
solicited for a group of sitting offi  cials.

It is diffi  cult to make sense of these diff ering positions. In part, they cap-
ture the inconsistencies of Sun’s vision. But Chiang does not completely du-
plicate Sun’s extensive arguments regarding the im mense diff erences among 
people as a means of justifying his ac cep tance of Sun’s position on the diff er-
entiation between the powers of sovereignty and the powers of offi  ceholders. 
He assumes such a diff erentiation, as well as a unitary demos without much 
discussion. His elitism and antipluralism are implied rather than elaborately 
rehearsed. Again, he follows the republican unitary and Chinese unitary models 
of democracy in preference to the liberal emphasis on downward accountabil-
ity and pluralism. Substantively, he provides useful accounts for demo cratic 
learning with regard to demo cratic citizenship only in the context of those 
models.

Elections and Limits on Tenure in Offi  ce

Consideration of the role of the demos leads directly to an understanding 
of the role, nature, and importance of elections in Chiang’s public discussion. 



116  Conceptions of Chinese Democracy

Does his understanding lend itself to a conception of elections that includes 
broad eligibility for offi  ce and choice among candidates and policies? Do his 
discussions provide the basis for thinking that elections ought to be meaning-
ful exercises in downward accountability? We know that, in practice, Chiang 
only moved in small steps toward implementing such a conception. While 
the government did allow multiple candidates to run for local positions, none 
but the offi  cially sanctioned parties could or ga nize electoral campaigns. Can-
didates who  were not members of the KMT or the tiny offi  cially sanctioned 
alternate parties had to run as in de pen dents (though a surprising number 
won). We also know that a full range of policy options was not on the table 
come election time because, for example, expressions of pro- independence and 
pro- Communist views  were harshly penalized, as  were, retroactively, criticisms 
of government policies uttered during election campaigns.88

Chiang did discuss elections with some frequency, approved of them, and 
described them as important exercises of pop u lar will. But that does not mean 
that he approved of all calls for elections. He stubbornly clung to the argument 
that his government on Taiwan was the legitimate government of all of China 
and therefore must be kept intact until the mainland was retaken. This meant 
that the National Assembly, which controlled the election of the president, as 
well as the Legislative Yuan, must keep their membership without new elec-
tions on Taiwan because “the electorate [on the mainland]  were no longer free 
to exercise their constitutional right [to vote],” and changing the composition 
of those bodies with only votes from Taiwan would be unconstitutional.89 This 
position, of course, served Chiang well, for it is unclear that if completely 
free elections  were held early in his tenure on Taiwan the KMT would have 
emerged victorious. He did, however, eventually change his mind on this ques-
tion (allegedly at Ching- kuo’s urging) and sanctioned elections to the Legisla-
tive Yuan to fi ll various vacancies.

Many of his statements refl ected a narrow understanding of elections as 
opportunities for choice. In discussions of one set of elections in the 1960s, 
for example, Chiang argued that such exercises  were mechanisms for picking 
the “right” persons to hold offi  ce and manage government on behalf of people. 
Elections in this sense  were depicted more as a part of a broader, state- 
initiated program of government reform, renewal, and co- optation than as an 
exercise of sovereign choice and pop u lar repre sen ta tion. This conception is 
refl ected in a variety of ways: in the reason for holding elections (“We have 
decided to hold elections this year to choose additional representatives and to 
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fi ll vacancies in representative organs on the central level”); in describing the 
purpose of the election as being to “broaden and enlighten the function of our 
democracy by electing intelligent, competent persons to public offi  ce”; and in 
describing the desired result of the election as the capacity to “strengthen our 
program of self- government, enhance our system of responsibility in the 
source of the people, rid ourselves of bureaucratic abuses, and thereby rein-
force the foundations of effi  cient, honest government.” 90 In all these state-
ments, it is the government that is in charge and that benefi ts from elections. 
Chiang does nothing to stress that elections are necessary and should be regu-
larly scheduled. He similarly described an earlier set of elections as facilitat-
ing “mobilization for the suppression of the Communist rebellion” as well as 
“implement[ing] the ideal of ‘letting all the people share po liti cal powers’ and 
giv[ing] an opportunity to the young people to serve their country through 
periodic elections.” 91 There is little in any of these descriptions about repre-
senting interests, debating policy options, choosing among diff erent parties 
with competing policy positions, or the role of elections as important means 
of downward accountability.92 Elections generally appear to have other pur-
poses connected with strengthening the government or helping it conduct its 
business rather than with allowing the population to exercise sovereignty and 
hold offi  cials accountable.

Chiang did, however, argue for a more expansive conception of participa-
tion in other discussions of elections. He held, for example, that if the ROC 
took back the mainland, a po liti cal program would be initiated to implement 
the San Mín Chu Yì doctrine, with the result that “every Chinese citizen is 
entitled to vote and/or to be voted into offi  ce irrespective of his class or party 
affi  liation.” 93 He also referred to elections as exercises of pop u lar sovereignty.94 
These discussions do recognize choice as a sovereign and meaningful act, rec-
ognize equal citizenship, and gesture toward some understanding that diff er-
ent parties may develop diff erent policy agendas and that elections are more 
than tools by which government makes its life easier.

Perhaps more important for promoting an expansive and meaningful view 
of elections is the fact that Chiang at times acknowledged the demo cratic 
shortcomings of the ROC in the area of elections. While he did often argue 
that the ROC was a full democracy and had progressed past the periods of 
military rule and po liti cal tutelage and reached the era of full constitutional 
government,95 at other times he backed away from such claims. For example, 
early on he held that local elections  were indications that Taiwan was “on the 
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road to democracy.” 96 Later, he explicitly cited the need for more progress 
in democracy and referred to elections of municipal and hsien councilors as 
indications of “marked improvements” in “po liti cal demo cratization.” 97 He 
likewise argued that movements toward “local self- government” and local 
elections indicated that “progress” was being made in implementing the San 
Mín Chu Yì.98

Again, we fi nd a dichotomy in Chiang’s discussion. Many of his descrip-
tions of elections depict them as merely devices that those who hold govern-
ment power use to legitimate themselves and co- opt talent.99 At best, this re-
fl ects the elite- driven understanding of democracy he inherited from Sun. 
Government and party offi  cials have superior knowledge and are rightfully 
ratifi ed in their positions of power. His emphasis on having the “right” kinds 
of people in offi  ce also tells us that Chiang depicted elections on these occa-
sions as, again at best, expressive of broad mandates ratifying the power of 
 offi  cials rather than the means by which ordinary citizens make fundamental 
choices about who should hold power and which policies the government 
should implement. Yet when it came to local elections, Chiang seemed willing 
to say that ordinary citizens should control and hold accountable government 
offi  cials and government policy by means of elections. In this view, Chiang 
seems to argue not only for the possibility of real choice but also for the pros-
pect that favored KMT candidates could legitimately be voted out of offi  ce 
as unsatisfactory, as inferior in ability to other candidates, or as proponents 
of policy positions the majority of the public rejects. This provides the basis, 
however tentative, for a stronger demo cratic conception in the vein of either 
a fully competitive elitist model or possibly the liberal demo cratic model. It 
also more generally provides an understanding, useful for demo cratic learn-
ing, of what citizens should expect from truly demo cratic elections.

Rights and Freedoms
Chiang’s discussion of rights and freedoms, like other aspects of his discus-

sion of democracy, is fragmented into several pieces that fi t oddly together. He 
argued that the desire for freedom is innate, thus abandoning Sun’s argument 
that freedom was not something in which the Chinese had interest. However, 
he also went out of his way on many occasions to argue for restrictions on 
rights and freedoms. We can see the outlines of this complicated stance by 
taking as an example a major speech on the subject in 1955. In this speech 
Chiang clearly articulated one of the fundamental tensions in his pronounce-
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ments: the contradiction between his claims to be the head of a free democ-
racy that recognizes a full range of rights for its citizens and what he argues are 
necessary actions government must take to safeguard those citizens against 
external and internal threats to their safety, security, and freedom.100

In the course of this address, Chiang argues that the foundation of democ-
racy is in law, order, and national security. While rights are necessary, they 
must be built on law, while order and national security take pre ce dence over 
them. So while he argues that democracy “must protect people’s rights, and 
in order to obtain freedom, we must fi rst have freedom of speech,” he quali-
fi es this assertion with an argument that depicts aims other than rights as 
primary: “As Taiwan is today the bastion for the Anti- Communist and Resist- 
Russia struggle, there must fi rst be peace and order before we can have secu-
rity.” Decisions must be made “in accordance with laws and regulations and 
without favoritism or prejudice.” This assertion sets the stage for his justifi ca-
tion of limitations on a  whole range of freedoms that he nonetheless argues 
are compatible with democracy and individual rights. Despite the fact that 
the government limited publications by rationing paper and punished some 
authors and publishers for articles that criticized the government or its poli-
cies, there was “no censorship,” he insists. There is freedom of speech, he ar-
gues, as evidenced by the fact that “there have been published many sugges-
tions, criticisms and even attacks on the government.” But government 
tolerance should not and did not extend to allowing the public airing of views 
hostile to established policies, particularly those that have to do with main-
land Communists and Rus sia. To do so, he implies  here and elsewhere, is to 
contribute to public confusion and to the weakening of the nation.101

The sanctity of established policy, particularly in the form of national 
goals, represented one limit to speech and publication in this understanding. 
“Crisis” represented another. Speech could be limited because of the circum-
stances the nation faced. The greater the crisis, the more authority the gov-
ernment should have to limit expression in order to protect national security 
and preserve national solidarity. The fact that the “crisis” is ongoing gives the 
government reason continually to suspend rights. But Chiang goes even fur-
ther, suggesting at times that any rationale will do, so long as provisions for 
limiting rights are enshrined in law:

Freedom should be confi ned to the limits of law. Freedom of speech should not 
be otherwise. . . .  There would be serious consequences on national morale 
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and peace and order if we allow the publication of articles encouraging moral 
depravity or endangering national security. . . .  [The press law that provides for 
suspensions] is not intended to gag, but to protect, lawful freedom of speech.102

This formalistic understanding of the limits of freedoms and rights has im-
portant implications. It implies that rights have no substance other than that 
which government decides to accord them. It could shrink them in any way it 
chooses as part of its power to keep order and secure the nation. There are no 
principles, no decision rules, no constitutional provisions, no pre ce dents that 
must be consulted or invoked. This implication includes the law itself, in that 
Chiang’s formulation suggests a plasticity to it— no citizen could have knowl-
edge or insight into whether a par tic u lar expression or publication would run 
afoul of the statutes Chiang references. That determination would be entirely 
in the hands of government offi  cials, who would make decisions ad hoc based 
on their understanding of relevant conditions.

These positions are fundamentally illiberal. They do not conceptualize 
rights and freedoms as fundamental, to be limited only to prevent actual dis-
order or when they confl ict with one another.  Here, governmental authority in 
the pursuit of order and security, as well as its own policy preferences, is fun-
damental, subordinating rights and freedoms. Earlier, we saw that Chiang em-
braced the notion that traditional ethics should be deployed to limit and 
balance the exercise of rights and freedoms. There, rights and freedoms are 
placed on equal footing with a set of moral principles supported by the govern-
ment. In these statements we see a diff erent picture of how Chiang sometimes 
conceptualized rights and freedoms as secondary to offi  cials’ preferences and 
their eff orts to foster order and security.

In contrast, Chiang (in addition to the arguments from human nature pre-
viously discussed) did on occasion argue that rights and freedoms are neces-
sary and in so doing implicitly endorsed the understanding that democracy is 
fundamentally connected with a strong set of rights and freedoms:

We are all human beings; we are not machines. As human beings, we should 
have human rights, human freedoms, a human way of thinking and human 
dignity. If everyone is condemned to never- ending struggle in Peiping’s “revolu-
tion,” then for whose sake is the “revolution” fought?103

At various times, Chiang listed freedom of speech, publication, religion, and 
travel as necessary for a demo cratic regime. He argues that San Mín Chu Yì 
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democracy entails a mixture of fi xed revolutionary and national goals and 
negative freedoms for people. When fully instituted, democracy would mean 
there would be no more class struggle, despotism and violence, po liti cal chi-
canery, intimidation and war, no tampering with history and culture, no per-
secution of minorities or families. On the positive side, “everyone will be free 
to enjoy his freedom and to possess his own property.”104

Yet Chiang was often more adamant in discussing the denial of such nega-
tive freedoms to mainlanders under the PRC than in defending their neces-
sity for those who endured the rigors of his own government. For the latter, 
freedom must be balanced against the problems individual contingency 
brings. This meant that freedom for young people sometimes reduced in his 
discussions to the opportunity to become to ethical beings and patriots as 
produced by “San Min Chu I education.”105 Or it could mean that “disciplined 
freedom” was needed in the face of the dangers of hedonism, debauchery, 
degeneration, and the loss of moral courage that comes from modern pros-
perity.106 Tsao and Tang emphasize this aspect of Chiang’s demo cratic under-
standing, arguing that he was consistent in his conception of the relationship 
between citizens and the state. They argue that Chiang created a par tic u lar 
conception of democracy that builds on Sun’s belief in the need for a disci-
plined demos. In this conception, citizens are expected to respect and con-
tribute to society while living an individual life. In this demo cratic way of 
life, not only are individualism and social awareness balanced, so also are the 
importance of citizens embracing both rights and obligations and in placing 
equal importance on freedom and public order. All this is founded on a fun-
damental emphasis on the rule of law. Thus they argue that Chiang did not 
favor an authoritarian or illiberal state, even if he moved away from a strongly 
Western liberal model. He strove instead for a hybrid understanding that he 
thought best fi t the need for individual autonomy and social discipline in the 
Chinese context.

This interpretation appears to give Chiang more credit for a systematic 
view than is really the case and to overstate his ac cep tance of individual 
rights and freedoms. It also appears to misunderstand the liberal placement 
of rights and freedoms and its re sis tance to government sponsorship of per-
fectionist life plans. But even in this sympathetic treatment, the picture we 
have of Chiang’s conception emphasizes the fact that he partly followed in 
the footsteps of Sun on this question. For the latter, China, unlike Eu rope, 
historically had problems not with the absence of freedom but with too much 
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freedom. Revolution for him primarily had the goal of strengthening the nation 
through unity rather than pursuing the glamour of liberty. If this meant taking 
away some individual freedoms, Sun was untroubled by the prospect. Chiang 
seems to have partially picked up and perpetuated this attitude, though in his 
references to negative liberty he appears, at least rhetorically, to have linked 
liberty more closely to democracy than did Sun. He had absorbed from other 
sources, possibly Western, a partly liberal vocabulary on rights and freedoms 
that he liked to deploy when speaking of the mainland. But that liberal vo-
cabulary sat rather incongruously alongside his other uses of republican and 
Chinese unitary vocabularies that stressed discipline and unity above individ-
ual autonomy.

As in many other areas, Chiang’s contribution to demo cratic learning in 
this area is mixed. He does defend rights and freedoms in the abstract. He 
does list a number of rights as important. He denounces the PRC for refusing 
to respect individual rights. A regime that totally denies rights is, in this por-
trayal, not legitimate. But he does not provide a defense of a rigorous system 
of rights. He legitimizes the limitation of rights and their subordination to 

President Chiang Kai- shek, in full military dress, delivers a speech during the 1966 
National Day celebration. Courtesy of Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, Republic of 
China (Taiwan)



Chiang Kai-shek  123

projects important to the government. He attempts to balance freedom with 
state- sponsored traditional ethics. He does not mention the need for an 
 in de pen dent judiciary to defend rights. In all, he does not provide a very full 
or detailed understanding of what a demo cratic government characterized 
by a full respect for individual rights would entail.

Chiang Kai- shek’s Contributions to Demo cratic Learning and to 
Discussions of Democracy in the Chinese Community
It is clear that, in practice, Chiang presided over a regime on Taiwan whose 

use of elections and constitutional precepts amount to something more than 
a “pseudo- democracy” in Diamond’s terms and less than a democracy in Lip-
set’s minimal defi nition. At issue  here, however, is the demo cratic understand-
ing Chiang contributed in his public statements and their possible infl uence 
on demo cratic learning and socialization. I argue that his rhetorical contribu-
tion was signifi cantly greater than his practice. It falls somewhere between 
Lipset’s standard and Diamond’s conception of a liberal democracy, settling 
in a description that mixes the republican unitary, competitive elitist, and 
Chinese unitary models with liberal elements.

In contrast to Sun, Chiang provides a very strong justifi cation of democ-
racy that sidesteps many of the contextual and pragmatic pitfalls of his pre de-
ces sor’s defenses. For Chiang, it is not just modern humans (or Western citi-
zens) who desire democracy. Neither is democracy the product of higher 
civilization or topical only because of the need for powerful states to accom-
plish historic tasks. Democracy is necessary because it corresponds to the 
natural order of things, is responsive to an innate human desire for freedom, 
and is identifi able with the substance of both an innate and an external un-
derstanding of morality and ethics. These justifi cations are intellectually con-
genial to citizens trained in China’s traditional philosophical and religious 
systems and serve to delegitimize authoritarian alternatives.

More complex are Chiang’s discussions of democracy in relation to the 
authority of Sun, Chinese culture, and tutelage. Chiang expends an inordinate 
amount of energy linking democracy with Sun. The ROC should be a democ-
racy because that is what Sun desired. This justifi cation is problematic from a 
demo cratic point of view, as we shall discuss more fully below. His rooting of 
democracy in Chinese culture, which mirrors aspects of the cultural mínben 
justifi cation, as well as his references to human nature, are also complicated 
by his insistence on tutelage. Part of this complication can be explained by his 
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belief that training in traditional virtues is important to demo cratic discipline 
and his probable assumption that tutelage brings out human potential. None-
theless, to hold that the Chinese require tutelage before they can practice 
democracy puts the entire project of democracy in question as a potentially 
alien, artifi cial, or paternalistic construct that sits uneasily alongside his root-
ing of democracy in human nature and Chinese culture.

While he does not push a jiùwáng justifi cation of democracy, Chiang’s focus 
on nationalism and unifi cation does aff ect his understanding of democracy 
in a parallel fashion. He suggests that, given the challenge of unifi cation and 
later of the Communist enemy, a viable China can only be demo cratic if it 
stresses unity. Where Sun sees democracy as a valuable contextual variation 
of government that provides a nation with a powerful tool for solving prob-
lems, Chiang sees democracy as responsive to a facet of human nature that 
must be accounted for but that in operation can encourage fragmentation. 
Thus while he argues that democracy is anthropologically necessary, he 
speaks as if it is not always instrumentally helpful. Given that understanding, 
Chiang discusses democracy in ways that imply that offi  cials must constantly 
pay attention to and guard against the dangers democracy poses, which come 
in the form of excessive individualism and social indiscipline. This is why 
important demo cratic rights and powers  were suspended under the “Emer-
gency Provisions”; as later justifi cations put it, the government could not allow 
citizens to exercise their rights in full or allow the participation of multiple 
parties whose “politicking . . .  could divide a nation’s strength” in the face of 
the Communist challenge.107 Thus we fi nd Chiang’s emphasis on the unifi ca-
tory and disciplinary benefi ts of traditional Chinese culture, benefi ts that he 
attempts to incorporate into demo cratic practice through the joining of rights 
and freedom with the civic virtues of responsibilities, discipline, and a rigid 
respect for law and order.

This last point leads to the observation that, in its contours, Chiang’s 
 conception of democracy follows Sun’s in its elitist and unitary characteristics 
and shares the problems of downward accountability we identifi ed in Sun’s dis-
cussion. Like Sun, Chiang assumes that the KMT can represent the entire 
demos and does little to recognize the legitimacy of pluralism. This makes 
his state resistant to expressions of downward accountability. But there is a 
diff erence  here between Sun and Chiang in their understandings of democ-
racy’s relationship to unity, with Sun relying upon the practice of democracy 
and Chiang relying upon on Chinese culture. Chiang also depends on tradi-
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tional ethics for a form of moral accountability. Sun is closer in this sense 
to the republican unitary model than Chiang, while Chiang is closer to the 
Chinese unitary variant of democracy than Sun. Yet Chiang also goes further 
than Sun to incorporate aspects of liberal democracy into his discussions, 
particularly in the areas of constitutionalism and individual rights.

Chiang is a complex fi gure in the general Chinese conversation on democ-
racy. When he emphasizes liberal understandings (constitutional forms, the 
role of the public, gestures toward rights and freedoms), he appears to draw 
more substantively from the West than did Sun. However, Chiang’s rhetorical 
re sis tance to seeing democracy as only a Western concept, his insistence that 
it is a concept that must be adapted to Chinese contexts, his repeated refer-
ences to Chinese cultural fi gures, and his employment of traditional Chinese 
ethics as the means by which to solidify the demos and balance individual-
ism add important elements to his understanding that are clearly absent from 
Western models. Likewise, his justifi cations of democracy by reference to a 
Chinese understanding of natural law, the nature of the universe, and The 
Way produce a discussion that marks this version of democracy as diff erent 
from Western models and distinct from the universal, advanced model that 
Sun put forward. Substantively, he mixes both sources more thoroughly than 
did Sun. Where Sun portrayed himself as a demo cratic theorist advancing 
our understanding of democracy while working in the Chinese context, the 
bulk of evidence points to Chiang presenting himself as a proponent of a Chi-
nese variant of democracy.



Chapter Four

Chiang Ching- kuo
Democracy in the Context of Transition

Under its ideology, Sun Yat- sen’s Three Principles of the People, the KMT 
did not defi ne its role in terms of the struggle between progressive and 
reactionary classes. Instead, it justifi ed itself as a moral and technocratic 
vanguard capable of guiding national construction and gradually introduc-
ing full constitutional democracy.

Can we fi nd substantive discussions of democracy in Chiang Ching- kuo’s 
public pronouncements, or  were his references only cosmetic? If he did 

discuss democracy substantively, did he provide a vocabulary that reformers 
could use to demand demo cratic changes of the government? Does he pro-
vide materials for demo cratic learning and socialization? Did his discussion 
diff er from Sun’s and his father’s understandings? Did he provide, and see 
himself as providing, a Chinese version of democracy?

Chiang Ching- kuo’s Context and Problems
Like Chiang Kai- shek’s, Chiang Ching- kuo’s discussions of democracy must 

be understood against the background of the context of his situation and the 
problems he faced. As premier and later president, Chiang faced a po liti cal 
situation that had begun to change in the later years of his father’s life. The 
PRC and the ROC  were still in confl ict. The public aspiration of the regime 
was still to retake the mainland, and Chiang spent a considerable amount 
of time comparing the sins of the mainland with the virtues of the ROC on 
Taiwan.1 The ROC still identifi ed itself with the West. But internationally, 
the position of the ROC was deteriorating. An increasing number of nations 
 were moving formal recognition to the PRC. The most important blows  were 
dealt by the United States, fi rst with the understanding reached by Nixon 
with the PRC in 1972 and later with Carter’s switch of formal recognition to 
the PRC and his abrogation of the mutual defense treaty between the United 
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States and Taiwan. Thus Chiang could not automatically count on the sup-
port of the United States in either domestic or international aff airs. More 
particularly, any support the ROC did receive from the mid- 1970s onward 
depended upon demonstration that it fi t with the Western powers as a demo-
cratic nation and was diff erent from the authoritarian PRC.2 While support 
for the ROC always depended to some degree on ac cep tance of its demo cratic 
claims, from the late 1970s the practical value of Taiwan in the Cold War had 
diminished dramatically, making its claims to democracy increasingly 
important.

Coupled with these external factors  were internal developments. As a lead-
ing “Asian Tiger,” Taiwan experienced rapid economic growth from the 1960s 
through the 1980s, generating a large, educated middle class and rising levels 
of prosperity and sophistication. An increasing number of young people had 
also returned from schooling abroad during this period, bringing with them 
ideas about po liti cal and social reforms. These developments culminated in 
the formation of a series of opposition groups that demanded liberal and demo-
cratic reforms, including greater freedom of expression, the right to form new 
po liti cal parties and campaign freely for offi  ce, and the repeal of the emergency 
provisions that served to override or suspend important parts of the constitu-
tion. Clashes between the government and reformers occurred throughout 
the 1970s, culminating in the suppression of Formosa Magazine and the Kaoh-
siung Incident in 1979. Reformers experienced a period of repression through-
out the early 1980s, recovering only later with the technically illegal estab-
lishment of the Demo cratic Progressive Party (DPP) in 1986. These demands 
for democracy, as the literature on Taiwan’s transition demonstrate, placed 
pressure on Chiang to make good on the KMT’s demo cratic promises.

Views of Chiang Ching- kuo
Views are quite mixed with regard to Chiang’s relationship to the demo-

cratic transition that began, on the government’s part, with the lifting of the 
“Emergency Provisions” in 1987 and the move to recognize the legality of the 
DPP. Scholars such as Ge and Hui emphasize Chiang’s leadership in this pro-
cess, with Ge identifying him as a key player in the transformation and Hui 
emphasizing the in de pen dence of his eventual decision to liberalize.3 Huang 
and Wu attribute demo cratization to Chiang’s economic development eff orts 
and success in promoting a generation of Taiwanese leaders in the KMT.4 
More succinctly, a recent editorial in the United Daily News memorialized his 
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one hundredth birthday by praising his leadership abilities and arguing that 
“every step [Ching- kuo] took advanced democracy.”5

Others see Chiang favorably but are less laudatory of his demo cratic ac-
complishments. Some on the mainland see him as a Gorbachev- like fi gure 
who imposed a demo cratization pro cess from above rather than allowing it 
to come from below.6 Harrison portrays Chiang as a liberalizer but empha-
sizes that he did not push conservatives hard and died before accomplishing a 
complete transformation of the po liti cal system.7 Jacobs likewise argued early 
in the 1970s that the KMT and its leadership pursued a contradictory course: 
it wanted democracy but was unwilling to share power with non- KMT lead-
ers, resulting in a situation in which the KMT ran Taiwan in the same man-
ner as an American po liti cal machine.8 However, Jacobs also believed it sig-
nifi cant that when on one occasion in the late 1970s “K’ang Ning- hsiang made 

President Chiang Ching- kuo (glasses), seen  here enjoying fi shing with local 
villagers while on an inspection tour in 1979. Courtesy of Ministry of Foreign 
Aff airs, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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an outspoken call for po liti cal democracy . . .  Premier Chiang Ching- kuo’s 
reply showed considerable sympathy for democracy as did his other state-
ments to the Legislative Branch.” 9

On the other side of the argument are scholars who downplay Chiang as a 
factor in the demo cratic transition. Hsu stresses the role Chiang played in 
creating an internal intelligence network and his skill in gathering a po liti cal 
clique around himself, arguing that his “tolerance of Taiwan’s demo cratization 
was a shrewd recognition of the inevitable rather than a promotion of the 
cause of democracy as an ideal.”10 Likewise, Winkler holds that at the begin-
ning of the demo cratic transition Chiang was probably headed to no more 
than a change to “soft authoritarianism” and operated mostly as a defuser 
of tensions between KMT and non- KMT elites.11 Wachman also argues that 
Chiang was at best a reluctant reformer; he does not mention the KMT’s pre-
vious arguments regarding democracy, and he highlights the importance of 
opposition to the demo cratic transition. In general, he holds that “although 
Chiang must be credited for seizing the opportunity to initiate reform, if he 
felt he could have continued to suppress the opposition, he probably would 
have done so.”12

Others have specifi cally portrayed the demo cratic conceptions of the KMT 
in general and of Chiang in par tic u lar during the 1970s and 1980s as falling 
signifi cantly short of the demo cratic practices that  were later instituted. Na-
than and Ho endorse Lerman’s argument that, while it discussed democracy 
as a goal, the KMT leadership even in the late 1970s saw democracy in purely 
mobilizational terms, that is, as “liberating the energies of the people and chan-
neling them into public aff airs; disciplining the energies of the people; or-
derly discussion in search of a unifi ed general will.”13 Taylor, meanwhile, takes 
a middling position. He argues that while in the 1950s Chiang was cool to the 
idea of democracy and rights, he became interested in po liti cal reform from 
the late 1960s and increasingly so in the 1980s. The demo cratic breakthrough 
of the late 1980s, in Taylor’s opinion, was a joint product of the opposition’s 
and Chiang’s deliberate attempts to guide conservative elements in the govern-
ment and the KMT toward demo cratic reform.14

Despite the harsher views of those associated with the DPP, the general 
population today tends to see Chiang Ching- kuo as more approachable and 
more demo cratic in his manner than his father. I agree that the evidence shows 
that he was ambivalent toward liberal democracy, particularly in the years im-
mediately following his father’s death in 1975. There is evidence of this coolness 
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throughout the 1980s. Nathan, Ho, and Lerman, in their critical descriptions 
of his theoretical statements and po liti cal practices, are correct in their por-
trayal of one conception of democracy that Chiang Ching- kuo put forward 
publicly. However, I argue that these assessments do not do justice to the to-
tality of the conceptions of democracy he pop u lar ized. They miss parts of 
Chiang Ching- kuo’s discussion that gesture toward the liberal demo cratic 
model and buttress Taylor’s more sympathetic understanding of his po liti cal 
views. This makes his demo cratic conception appear even more mixed than 
those of Chiang Kai- shek and Sun Yat- sen.

The Demo cratic Content of Chiang Ching- kuo’s Speeches
The Goodness and Possibility of Democracy
Democracy, the San Mín Chu Yì, and Sun
Continuing the line of argument Chiang Kai- shek initiated, Chiang Ching- 

kuo legitimized democracy by associating it with the goals and ideology of 
the Chinese Revolution and with the thought of Sun. Sun is often mentioned 
by name, and almost every speech by Chiang mentions the San Mín Chu Yì 
in association with demo cratic and constitutional government. For Chiang, 
Sun’s understanding of democracy in the San Mín Chu Yì was often suffi  cient 
for his needs, and references to the San Mín Chu Yì  were adequate to establish 
the necessity of attaining democracy as a goal. However, by establishing a 
commitment to Sun’s thought and coupling that thought with democracy, 
Chiang did go further than his father in identifying democracy as the ulti-
mate goal and defi ning characteristic of the nation. Democracy, in Chiang 
Ching- kuo’s utterances, is located at the heart of what the ROC is all about. 
Typical of his discussion is the following, from a speech in 1979:

We know that since the day the Tsungli [Sun] created the Three Principles of the 
People, the long- range goal of the National Revolution has never been changed 
and that since the establishment of the Republic of China, the nation has never 
budged from the long- range goal of “vesting sovereignty in the people.”15

This passage touches on important themes that we fi nd in many of Chiang’s 
justifi cations of democracy. Three concepts are key: the centrality of “vesting 
sovereignty with the people” as democracy, the invocation of Sun’s authority, 
and the placement of democracy among the paramount goals of the state. 
Pop u lar sovereignty could, to a limited degree, be a substantive concept, as it 
is not merely the invocation of democracy as a label to be applied to any prac-
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tice but one that appears to entail a specifi c practice and thus a specifi c stan-
dard. Democracy as pop u lar sovereignty means that the state is responsible 
to and should be guided by the will of its citizenry rather than the will and 
interests of a ruling group. It implies a notion of responsible government and 
accountability.

To reference Sun, meanwhile, is to invoke the person the KMT leaders and 
others had for de cades argued was the father of their country. But Chiang’s 
references to Sun are more deferential and more numerous than those of pre-
vious leaders.16 His invocation of Sun was akin to invoking George Washing-
ton in America in the nineteenth century— it was to associate a concept with 
someone whose judgments, character, and seminal importance have been 
established over time as unquestioned and unquestionably good.17  Here, Chi-
ang extends his father’s argument. Sun is a person not just to be admired, not 
just to be followed, but to be obeyed and imitated po liti cally. To say that he 
was in favor of democracy is to say that everyone in the ROC should similarly 
favor that form of government.

Finally, to identify democracy with the state in this way is to say that de-
mocracy is the defi ning feature of the state and the most important mea sure 
of the legitimacy of its government. Democracy is central to Chiang’s claim 
to legitimacy, his claim to leadership, and his claim to act correctly. He implies 
that to be a good and eff ective leader, one must be a demo crat. The same is 
also implied of ordinary people. To be a good and loyal citizen, one must em-
brace democracy.18 As he put it in 1987, “Constitutional democracy has been 
the Republic of China’s major national goal since its founding.”19 No other form 
of government is legitimate; thus all other forms are illegitimate.

Stepping back from these observations, one can see that there are several 
things at work, not all of them consistent or compelling with regard to demo-
cratic learning. First is the invocation of pop u lar sovereignty. While potentially 
of some value, it is also rather empty. There is nothing in the reference that 
specifi es how democracy operates. It gestures toward signifi cant concepts, and 
people who internalize it will probably embrace important demo cratic expec-
tations. But more is needed if robust demo cratic learning is to take place. Sec-
ond is the continuation of the rhetoric that painted Sun as the all- knowing, 
benevolent found er of the Chinese nation. This was a conscious eff ort to 
cloak the ROC and the KMT’s regime on Taiwan with Sun’s legitimacy. Chiang 
thoroughly identifi es Sun with China and the government on Taiwan and in 
turn uses Sun’s ideology to establish the normative contours of the nation. Sun, 
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in this sense, is not just a KMT leader. He is the found er of the country, the 
one who managed the transition from premodern to modern China. He 
therefore establishes the necessity of democracy for everyone who is Chinese. 
To be for Sun is to be for democracy; to oppose democracy is to reject Sun 
and the modernity of the Chinese nation.

The latter claim is, to a degree, eff ective and powerful. Such assertions 
serve to delegitimize nondemo cratic forms of government so long as one accepts 
Sun’s position as decisive. References to Sun connect democracy with a rhe-
torical strategy common to many discourse communities, in that they often 
root both legitimacy and an understanding of the solutions to ongoing prob-
lems in the teachings of a founding fi gure.20 This strategy is probably no less 
eff ective than justifying democracy by reference to stories of a state of nature 
or accounts of natural law. Yet the problem with this strategy lies in the prop-
osition that people should and would accept Sun. Normatively, the problem is 
with the invocation of Sun’s authority in terms of a demo cratic understand-
ing of consent and free and equal citizenship. This problem is shared by the 
invocation of any authority fi gure. There was no poll that established Sun as 
the father of the nation. No one elected him the font of all that is right with 
Chinese politics. Moreover, automatically deferring to his program and his 
principles leaves ordinary citizens outside the circle of fundamental decision 
making, thus reinforcing nondemo cratic lessons about the accountability and 
power of government offi  cials. Such deference calls to mind the obedience 
that Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo, and other government offi  cials rou-
tinely demanded of citizens in determining a  whole raft of policies. Why 
should the people of Taiwan defer to the wishes and philosophy of a long- 
dead mainlander if Taiwan is to be a democracy? Why should they accede to 
the normative rules he set down? Why should they be subjected to his under-
standing of democracy rather than another? Even if eff ective, this justifi ca-
tion is itself philosophically undemo cratic.

There are also problems with the effi  cacy of such references as material for 
legitimizing democracy. This justifi cation depends upon the continued exal-
tation of Sun and his San Mín Chu Yì doctrine.21 But as time passed and the 
events of Xinhai Revolution of 1911 became more distant and less relevant as 
a “mainland” event and Sun himself passed from people’s memories, how many 
people continued to revere him as a found er? To tie democracy to Sun in this 
fashion is to risk its legitimacy in the long term. By the early 1980s, opposi-
tion groups began to turn to narratives of Taiwan’s story as ways of thinking 
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about politics in general and democracy in par tic u lar, dwelling at length on 
the martyrs of the 2/28 Incident22 and the participants in the events of the 
late 1970s rather than on the eff orts leading up to the Xinhai Revolution on 
the mainland. Thus, while this mode of legitimizing democracy continues to 
this day, there is doubt as to its prior and continuing effi  cacy.

Democracy Is Natural

If Chiang held that democracy is good because associated with Sun, he also 
followed in the footsteps of his father in arguing (against Sun) that democracy 
and the San Mín Chu Yì participate in some natural set of moral principles.23 
One way he makes this argument is by comparing the eff ects of the San Mín 
Chu Yì on Taiwan with conditions on the Communist mainland. Mainland 
conditions, he argues, are unnatural, leading inevitably to pop u lar re sis tance 
against the government of the PRC. Like all people, those on the mainland 
want freedom and democracy. They have, in Chiang’s words, “undertaken 
struggle for freedom, democracy and survival. They want to live as men and 
not as animals.”24 There is, he argues on a later occasion, a “natural inclination 
of human beings to win their freedom as demonstrated in the natural course 
of history itself.”25 Likewise, in denouncing the PRC as “despotic and per-
verse,” Chiang extolled the San Mín Chu Yì as humane (rén, ), particularly 
in their responsiveness to citizens and their closeness to what humans want. 
The San Mín Chu Yì and the constituent goals of freedom and democracy are 
natural. They “have followed the course of nature and accommodated them-
selves to the needs of human kind.”26

Here we have Chiang Ching- kuo rehearsing some of the arguments Chiang 
Kai- shek put forward. While he does not speak at length about innate knowl-
edge and makes more references to history, he does locate democracy and San 
Mín Chu Yì in human nature and makes the connection with heaven (tian, ) 
in arguing that they are part of the “course of nature” (tào, ). Prominently 
displayed in this argument is the assertion that nondemo cratic governments 
are not natural, are not humane, are not close to the people, and do not ac-
commodate human needs. They depart from The Way. People on Taiwan have 
a moral obligation to strive for democracy because democracy is intimately 
tied to being human. All other forms of government, being unnatural and out 
of step with human nature, are therefore illegitimate.

Yet it is telling that Chiang did not refer to the natural character of democ-
racy as frequently as his father did. He was less inclined to philosophize in 
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public, perhaps believing that the foundation of democracy in human nature 
had been suffi  ciently established by his father or that such a congruence was 
self- evident, necessitating no further elaboration. In any case, he reinforced 
the type of demo cratic learning his father promoted but made such argu-
ments appreciably less often.

Democracy Flows from Traditional Chinese Culture

Chiang Ching- kuo is much more consistent than his father in identifying 
democracy with traditional Chinese and Confucian culture. He rejects the 
proposition that Asians are culturally incapable of embracing and practicing 
democracy. The Chinese are not “backward” in relation to the West. The Chi-
nese do not have to undergo a pro cess of cultural modernization in order to 
embrace democracy. They do not have to discard their traditional heritage or 
adopt an alien concept. Being compatible with, and indeed even part of, Chi-
nese culture, democracy is congenial to the Chinese experience.27

In portraying democracy as something not alien to the Chinese, Chiang 
explicitly links it with Chinese cultural tradition. Such linkages come in a 
variety of forms. In one way, the connection between democracy and Chi-
nese culture is elective. They are compatible not only because democracy rep-
resents an extension of that culture but also because the Chinese people, be-
ing deeply immersed in that culture, have recognized democracy as part of 
that culture and embraced it.  Here the Chinese are not unthinking beings 
automatically following what is culturally compelling but discerning entities 
who can recognize and anticipate where culture is leading and help shape 
their own futures. In living under the doctrine of the San Mín Chu Yì, they 
have given their consent to the ROC’s correct cultural interpretation of govern-
ment and democracy. Thus Chiang remarks that “the Chinese people have 
long since chosen to live under the Three Principles of the People, which are 
the fruits of our heritage of Chinese culture, so that the government of the 
people, by the people and for the people may become a reality for all China.”28 
At other times, Chiang emphasizes the direct connection between democ-
racy and Chinese culture.  Here he echoes his father in holding that democracy 
and the San Mín Chu Yì constitute an essential element of a living Chinese 
tradition. It represents a core part of the tradition, and the logic of that tradi-
tion automatically leads one to demo cratic understandings. The emphasis is 
not on consent but on being authentically Chinese. To reject democracy is to 
be obtuse regarding one’s cultural heritage.29  Here, in arguing that the essence 
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of democracy is familiar and fl ows from the principles that the Chinese his-
torically have embraced, Chiang accepts the mínben argument that democ-
racy was a po liti cal concept discovered by Chinese sages in their attempts to 
defi ne good government. Likewise, Chiang argues that, insofar as democracy 
is a part of traditional Chinese culture, it is Sun’s and the KMT’s formulation 
that best exemplifi es democracy and makes Chinese culture complete. There 
is no modern Chinese democracy without the San Mín Chu Yì doctrine, and 
Chinese culture is not  whole without democracy. But implicit in this argu-
ment is also the contention that there is no need for Western acculturation or 
a Western conceptualization for democracy to fl ourish in the ROC. Ching- 
kuo stands with Kai- shek at least partly against Sun  here, for the latter seemed 
to argue that “tutelage” would lean on more than just lashings of traditional 
Chinese culture.

Related arguments allowed Chiang to link the San Mín Chu Yì doctrine with 
the exemplars of Confucianism that form the backbone of what he regarded 
as traditional Chinese culture. These include the familiar historical fi gures 
Sun and his father cited.30 To be demo cratic in this sense is to be a good Chi-
nese not only in a broadly traditional sense but also more narrowly in the Con-
fucian tradition. This argument also provided Chiang Ching- kuo with a way 
of conceptualizing the demo cratic connection between leaders with ordinary 
citizens. In Chiang Kai- shek’s formulation, democracy as a traditional Chinese 
concept informed by Confucian principles creates a set of responsibilities 
linked with actions that are assessable on the part of the population in ways 
that policy decisions are not. Chiang Ching- kuo follows this lead by arguing 
that standards identifying what is good and harmful are embedded in tradi-
tional Chinese culture in general and specifi cally in such well- known artifacts 
as the Spring and Autumn Annals ( ). In turn, he argues that those standards 
have been transferred textually to the San Mín Chu Yì, spiritually to the revo-
lution, and po liti cally to the ROC. Democracy as understood through the San 
Mín Chu Yì thus participates in the “cultural tradition” that the Chinese ac-
cept exclusively, which is based on traditional virtues.31 Again, the implication 
is that to be faithful to one’s heritage, one must embrace democracy because 
that heritage includes and informs demo cratic understandings of public aff airs.

Chiang Ching- kuo’s related arguments are consequentialist as well as es-
sentialist. They hold that because democracy and the San Mín Chu Yì partici-
pate in traditional Chinese culture and because the developments on Taiwan 
since 1949 are grounded in traditional Chinese culture, the former are re-
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sponsible for the economic and social progress on Taiwan that occurred since 
the removal of the Nationalist government to the island. Yet culture is not the 
only responsible or active agent  here. Democracy, he argues on these occa-
sions, was a pro cess that began on Taiwan with his father’s arrival, and its 
pursuit by the KMT led to the good things that have happened since. This 
argument seems to form a defense of the KMT’s modernization plans, includ-
ing its policies on po liti cal developments that implemented Chiang Kai- shek’s 
understanding of tutelage. Where previously he had argued that no change 
was necessary for the Chinese to embrace democracy because their culture 
incorporated that form of government,  here he argues that the KMT success-
fully met the challenge of preparing the Chinese society on Taiwan for democ-
racy by both preserving and building upon Chinese tradition. Taiwan’s soci-
ety had to be modernized for it to be capable of supporting a constitutional 
government, even if that modernization only entailed pushing Chinese cul-
ture forward to its evolutionary ends: “When the Central Government moved 
to Taiwan 30 years ago, the overall situation was chaotic. But in that fi rst year 
Taiwan began to implement local self- government,” Chiang argues.

Thanks to the dedication and diligence of all our compatriots, we have followed 
the blueprint established in the Three Principles of the People and built a solid 
foundation for constitutional and demo cratic rule, a prosperous and equalitar-
ian economic system, and a peaceful and happy society. . . .  These creations 
are unquestionably consistent with the thought, culture and way of life of the 
Chinese people and can meet the needs of future social development in China.32

This argument deepens those above by claiming that the KMT has estab-
lished democracy, that creating a demo cratic regime was a conscious decision 
on the part of the party, that the actions of the KMT  were in keeping with the 
San Mín Chu Yì, and that all are deeply compatible with traditional Chinese 
culture. Because of that compatibility and success, the party is justifi ed in 
pursuing democracy as a po liti cal goal. Such action requires “dedication and 
diligence,” not merely a perfunctory reference to tradition. The KMT is an 
active agent in bringing democracy out of Chinese culture and preparing Tai-
wanese citizens for it, not just a passive receiver and transmitter of tradition.

In general, these attempts to link democracy to Chinese culture are useful 
in promoting democracy. They provide a necessary amplifi cation of the mínben 
justifi cation for demo cratic purposes and serve to legitimate democracy for 
culturally conservative citizens. They also provide possibly compelling justifi -
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cations for ordinary citizens to embrace democracy while retaining their self- 
identifi cation as Chinese in culture and national identifi cation. To be a demo-
crat does not entail embracing an alien ideology. Indeed, to be true to one’s 
Chinese cultural and po liti cal heritage, one ought to embrace democracy. In 
discussing the KMT’s role in using economic development to prepare the 
ground for democracy, these remarks also refl ect an important scholarly un-
derstanding of events.

In examining these pronouncements critically, we also see several poten-
tial problems. First is the tension among the diff erent ways in which democ-
racy is associated with Chinese culture. At times, it is merely asserted that it 
is compatible. At other times, the argument is that democracy is intrinsic to 
that culture or that it represents the completion of that culture. At still other 
times, the argument is that democracy is associated with that culture but that 
some outside agent (the KMT) must necessarily intervene to put the two to-
gether on Taiwan through the pro cess of tutelage. Not only is this potentially 
confusing; it also raises suspicion that this linkage is tactical and its purpose 
is to cloak the KMT’s activities with the mantle of Chinese culture. Such con-
fusion tends to lessen these arguments’ utility for demo cratic learning. Second 
is the rather arid nature of these pronouncements. They achieve their aim 
more by forceful delivery and repetition than by conceptual power. It is not 
clear from these assertions what it is about democracy that makes it compat-
ible with traditional Chinese culture other than pop u lar “roots” that hold 
that the “people” should be sovereign. There is no ac know ledg ment on Chi-
ang Ching- kuo’s part, as there was on Sun’s, that traditional Chinese govern-
ment was autocratic, that democracy in its current form had its origins in 
modern times, or that important aspects of democracy (such as constitution-
alism) came from the West. These arguments also do nothing to establish 
substantively how demo cratic concepts and forms align with specifi c parts of 
traditional culture. This task is left to other descriptions of democracy.

There are also tensions with demo cratic concepts that accompany the con-
fl ation of democracy with cultural identifi cation. If to be Chinese is to be demo-
cratic, the corollary may require that to be a demo crat on Taiwan one must be 
“Chinese” (as opposed to “Taiwanese”). To locate the roots of Taiwan’s democ-
racy on the mainland, in mainland culture, could not but alienate many of 
those who embraced a Taiwanese identity by resurrecting for them the pro-
grams of cultural homogenization that had taken place earlier in the KMT’s 
rule on the island. That project also gestures toward the unitarian concepts 
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of the demos contained in the republican unitary and Chinese unitary mod-
els, concepts that could slide into culturally aggressive, essentialist, and ex-
clusivist policies that reinforce moves to deny people on Taiwan cultural 
choice and agency.

What Is Democracy?
For Chiang, the fact that that the San Mín Chu Yì  were based on traditional 

Chinese and Confucian culture distinguishes them in the understanding of 
democracy they provide. He argues that the ROC “has been an in de pen dent 
country standing for the traditional Confucian doctrine of humanity and 
practicing Dr. Sun Yat- sen’s Three Principles of the People, which stresses 
ethics, democracy and science.”33 Understandings and types of democracy, he 
implied, are tied to contexts: democracy arises and fl ourishes diff erently in 
diff erent countries and diff erent cultures and possibly at diff erent times. Thus, 
he insisted, to be successful in understanding and implanting democracy, 
“democracy must be cultivated and not transplanted and . . .  must be adapted 
to our own national environment so it can strike root in our own soil.”34 This 
assertion in part recapitulates Sun’s argument that thinking about democracy 
as a form of government must take context into account, but  here the thrust 
is more substantive. It implies that Chiang adheres to a version of “Chinese 
democracy” rather than merely democracy instituted in a Chinese context— 
that is, a version compatible with the aspirations and beliefs of the general 
Chinese public and its culture that may lead to important diff erences with 
Western understandings. “Chinese” democracy in this view cannot be com-
pared with other versions or mea sured by any universal standard of demo-
cratic defi nition or practice. What this position means in practice, however, 
is uncertain because Chiang provided several diff erent conceptions.

A Liberal, Pluralist Conception?

Chiang’s statements on some occasions suggest he promoted a liberal and 
pluralist understanding of democracy. One early conception holds that 
 democracy entails the government’s carry ing out the people’s wishes. In this 
conception, government appears responsive to the populace, and the views of 
ordinary citizens are given prominence in ways that appear to modify Sun’s 
stricture that administration be separated from sovereignty. The directions 
that the government takes from the people are portrayed as extending to the 
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setting of policy and to the administrative realm.35 Chiang also went further 
in this direction in other declarations. In a set of pronouncements from the 
late 1970s, democracy is said to equal elections and the exercise of “demo-
cratic civil rights,” protection of rights in a constitution, and an in de pen dent 
judiciary.36 Similarly, he elsewhere associates democracy with constitutional-
ism, freedom, and individual rights, benefi ts that those on the mainland 
lacked.37 Thus, like Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo argues that if the 
Nationalists  were successful in reunifying China, they would create a full- 
fl edged demo cratic state that would follow the practices pioneered on Taiwan, 
including “the institution of constitutional democracy, elimination of totali-
tarianism and class struggles, the responsiveness of government policy and 
programs to the will of the people, and equality of po liti cal power for all Chi-
nese citizens, and assurances of equal rights for all before the law.”38 These 
statements refer to many features of the liberal demo cratic model. Responsive-
ness to the public, po liti cal equality, an in de pen dent judiciary, constitutional-
ism, and equal rights are all vital to such an understanding of democracy. 
This position stands in contrast to some of Chiang Kai- shek’s arguments that 
nothing in addition to the San Mín Chu Yì is necessary for democracy. It also 
lacks the mobilizational elements that are often noted as characterizing Chi-
ang Ching- kuo’s pre de ces sors’ understandings of democracy.

But we need to know more specifi cally what stands behind these pro-
nouncements and whether the enumeration of such features of democracy is 
consistent with the broader understandings of democracy Chiang referenced 
elsewhere, particularly given the fact that, even in the above description, he 
continues to talk of democracy in terms of government implementing the 
“people’s will,” a concept associated with unitary models. Did he ever follow 
up on these liberal references?

Chiang did fi ll in some of these details later in the 1980s. Important to 
these pronouncements is Chiang’s recognition of the centrality of rights and 
of the existence of plural views and interests. In 1987, after the formation of 
the DPP, he made a point of holding that democracy entails “po liti cal free-
dom,” the enjoyment of a “free life,” and “rights guaranteed . . .  under the 
Constitution.”39 Other details are found in Chiang’s speeches delivered in 
1984. In his inaugural address of that year, he characterizes democracy as a 
matter of making policies in a par tic u lar fashion— by open discussion among 
plural views.40 He reiterates this position a few months later in his Constitution 
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Day address, where he argues that democracy entails constitutionalism, re-
peating that “there are no major issues of our country . . .  that cannot be openly 
discussed for the purposes of reaching general consensus.” The necessity of 
open pro cess, close government attention to pop u lar opinion, and fi nding rather 
than assuming consensus, he argues, is not attributable to a problematic condi-
tion that requires the addition of an external disciplinary body. Rather, it is 
due to inevitable, natural, and benign diff erences of understanding:

We must all understand that in a pluralistic, open society, developments in 
each and every activity phenomenon are naturally complex. Because of diff er-
ences among individuals’ interests, always, views will diff er on national and 
social aff airs. In the same way, people will have diff erent opinions concerning 
the various advocacies of government administration, themselves derived from 
diff erent viewpoints. These are but normal aspects of modern societies based 
on freedom and democracy, and all are open to debate.41

This view describes democracy in a way that coincides largely with the lib-
eral demo cratic model. First, it holds that decision making is an open rather 
than hidden and closed pro cess. This could include all types of decisions and 
all possible options and, ostensibly, the participation of various types of people 
rather than only members of a single party. Second, it holds specifi cally that 
views are legitimately plural. This position excludes the argument that there 
is a single, objective understanding of correct policies that already exists, thus 
diff erentiating it from Sun’s and Chiang Kai- shek’s understandings that ap-
pear to brand dissent as dangerous and unpatriotic because they detract from 
or confuse a general will or the detection of a common good. It could also 
imply an ac know ledg ment of plural views on what constitutes the common 
good. It recognizes that plural views stem from diff erent interests. There is 
therefore no predetermined or objective common good that it is the duty of 
the government to discover. In this understanding, to establish that a policy 
furthers the national interest entails a pro cess in which everyone participates 
and all interests are included. The general interest is the amalgamation of 
par tic u lar interests, not something apart from and higher than those inter-
ests that is discoverable only by guardian- like elites.

This description, while underdeveloped and falling short of a full concep-
tion of democracy, provide evidence that Chiang did sometimes promote a 
relatively liberal conception of democracy. Government is portrayed as oper-
ating in a delegative rather than trusteeship mode and recognizing that the 
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common interest is synthetic and constructed from below through compro-
mise among diff erent interests and understandings rather than unitary and 
natural or orchestrated from above by the application of rules and laws. This 
description also acknowledges the natural and benign character of pluralism 
and a diversity of po liti cal views and does not assign to government any role in 
molding public opinion, reducing the scope of po liti cal diversity, or imposing 
any par tic u lar conception of the common good on citizens. The people  here 
are active rather than passive. This portrayal departs fundamentally from 
Sun’s story of the car as the paradigm through which to understand democ-
racy and is diff erent from the latter’s arguments for an elite that is based on a 
natural hierarchy of intelligence and steers the machinery of state by refer-
ence to its own superior understanding of politics and policy.

These materials are useful for demo cratic learning, and liberal demo cratic 
learning in par tic u lar. They outline a conception of democracy that leads to 
expectations of participation, po liti cal freedom, and the ac cep tance of a di-
versity of views and interests. In this respect they point to important aspects 
of what will be Taiwan’s demo cratic future, though they are sporadic and 
indeterminate.

Democracy as a Unitary Conception

In contrast, we fi nd in other pronouncements by Chiang Ching- kuo a more 
consciously elitist and unitary understanding of democracy that is at odds with 
such concepts as pluralism, equal citizenship, and downward accountability. 
It is not just his tendency to identify a par tic u lar brand of democracy with a 
monolithic Chinese culture that is the problem  here. He sometimes conceptu-
alizes “public interest,” for example, as something apart from and probably 
beyond the reach of general public understanding.42 This position echoes the 
views held by his father, by Sun, and by the unitary models, all of which paint 
the general will and common good as entities that are objectively identifi able, 
more than the sum of par tic u lar opinions and interests, and understood only 
by elites. Leaders and the ruling party are key in this understanding of democ-
racy. They are more than fi rst among equals and act as trustees rather than 
delegates, for while they are said to embody and refl ect pop u lar aspirations, 
these aspirations and the understandings from which they fl ow are actually 
molded by the state or by a party that controls the state in this conception.

This understanding of democracy contrasts with the conception described 
above and is refl ected in the ambivalent views on po liti cal pluralism Chiang 
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articulated in response to po liti cal unrest in the late 1970s. In contrast to his 
other comments on diff erences, he sometimes argued at this time that while 
pluralism is natural, it is at best regrettable and at worst the result of the fail-
ure of the population to discipline itself. It arises because “individuals cannot 
always harmonize themselves with the  whole picture, and confl ict between 
public and private interests cannot always be avoided.” The government’s task 
is to navigate among these views, while simultaneously limiting them to 
types that are compatible “with assur[ing] the public good and maintain[ing] 
social order.”  43  Here diff erences of views, while again seen as natural, are 
conceptualized as the products of pop u lar incapacities and the pernicious-
ness of private interests. This understanding condemns any refusal to align 
oneself with an offi  cial policy as dangerous and disorderly and emphasizes 
the role of government in forcefully dealing with such recalcitrance on the 
part of innately troublesome citizens. The inability of ordinary citizens spon-
taneously to reach agreement on policies (particularly those the government 
thinks best) does not, in this account, spur recognition of the need for an open 
decision- making pro cess in which the po liti cal system provides a way for ordi-
nary actors to compete for the free allegiance of a majority but empowers gov-
ernmental and party elites to overcome that defi ciency in the interest of good 
governance both by identifying in de pen dently the nature of the “public inter-
est” to be furthered and by passing judgments on the legitimacy of the views 
that citizens hold. In other words, one does not change the goal of acting on a 
consensus in the face of demonstrated pluralism; one changes the agent that 
pursues the goal. Pluralism is not the bedrock of or motivation for adopting 
demo cratic procedures; it is an obstacle to democracy for the same reason Sun 
bemoaned the lack of nationalistic solidarity among the Chinese. Democracy 
is understood in the same way Sun conceptualized it: as po liti cal elites imple-
menting (and perhaps molding) the wishes of a potentially united, undiff eren-
tiated, and unperceptive demos. Absent a natural unity, it must be constructed 
from above with a predetermined understanding of what the consensus will 
entail.

These assertions are preceded in this par tic u lar discussion by an elabora-
tion of democracy that underscores the proposition that, in the ROC’s demo-
cratic system, the government and the KMT should be much more than ac-
tive; they should be dominant in their relationship with ordinary citizens 
given the latter’s shortcomings. Chiang  here argues that democracy is a way 
of creating an understanding of the general will and accommodating po liti cal 
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confl icts within a predetermined structure of what is on the table for discus-
sion and what is not, with the government playing the deciding role. He ar-
gues that this version of democracy is how government attempts to “harmo-
niously rectify extreme tendencies and accommodate confl icting views.” Thus 
democracy is not so much about competition among competing visions and the 
determination of majority opinion but the attempt to create a consensus from 
above in the face of citizens’ inability to do so for themselves.44 This requires 
that diff erences be narrow and their expression muted and that the govern-
ment be active and powerful. What is primary is not individual rights but the 
government’s “establishment of the rule of law” as the framework in which 
“harmonization” is achieved.45 This discussion, unlike those referenced previ-
ously, is compatible with the Chinese unitary model of democracy.

We shall return to the concept of the rule of law when we discuss constitu-
tionalism. For now, it is suffi  cient to note that Chiang’s concept of law in-
volves the establishment of rules for dealing with diverse po liti cal under-
standings. For Chiang Ching- kuo in this iteration of the concept, democracy 
is a rule- based regime type. For him, as for Chiang Kai- shek, such rules are 
not limited to the external. Both argue that democracy requires discipline on 
the part of the people and on the part of government offi  cials that places lim-
its on both and internalizes the rules that fl ow from po liti cal and ethical con-
ceptions. This allows the state to identify and promote a unifi ed will that 
provides directions to the state and creates offi  cials who are able, selfl essly 
and faithfully, to identify and mold that will and to steer the state well.  Here 
again, pluralism is not benign. It is a manifestation of a lack of discipline and 
an inability to follow rules. In this view, as in that discussed above, pluralism 
must be eliminated. But in the course of eliminating pluralism with the in-
tention of making clear a general will, the government actually defi nes the 
nature of that will. As we saw in similar provisions in Sun’s conception, the 
driver of the car of state imposes conditions on the passenger citizens and 
thus dictates their destination as well as the route taken.46

Because Chiang claims to put forward a Chinese understanding of democ-
racy, he naturally argues that discipline is created by the leadership and the 
people exercising virtues associated with Confucian ethics and the good 
things those virtues bring. The association of culture with democracy points 
not to the importance of democracy but to the necessity of culturally gener-
ated values and discipline that mark demo cratic society with uniformity and 
orthodoxy.47
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References to the party practicing virtue while exercising power on behalf 
of demos inform other parts of Chiang’s discussion as well, such as his under-
standing of the ways in which governmental structures remain in contact 
with the populace in terms of accountability, responsiveness, and “honesty 
and effi  ciency.” If these are to be attained primarily through the cultivation 
of virtues, then the expression of contrary views and the rotation of people in 
offi  ce are not necessary because the most important characteristics of gov-
ernment offi  cials are not those that are generally considered when elections 
are the means by which people are placed in offi  ce. Such attributes are the 
products of training rather than attendance to pop u lar views. Where Chiang 
understood virtues to be insuffi  cient or offi  cialdom in need of renewal, he 
supplemented po liti cal elites in this conception with the recruitment of citi-
zens into the government and into the ruling party. Participation and contact 
between government and citizens takes the form of co- optation rather than 
in de pen dent activity on the part of citizens. Citizens are dominated by the 
state because they are not viewed as gaining access to po liti cal power through 
their own eff orts and the support of their fellow citizens who agree with their 
policy views but rather by being “cultivated and promoted” into po liti cal aff airs 
after fi rst being subject to the “social education” everyone is to undergo “so as to 
improve social customs and make sure of po liti cal renovation to assure a high 
level of constructive po liti cal morale.” 48

Note the diff erence between this conception and, for example, the liberal 
understanding Madison put forward in Federalist 10. Madison also argues that 
the existence of factions (in the form of po liti cal parties and interest groups) 
and their association with po liti cal offi  cials was unfortunate, but he rejected 
the notion that governments should control them or attempt to unify diverse 
interests. Free governments must put up with factions because to get rid of 
them is to deprive citizens of important freedoms and their natural diversity. 
Because it entails the removal of liberty and the attempt to mold people arti-
fi cially, the cure for factions is worse than the problems they bring. In con-
trast, Chiang appears to invoke the concept that people can be active and united 
at the same time only if they adopt the appropriate, government- approved set 
of ethics and policies and are recruited for po liti cal activity by the state. This 
view does not leave room for or ga nized po liti cal parties or interest groups; 
indeed, it views such organizations and their in de pen dent po liti cal platforms 
as dangerous to the web of relationships that form the foundation of social 
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order and solidarity. In the absence of such solidarity, governments should not 
give way to the desire for such groups; rather, they must actively seek their 
elimination.

Here, in failing to provide defenses of rights and pluralism and undermin-
ing arguments favoring limitations on government power, Chiang favors the 
Chinese unitary model. His conception of democracy in these remarks is in-
compatible with the liberal demo cratic model because of its hostility to plural-
ism. It is also problematic in terms of the republican unitary model because it 
gives too much power to the state and elites to form opinion. The power struc-
ture Chiang outlines does not meet the criteria of Rousseau’s defi nition of de-
mocracy. In all, his discussion provides only weak stuff  for demo cratic learn-
ing in general. He largely limits accountability to consultation and co- optation, 
while setting up the government as arbitrator as to what is and what is not an 
acceptable po liti cal view. More broadly, rather than emphasizing the impor-
tance of citizens’ control over the government, their active role in government, 
and their participation in choosing leaders and providing in de pen dent opinions 
regarding issues and policies, he instead promotes expectations of passivity, 
obedience, and uniformity on the part of citizens.

Views on an Enlarged Party System

Given both the more liberal and pluralist understanding of democracy de-
scribed previously and this alternative conception with its emphasis on creat-
ing consensus from above through rules, virtues, and discipline, it is no sur-
prise that Chiang displayed considerable ambivalence regarding the utility of 
an enlarged party system as a means of putting offi  cials into policy- making 
positions and generating downward accountability. Before 1987, he often ap-
peared not just practically but philosophically opposed to such a system. While 
he noted in 1984 that “a po liti cally pluralistic society already exists on Tai-
wan,” he did not see this as reason to allow the formation of new po liti cal par-
ties. Indeed, he pointed to that pluralism as proof that the KMT’s predomi-
nant position and the existence of the “emergency chieh- yen” laws “have in 
no way restrained the normal free activities and welfare of the people.” 49 This 
statement echoed the position he had taken earlier, in a similar setting, in 
which he held that the correct conception of democracy was fully compatible 
with one or only a few parties. This is because democracy is not about the repre-
sen ta tion of par tic u lar interests in government but about the general control 
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of government by the people as a  whole and the government’s responsiveness 
to the general public:

The essence of democracy is to make, through the people’s participation in 
politics, the government responsible for the well- being of the people and re-
sponsive to their aspirations. Democracy has no absolute connection with the 
number of po liti cal parties. . . .  The absence of new po liti cal parties has not 
impeded the functioning of parliamentary politics.50

This position is likewise a reformulation of an earlier position Chiang held 
that defended the capacity of a single party— the KMT— to embody the gen-
eral will and common interests of citizens without competition. To argue oth-
erwise, he held, is to attempt to drive a wedge between the government and 
citizens. Such attempts are misguided and misleading because there is an in-
herent unity between the government and citizens. Signifi cantly, Chiang as-
sumes on this occasion the identifi cation of the government with not only the 
people but the KMT. He rejects the notion that the government or the KMT 
could have interests par tic u lar to themselves and separate from the popula-
tion as a  whole. He also implicitly rejects the notion that the common will 
could be in dispute or is constituted by the sum of par tic u lar interests that 
must be expressed to be taken into account.

In this understanding, there is no need for multiple parties to provide 
choice, to furnish a check on the government and the KMT, to hold the gov-
ernment accountable on a day- to- day basis, to allow for the expression of di-
verse views or interests, or to allow majorities to institute their understand-
ings of the common will that may diff er from the understandings held by the 
KMT. Neither did Chiang concede that the government or the KMT might 
systematically abuse power, because he viewed both as nothing more than 
extensions of the people. In such circumstances, multiple parties are not 
needed and only serve to break the population into self- interested factions. In 
this view, the existence of dissent should not be treated as a reason for creat-
ing new parties but as evidence of the diffi  culties the government faces in 
creating a consensus from above. All that is needed, in Chiang’s view, is vir-
tue and goodwill on the part of the government and the people.51

Even in 1986, just months before conceding the necessity of expanding the 
party system, Chiang did not publicly discard his philosophical objections to 
adding more po liti cal parties.52 Instead, he again downplayed the importance 
of po liti cal choice, preferring a conception of democracy that privileges gov-
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ernmental sincerity in its attempts to remain close to the population, the 
need to forge consensus from above, and the centrality of the rule of law. In-
deed, it was this conception that allowed him to argue at that time that the 
creation of multiple parties and the demand for constitutional democracy it-
self must be balanced against the requirements of national security.53

Chiang did, on occasion, publicly back away from an absolutist adherence 
to this conception and return to a more liberal understanding of democracy. 
In these interludes, he sometimes argued that it was not philosophical rea-
sons that prevented the government from agreeing to the formation of new 
parties but that the time was not ripe, because of security concerns, to allow 
more parties. He implied that po liti cal choice is acceptable, even good, but 
stressed that what was most important at the time was “our freedom and sta-
bility, which are the keys to our po liti cal, economic and social progress.”54 At 
other times, Chiang also appeared to acknowledge publicly the need for mul-
tiple avenues of po liti cal participation and, therefore, the need for multiple 
parties. But he held in these statements that the existence of the Young China 
Party and the China Socialist Demo cratic Party (small parties whose leader-
ship had accompanied Chiang Kai- shek to Taiwan after the civil war) in addition 
to the KMT, along with the opportunity for a citizen to run for offi  ce as an 
unaffi  liated candidate, provides suffi  cient choice. As he put it in 1982, “Kuomin-
tang members and non- Kuomintang personages enjoy equal opportunities for 
po liti cal participation,” and, therefore, “the channel of po liti cal participation 
is not clogged” by the absence of additional parties and the dominance of the 
KMT.55

The position Chiang ultimately took in 1987 in discussing the govern-
ment’s decision to allow formation of new po liti cal parties is consistent with 
the more liberal understanding of democracy and was therefore quite diff er-
ent from what we might expect from someone who also advocated “consensus 
from above.” He argued that it was the government’s goal all along to institute 
an expansive party system, thus implying that he had always embraced a con-
ception of democracy that viewed po liti cal choice and multiple po liti cal par-
ties as intrinsically important. He held that it was not philosophical opposi-
tion but security issues, the lack of suffi  cient economic and social development, 
educational shortcomings, and the problems of po liti cal stability that had 
delayed implementation of this demo cratic vision. There is no mention  here 
of his earlier opposition to the concept of multiple parties and the philosophi-
cal shift that accompanied this move on the part of the KMT and Chiang 
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himself. Instead, he paints the KMT as having followed with ultimately lib-
eral intentions Sun’s developmental path to democracy, with the preceding 
few years representing the culmination of the tutelary eff ort.56

These materials again contribute unevenly to demo cratic learning. While 
Chiang reinforces the conception that government should be responsive to 
and take general direction from citizens rather than the interests of offi  cials, 
his description of how such a demo cratic system should work fails suffi  ciently 
to diff erentiate a demo cratic electoral system from the manipulated elections 
that serve to legitimize pseudodemo cratic regimes. There is little support for 
downward accountability  here even when Chiang speaks in the language of 
the republican unitary and Chinese unitary models, and he sometimes runs 
afoul of the former. When he does reinforce expectations that citizens may 
or ga nize themselves in po liti cal organizations free from government interfer-
ence that would legitimize po liti cal pluralism, he sometimes undercuts 
demo cratic learning by elevating the importance of security. Free and plural 
po liti cal participation must take a backseat to government judgments regard-
ing the suitability of the po liti cal environment in his view. People do not have 
the general right to participate freely; they only enjoy that privilege if and 
when government decides to grant it to them. This is, at best, a weak demo-
cratic lesson.

The Role of Leaders

A unitary and elitist understanding. We also see signs of Chiang’s inconsis-
tent views on the nature of democracy in his discussions of the role of po liti-
cal leaders. The less liberal and elitist conception comes across in defenses of 
the KMT and the government against criticisms of their policies, particularly 
allegations that the government violated demo cratic principles and individ-
ual rights. In response, Chiang often argues that it is the responsibility of 
leaders to use their power to “instill” beliefs in people. In doing so, he again 
often confl ates the KMT with national government and with the pop u lar will 
and attributes opposition and criticism of leaders to the KMT’s “failures to 
exercise its infl uence and power of conviction in cultural and press activi-
ties.” 57  Here leaders are not portrayed as constrained by public opinion, much 
less expected to respect and take into account understandings that diff er from 
those the government favors. There is one general will; it is what the govern-
ment says it is, and if people do not accept the government’s defi nition, the 
government must try harder to make them accept it, and citizens must pay 



Chiang Ching-kuo  149

closer attention to what the government says. This understanding runs afoul 
of both the republican unitary model (in its elitism) and the competitive elitist 
model (in its disregard for pluralism) as well as the liberal demo cratic model.

Even stronger terms are found in other remarks. Nations make decisions, 
Chiang once held, and while people have the right to speak, the assumption is 
that citizens will follow the government and the government is authoritative 
in its direction of the nation based on its interpretation of the interests of the 
nation. Expressions of opposition to the government’s choice of strategies and 
goals, particularly its goal of retaking the mainland, are not tolerated. While 
he argues that identifi cation between the government and the people is nec-
essary, it is incumbent upon the government to make this connection through 
communication and other means, not by way of downward accountability. 
The government and leaders are the only real actors in this conception of a 
demo cratic po liti cal system. Thus, “The government considers the people’s in-
terests its interests and secures its rights from the people’s rights” (emphasis 
added). Its strategy is to communicate its actions and policies to the people “so 
they will understand the position of the country and the actions of the gov-
ernment.” This position goes beyond the usual understanding that the state 
must act authoritatively and laws must be obeyed if order and stability are to 
be maintained. It implies that all opposition to the government’s actions, in-
cluding policy diff erences, stems from either citizens’ failure to understand 
(revealing a defi cit of intelligence or inadequate government communication 
strategies) or from a failure of critics to acknowledge the interests of the people 
as correctly identifi ed by the government (revealing a lack of good faith). 
Thus Chiang concludes, “If the government always keeps the people in mind 
and conducts itself in accord with their interests, the people will not withhold 
their support.”58 There is no room  here for the possibility that a majority of 
citizens may completely understand the government’s position and still not 
support the government’s policies or administrative tactics or that they may be 
divided among themselves in their interests or may hold that the government, 
no matter what its policies, is incompetent. In a simple if- then proposition, 
Chiang assumes that citizens will agree with the government’s policies if the 
government tries hard enough to communicate or, at best, consult with them.

Inherent in this last statement, however, is an intriguing strand. It gestures 
toward a deeper understanding of demo cratic accountability that is diffi  cult 
to operationalize given the way Chiang formulates the general powers of leaders. 
What he implies in this conditional proposition is that a demonstrated loss of 
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support for the government may signal that leaders are not “keeping the peo-
ple in mind” or “conducting themselves in accord with the people’s interests.” 
Diff erences between citizens’ and leaders’ understandings of correct policies 
and strategies may in fact indicate a demo cratic defi ciency, the failure of lead-
ership, and an illegitimate government. This is masked, however, by Chiang’s 
insistence that leaders should help mold the people’s understanding of their 
interests and that separation between leaders and people usually indicates 
failure of communication or, worse, treachery on the part of unfaithful citi-
zens, rather than failure on the part of leaders to craft truly pop u lar and ef-
fective policies. To put some muscle into this implicit leadership standard, 
Chiang would have to supply an understanding of the right of citizens to for-
mulate an understanding of the general will and favored policy approaches 
for themselves. In other discussions addressing the role of leaders and the 
people, Chiang exhibits a profound ambivalence regarding the capacity of 
people by themselves to develop acceptable opinions, understand the com-
mon will, or hold views that the government should take seriously. Often he 
employs the tutelary conception he inherited from his pre de ces sors that 
stresses leaders’ responsibility to pay attention to the opinions of ordinary citi-
zens but also to instruct people in how they should understand their interests 
and discipline those who would agitate against the government’s understand-
ing of what the people want and need, despite the fact that he argued that the 
state was now a constitutional democracy. He argues in one speech that it is 
the government’s responsibility

to uphold democracy and the constitutional government that enables the 
people to enjoy a life of liberty and equality, and to teach the people to perceive 
and experience the true meaning of demo cratic government so we can march 
along the right po liti cal road and ensure the opinions of the people are truly 
respected. I am convinced that in these times no one should undermine our 
constitutional foundations by spurning public opinion and giving false ac-
counts of the facts.59

In these remarks, Chiang does not concede that ordinary citizens have the 
right to espouse understandings critical of the government, including advo-
cacy of alternative policy approaches, without the threat of po liti cal leaders 
using state structures to punish them. Alternative readings of policies, moti-
vations, and facts are subject to an offi  cial construction that could label them 
“false” and “contrary to the facts” and, therefore, fundamentally dangerous 
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to the public weal. Backing this reading is his emphasis on the government’s 
duty to teach people the correct way of thinking and acting. He argues that it is 
incumbent on the government to team up with media in teaching people fru-
gality, hard work, and national consciousness as well as “correcting de cadent 
social morality.” 60 Earlier, as premier, he had been even more specifi c in dis-
cussing what constituted the orthodoxy the government would promote.61

On the other side of this relationship, Chiang often refers to the need for 
leaders to exercise self- discipline based on ethical virtues and a devotion to 
some understanding of the common good. Chiang resorted to alternative 
methods of disciplining government offi  cials in the absence of the checks pro-
vided by a completely free press and open po liti cal system. Inherent in such 
an approach is the danger that discipline and virtue will be directed toward 
ensuring that lower- level government offi  cials keep the most powerful lead-
ers happy rather than forcing them to be responsive to the populace and the 
common good. In other words, this is a recipe for upward rather than down-
ward accountability.

One important virtue that Chiang extols is “benevolence.” In one reading, 
the centrality of this virtue is troubling. It assumes not only an inherent and 
probably unbridgeable diff erence of power but also that the treatment of citi-
zens in such fundamental matters as rights depends upon the indulgence of 
leaders to follow the wishes of the population rather than an inescapable 
requirement set by laws, the constitution, and institutionalized elections.62 A 
benevolent leader, in this understanding, is one who rules benignly and toler-
antly of his own account and without compulsion rather than one who is held 
to strict account by a populace that ultimately controls government. Benevo-
lence implies a free gift of patience and charity given by the rulers to the ruled. 
A diff erent reading, however, which sets benevolence more fi rmly in the con-
text of mínben democracy and traditional Confucianism as generally human 
qualities (rén, ), construes the centrality of this virtue as less disturbing. In 
this understanding, offi  cials are expected to be benevolent because such an 
attitude is part of what it means to live a moral life, to participate in The Way. 
In this view, the government’s treatment of citizens is not a matter of whim 
or indulgence but a natural expression of an ethical attitude that takes the 
interests of all into account. It is part of a fundamental and natural ethic, 
comprising those things that any decent human is expected to do no matter 
the source of his or her power or authority. To be benevolent is to do what is 
expected of anyone. Yet even in this reading, there is no role for structures, 
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laws, or instruments of po liti cal responsibility to discipline or change offi  cials’ 
behavior. As in all systems of moral accountability, it is up to the individual 
herself to develop the requisite virtues, and if leaders do not develop the virtues 
that constitute rén, citizens have no recourse to laws or politics to force them 
to act diff erently. Accountability is sideways to a moral ethic rather than down-
ward to citizens.

In both these readings, initiative and action are imputed to the government 
and passivity to ordinary citizens. Citizens are not expected to understand 
government policies on their own, to make in de pen dent po liti cal decisions, 
or, more generally, to hold government and government offi  cials accountable. 
The government and offi  cials act benevolently. Thus, Chiang argues that it is 
the responsibility of leaders to keep people informed of its decisions and to 
govern selfl essly while it seeks to regenerate itself from internal resources:

The government should improve itself from time to time and keep our people 
informed so that they can always understand what is going on. I hope that in 
the end each of us will cast out our private interests and prejudices while keep-
ing in mind the interests of the nation and the people as a  whole.63

Connection  here with the populace, as we shall also see later in some of the 
offi  cial PRC versions of democracy, is mainly through the mechanism of con-
sultation. The government consults with the populace regarding its wishes and 
understandings, but there is nothing binding in that pro cess. Consultation 
does not equal the ac cep tance of any pop u lar program of policies and priori-
ties. The government, not the populace, sets the agenda. Note also the linkage 
 here between an active government, a condemnation of diff erent interests, 
and the attempt to identify a singular public good and general will. There is no 
need for people to inform government of their interests because the public 
good and general will are things apart from and beyond those par tic u lar inter-
ests. Rather than being defended, par tic u lar interests should be cast aside and 
suppressed as unworthy of citizens in order for leaders, through the lens of 
their benevolence, to understand and act on the unitary common good.

At best, these pronouncements support demo cratic learning in terms of the 
Chinese unitary model, but even that judgment is questionable. One could 
argue that these lessons fall short of any truly demo cratic conception, lacking 
as they do any robust depiction of downward accountability. These views are 
too unitary for the competitive elitist model, too elitist for the republican 
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unitary model, and too unitary and elitist for the liberal demo cratic model. 
They appear, in all, to be pseudodemo cratic.

A more liberal understanding. In contrast to these public assertions, Chiang 
on other occasions expanded on this understanding of selfl ess leaders govern-
ing in accordance with the common good in ways that go beyond the Chinese 
unitary model and pseudodemocracy. In these comments, he provides criteria 
by which leaders are to be mea sured in terms of the concrete, demo cratic ac-
complishments they are expected to attain. These include creating “the foun-
dation of a demo cratic and constitutional government” as well as encouraging 
the creation of “a sound, prosperous and equalitarian economic system.” He 
further holds that leaders are to abide by norms that accord well with liberal 
democracy. These include “respect for the people’s judgment in ascertaining 
right and wrong in keeping with normality and rationality.” This criterion, 
despite its qualifi cation by the fi nal clause, shifts the burden of judgment from 
leaders back to ordinary citizens, who are actively to use their judgment to 
hold offi  cials to account.64

The norms that are to form the basis of that judgment include those of 
“legality.” Chiang alludes to two norms important to democracy in this re-
spect. First, he holds that “everyone should strictly abide by the laws and re-
spect the rule of law.” Because he is speaking  here of government offi  cials 
and leaders, he is arguing that those groups are under the rule of law, not 
above it. This position echoes earlier assertions on the part of Chiang Kai- 
shek that also indicated a liberalization of the latter’s views and a basic recog-
nition that laws and constitutional norms, not offi  cials, are supreme. Thus he 
embraces  here the rule of law, not merely rule through law. Second, Chiang 
Ching- kuo asserts that “our goal is to see that everyone is equal before the 
law and to respect his legal rights and interests.”  65 This statement not only 
conceptually levels the fi eld in terms of power between leaders and ordinary 
citizens but would provide citizens a vocabulary for demanding the construc-
tion of a legal foundation legitimizing challenges to the government over its 
strategic goals and policy decisions, a foundation that would allow citizens to 
control government rather than being subject to attempts to formulate a con-
sensus from above. This formulation also recognizes the centrality of equal 
citizenship as the basis for demo cratic government.

In sum, we are again presented with materials that are mixed in their po-
tential to contribute to demo cratic learning. Most of these materials privilege 
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leaders and government powers too emphatically to impart to citizens impor-
tant lessons regarding requirements for strong systems of accountability and 
the need for citizens actively to participate in accountability pro cesses. It is 
not accountability but consultation and communication that are called for. 
Many comments that do provide for accountability point upward or sideways 
rather than downward to citizens. Given that Chiang orchestrated a crackdown 
on dissent and began articulating the position that discussions must take place 
within the confi nes of a government- sanctioned agenda in the years following 
some of his more liberal remarks, these comments take on added weight. At 
best they serve to train citizens in the strictures of a Chinese unitary democ-
racy. However, it is also important to note that by alluding to additional fea-
tures, particularly by discussing the importance of public offi  cials being under 
the rule of law and referring to equal citizenship, Chiang did provide a vocab-
ulary useful to some aspects of more liberal demo cratic learning.

Constitutional and Administrative Machinery

Like Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo emphasized the importance of the 
ROC’s constitution. Like Kai- shek, Ching- kuo did not dwell at length on the 
importance of procedures. But he did put more emphasis on rights, the rule of 
law, and equality before the law than did his pre de ces sors.

In his public discussions, Chiang depicted the constitution as an important, 
if not the key legitimator of the ROC. He emphasized on these occasions his 
understanding that the people of the ROC had accepted the constitution, as it 
“is the consensus of all the people,” and he held that the government had been 
faithful to that document’s demo cratic “principles” and “spirit.”  66 This position 
implies that if the constitution did not represent such a consensus, it would 
be inapplicable, and that should the government stray from it (if we assume 
the constitution does represent such a consensus), then the government would 
be illegitimate. Chiang at least gestures to the concept of consent  here.

Chiang was careful to portray the constitution as both demo cratic and 
Chinese, praising it as the correct blend of po liti cal principles and respect for 
tradition. In mixing his description of the constitution as demo cratic in form 
with references to Chinese culture, he continued with the assertions he made 
elsewhere that democracy was good, that the type of democracy practiced in 
the ROC was congruent with Chinese culture, and that the realization of a 
Chinese brand of democracy was therefore desirable.67 He once described the 
constitution as “the trea sured book of nation- ruling through which Dr. Sun 
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Yat- sen’s teaching is implemented, Chinese culture is carried on and national 
virtues are enhanced.” It is also, he argues, “the symbol of democracy, free-
dom and justice.” 68

As the expression of Chinese democracy, what does the constitution do po-
liti cally? In Chiang’s argument, a constitution is a plan or rulebook necessary 
for democracy. Democracy is not merely the untrammeled expression of the 
people’s will in policies and practices. It is the expression of the people’s will as 
fi ltered through that permanent plan for distributing power and responsibility 
within government and between the government and ordinary citizens. Thus 
for Chiang the constitution provides several goods necessary for stability 
and democracy that the ROC by the late 1970s had not yet fully obtained. 
These included provisions that “enlarge po liti cal participation, safeguard 
freedom and human rights and assure that democracy and freedom are based 
on the will of all the people and can be advanced in accordance with moral 
rationality, dignity of the law, common harmony and sincere solidarity.” 69 He 
further held that the constitution is “the fundamental law consolidating the 
nation, protecting the rights of the people, ensuring social stability, and pro-
moting the people’s welfare,” as well the framework for a government whose 
main task was “strictly enforcing the rule of law.” 70

Chiang references several features of a substantive demo cratic regime  here. 
The constitution provides the state with a fundamental law that must be 
obeyed. Rule by decree is not legitimate, nor are any actions or laws that do 
not accord with that law. The constitution as fundamental law also contains 
an authoritative description of citizens’ rights that cannot legitimately be ab-
rogated. The constitution provides stability. Democracy is not an unregulated 
market of ideas, policies, and preferences. It is a stable regime that works on 
the basis of consensus on rules rather than ad hoc arrangements. Finally, the 
constitution institutionalizes par tic u lar goals, namely, those that are outlined 
in the San Mín Chu Yì. This marks Taiwan’s democracy as a Chinese product.

Chiang expands on the topic of constitutional rights both to contrast the 
ROC with the PRC and to expound his understanding of the limits on the 
rights the constitution confers. In so doing, he legitimates a vocabulary of rights 
as both rooted in the constitution and defi nitive of the ROC itself. But he also 
weakens that vocabulary by interpreting fl exibly the powers of the govern-
ment over the rights people may exercise in pursuit of po liti cal goals. The 
constitution may secure po liti cal rights of all kinds and particularly a right of 
expression in that vocabulary, but the government may also, in his view, 
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rightfully exclude par tic u lar beliefs and activities. Constitutional guarantees 
of par tic u lar rights in these pronouncements are not only conditional rather 
than absolute or expansive; they are, from the viewpoint of a liberal respect 
for individual freedoms, excessively limited. Thus for Chiang if “respect for 
human rights is a moral principle this government fully supports, and an im-
portant aspect of our anti- Communist struggle,” that respect is not applicable 
to those who are “working for the Communists against our anti- Communist 
policy of safeguarding human rights and people’s freedom.” 71 As he empha-
sized in 1980, while the constitution provides for individual rights, “the exer-
cise of civil rights cannot deviate from the course prescribed by law and can-
not step outside the bounds of the rule of law” as interpreted by the government 
in its understanding of the needs and interests of the nation.72 Again, as in 
Chiang Kai- shek’s discussion of constitutional rights, there is no reference to 
specifi c principles or decision rules that would allow for the neutral enforce-
ment of these strictures. The concept of rights as completely subordinate to 
any laws the government passes is both illiberal and highly formalistic.

This ambivalent attitude toward the security of rights within the constitu-
tion extends more generally to the changes in the constitution wrought by the 
“Temporary Provisions Eff ective during the Period of Communist Rebellion.” 
Even though these mea sures gave the government sweeping powers over citi-
zens and did much to consolidate the power of the presidency, Chiang argues 
that they  were not as harsh as outsiders perceive. He apologizes for them but 
does not paint them as inimical to democracy, or even to a democracy that 
promotes individual freedom. “In the face of the Chinese Communist threat,” 
he argues,

this mea sure is unavoidable. But its application is very limited in scope. Instead 
of impeding the people’s freedoms and well- being, and disrupting social stabil-
ity and prosperity, the “state of serious alert” has actually safeguarded all these. 
Therefore, the “state of serious alert” is a far cry from the military control envi-
sioned by Westerners in a martial law situation.73

While Chiang is at pains to argue that the eff ects of the “Temporary Provi-
sions” are much milder than portrayed, he is also arguing that the abrogation 
of constitutional rights is a defensible action. He is by no means advocating 
constitutional absolutism or posing as a strong civil libertarian in arguing 
that such infringements on rights, structures, and procedures do not threaten 
freedom. His argument on this topic slides close to a manipulation of a con-



Chiang Ching-kuo  157

stitutional and demo cratic vocabulary and therefore to a weakening of that 
vocabulary as material for demo cratic learning.

In contrast, at other times Chiang’s emphasis on the rule of law and equal-
ity before the law contributes positively to the vocabulary of democracy he 
provided. Beginning when he was premier in the late 1960s, his references to 
the rule of law are often couched in terms of the necessity of ordinary citizens 
obeying the law, but they also point to the need for government offi  cials to 
operate within the boundaries of law. He argues that “to abide by the rule of 
law means that our fundamental principles, system and specifi c policies must 
be consistent with the provisions of the Constitution. This is what we mean by 
constitutional rule.” 74 This implies that commitments to abide by those provi-
sions must be permanent rather than contingent and that government offi  cials 
can be held to account at any time for their failure to abide by laws or to grant 
equality before the law. Crucial as well to these discussions is Chiang’s accom-
panying ac know ledg ment that equality before the law is likewise important.75 
This ac know ledg ment, contrary to his other discussions of the role of leaders, 
points to an equalization of power between offi  cials and citizens in terms of 
equal citizenship such that offi  cials do not dictate to citizens the terms of their 
po liti cal existence.76 For Chiang, the rule of law importantly means that “ev-
eryone is free within the bounds of the law.” 77 In these arguments, the rule of 
law, the concept of equality before the law, and negative freedoms are linked 
with democracy and with the constitution. This linkage expands Chiang’s lan-
guage of democracy in ways important for liberal demo cratic learning. First, it 
moves his discussion away from the notion that democracy is the attempt to 
harmonize public policy with the government’s understanding of the state’s 
interests and thus away from the “consensus from above” description that 
draws, at best, on the republican unitary and Chinese unitary models. Second, 
it provides a sense of permanence and necessity to privileging the rule of law, 
equality before the law, and negative freedoms. If all of these are intrinsic to 
a demo cratic constitution, they are not merely ephemeral policies. Third, in 
speaking of people as being free “within the bounds of the law” and thus en-
joying negative liberties, he points to citizens living without the possibility of 
government dictating their movements and actions through mobilizational 
techniques.

Like much of the material discussed above, Chiang’s discussions of con-
stitutionalism contribute unevenly to demo cratic learning. His insistence on 
defi ning rights by government fi at and excluding from protection par tic u lar 
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subjects of speech and expression are destructive to lessons in liberal democ-
racy and come close to teaching nondemo cratic lessons. If the government 
can control the ways in which the demos considers po liti cal aff airs, then the 
lesson is that it is the government, not the demos, that is ultimately in charge. 
These problems are balanced by Chiang’s support for the important concepts 
of the rule of law and equality before the law, as well as his other discussions of 
the central place of rights and freedoms in a demo cratic constitution. These 
discussions do reinforce important aspects of demo cratic learning.

Elections

As we have seen, Chiang contributed a number of ideas to a demo cratic 
vocabulary that envisions the constitution as serving to check government. 
There seems to be a role for the demos in this conception. Add to those refer-
ences the powers of initiative, recall, and referendum embedded in the ROC’s 
constitution that he supported, and one would expect that Chiang would pro-
vide a rich source of demo cratic and liberal demo cratic material in this area. 
His contributions, however, are limited. While they follow the same bifurca-
tion between elements that are found in the republican unitary and Chinese 
unitary models as well as the liberal demo cratic model, Chiang Ching- kuo’s 
contributions  here tend not to be liberal. Though he argues consistently that 
elections are an important part of democracy, he describes elections and par-
ticipants in elections inconsistently.

Chiang was most vocal about the goodness of elections during the 1970s 
and early 1980s. As premier, he argued forcefully that elections are an essen-
tial aspect of democracy and self- government. Therefore, the number and 
types of elections must be expanded.78 In 1980, after the turmoil of 1979 and 
the postponement of scheduled elections,79 Chiang further reinforced the 
view that elections are important. In these remarks he argues that “elections 
provide a yardstick for democracy” and that “voting is a civil right and also an 
obligation.” 80

Yet his description of the role of elections within a democracy is sometimes 
at odds with a demo cratic conception. In both the aforementioned discussion 
and in an earlier address to the National Assembly, he describes the purpose 
of elections as the identifi cation of “wise and able people to serve the country.” 
While perhaps unexceptional by themselves, these pronouncements take on 
importance when considered in the context of other remarks. First, in empha-
sizing wisdom and ser vice rather than repre sen ta tion, this description fi ts 
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with the understanding of a single, objectively identifi able common good, a 
single general will identifi ed by the government, and the republican unitary 
and Chinese unitary models of democracy. Second, Chiang often portrayed 
elections as exercises not of accountability and choice but of mobilization. 
Elections, he argues in 1979, are held “to assure solidarity and harmony.” They 
are not vehicles for par tic u lar groups or for the expression of par tic u lar inter-
ests. Third, other remarks make clear that Chiang almost exclusively identi-
fi ed wisdom and ability with the existing government and with membership 
in the KMT. He argues that an important reason for holding elections is to le-
gitimize government by “lay[ing] the foundation for the government’s perma-
nent success and enduring stability.” 81 In other words, elections are held for 
the con ve nience of, and to increase the utility of, the government, not to give 
people a say in po liti cal aff airs, hold offi  cials accountable, or test and submit 
alternative governing parties and their platforms to citizens. He fully expects 
the KMT to win and depicts elections as tools for legitimizing its inevitable 
rule. This is not a demo cratic argument, as it undercuts elections as tools for 
downward accountability.

Given this understanding of the role and nature of elections, Chiang felt 
able in 1986, before his decision to acknowledge the existence of the DPP, to 
argue that there was no problem in the ROC with elections. They have already 
been held and they are free:

Po liti cally, we have remained a fi rm member of the demo cratic community, 
and regularly held fair, open, and impartial elections at diff erent levels to 
facilitate the smooth operation of a constitutional democracy and assure our 
great goal of “the people with sovereignty, the government with ability.” This 
is surely the foundation of our country’s unity and stability.82

Here he argues that the ROC’s elections are completely open, free, and demo-
cratic despite limitations on speech and on the or ga ni za tion of parties and that 
elections serve a functional role that benefi ts the government rather than pro-
viding repre sen ta tion to citizens. Indeed, he  here replicates Sun’s understand-
ing of democracy as incorporating pop u lar sovereignty with offi  ceholding by 
experts.

Even given this argument that the ROC had held free elections and was 
therefore a democracy, Chiang earlier had no trouble in providing reasons for 
postponing elections or avoiding an expansion of the scope of elections to the 
Legislative Yuan. In the fi rst instance, he argued that in the wake of the nor-
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malization agreement between the United States and the PRC in 1979, elec-
tions would create a situation in which “many diff erences of opinion aired.” 
This would create instability that the government “could not control.” 83  Here 
elections are deemed less important than a perceived threat to stability. In-
deed, elections themselves are seen as inherently destabilizing because they 
potentially bring to the surface diff erent understandings of interest, the com-
mon good, and the general will. In the second instance, Chiang argued in 1983 
that the ongoing state of tension with the PRC created special circumstances 
that, along with the need to protect the constitution, served as his excuse not to 
expand the scope of elections. Yet even given this decision, he argues that the 
“legitimacy” of the country possessing a “multi- party, demo cratic constitution 
for all the people” was not at all in question.84

Here we see profound ambivalence in Chiang’s contributions to Taiwan’s 
understanding of elections. His generally approving attitude toward them and 
his linkage of them to democracy as an abstract concept are useful materials 
for demo cratic learning. Democracy implies the existence of elections. Yet 
the way he describes elections, the functions he assigns to them, his concern 
with the fact that they would reveal pluralism, and his willingness to cancel 
or postpone them is not helpful to building a demo cratic heritage. He does 
not portray them as the means by which the government is held accountable. 
Nor does he concede that open and free elections serve as the means by 
which people may be rotated into and out of offi  ce or rival policy options be 
put before the electorate. Collectively, these descriptions paint elections 
as tools of state offi  cials, to be held or not held according to their schedule and 
judgments. These descriptions, at best, provide training in republican unitary 
and Chinese unitary democracy; at worst, they again gesture toward 
pseudodemocracy.

Chiang Ching- kuo’s Contributions to Demo cratic Learning
Chiang Ching- kuo continued and expanded upon Chiang Kai- shek’s justifi ca-

tion for democracy based on reverence for founding fi gures. In his dependence 
on such justifi cations, he spent less time rooting democracy in human nature 
and natural law. This approach creates rhetorically and culturally powerful jus-
tifi cations that are, nonetheless, philosophically weak and temporally confi ned. 
So long as the populace continues to accept the proposition that Sun and Chi-
ang Kai- shek are important fi gures to be emulated, this proposition works. But 
it works through problematic invocations of authority and tradition.
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Chiang is ambivalent with regard to the type of democracy he advocates. 
At times he recapitulates many elements of the republican and Chinese unitary 
models. At other times, he emphasizes many facets of the liberal demo cratic 
model. At still others, he falls short of demo cratic concepts in his discussions 
of democracy. This ambivalence is expressed not in attempts to meld or oth-
erwise join those models but in confl icting comments made at diff erent 
times. This characteristic is probably the result of tactical needs of the mo-
ment and the infl uence of various aides on this thought. His lack of consis-
tency can lead to confusion, particularly with regard to his conception of plu-
ralism. While he generally holds that pluralism is natural, he provides varying 
assessments of its desirability. At times it is the result of indiscipline. At other 
times it is an unfortunate but remediable condition. At still others it is a result 
of diff ering understandings and interests that should be accepted instead of 
treated as a disease of the body politic. Which is the case? What is the govern-
ment’s attitude toward policy diff erences? May they be legally expressed? Does 
the government take them seriously? Is democracy compatible with diff erent 
understandings and views or must they be subordinated and eliminated, as Sun 
and Chiang Kai- shek would hold? Are diff erences one reason for holding elec-
tions, or do diff erences make elections too dangerous? Citizens never know 
what is allowable and what is not. Ultimately, therefore, this problem weakens 
the emphasis on constitutionalism and the rule of law that Chiang Ching- kuo 
also champions.

On the  whole, Chiang Ching- kuo’s discussions of democracy focus less on 
unity and general will and more on recognition of the reality and legitimacy 
of pluralism than did his pre de ces sors. His discussions of pluralism, uneven 
and only hesitantly related to multiple parties and competitive elections in 
his rhetoric as they may be, are his most important contribution to the discus-
sion of Chinese democracy. As we shall see, his attempt to meld pluralism 
with a unitary understanding through a “consensus from above” approach 
may have anticipated parallel conceptions on the mainland. Otherwise, 
though he did less to justify democracy philosophically than did his father, he 
did do more to introduce par tic u lar liberal demo cratic conceptions into the 
ROC’s po liti cal dialogue even if those contributions  were sometimes weak-
ened or off set by contradictory statements.

This invocation of diff erent conceptions also carries implications for under-
standing these conversations in the context of the Chinese community. In 
one sense, Chiang expands the breadth of that discussion, moving as he does 
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from rather empty gestures toward democracy through traditional and unitary 
conceptions and on to liberal conceptions. Even as he moved, however un-
evenly and hesitantly, to incorporate more aspects of the liberal demo cratic 
model into his discussions of democracy and ultimately embraced that model 
before his death, Chiang Ching- kuo furthered and deepened his father’s at-
tempt to root democracy in Chinese culture and traditions. This association 
of more liberal aspects with a greater identifi cation of democracy with China 
and assertions that the San Mín Chu Yì outline a Chinese understanding of 
democracy is surprising, given that in other hands an emphasis on Chinese 
and Asian characteristics generally leads the discussion away from the liberal 
model on the grounds that the latter is an essentially Western understanding 
of democracy. One could argue that Chiang’s diff erent approach to this ques-
tion was important to the liberal demo cratic transition on Taiwan and perhaps 
something similar must happen on the mainland for a parallel transition to 
occur there.



Chapter Five

Taiwanese and Mainland Chinese 
Demo cratic Thought
The Implications for Taiwan’s and Mainland China’s Politics

Dr. Sun Yat- sen’s dream for a constitutional democracy was not realized on 
the Chinese mainland, but today it has taken root, blossomed and borne 
fruit in Taiwan.

A s we have seen, Sun and the two Chiangs discussed democracy exten-
sively, if unevenly and not necessarily always in a liberal fashion. To think 

about the broader impact and place of these discussions, we look to current 
understandings of democracy in the larger Chinese community. To do so, we 
fi rst explore how they relate to po liti cal elites’ understanding of democracy in 
Taiwan today. Second, we situate them in the larger history of Chinese discus-
sions of democracy, including discussions currently ongoing on the Chinese 
mainland.

Conceptions of Democracy in Contemporary Taiwan
What impact did these discussions have on Taiwan’s current understandings 

of democracy? While the question is complex and any analysis incomplete, we 
approach it in three ways. First, we examine the conceptualizations of democ-
racy held by members of the two major parties. Second, we explore the contem-
porary privileging of consensus in Taiwan’s po liti cal community as evidence of 
infl uence of the unitary models of democracy Sun and the two Chiangs em-
ployed. Third, we look for the infl uence of these discussions on justifi cations 
for some recent electoral changes in Taiwan.

Current Understandings of Democracy in Taiwan
I had the opportunity during a trip to Taipei in the spring of 2008 to inter-

view a variety of elites regarding their views of Taiwan’s democracy and to 
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attend several events at which democracy was discussed. I also gathered cam-
paign and other literature from the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections to 
create contemporary benchmarks against which to compare the previous 
conceptions of democracy under study  here.

I found a number of interesting parallels and continuities as well as diff er-
ences with those conceptions in the course of this investigation. This fi nding 
could very well represent the continued infl uence of those previous concep-
tions and discussions. Prior conceptions, unsurprisingly, are most credible in 
the eyes of KMT elites, though there are echoes in the discussions of people 
affi  liated with the DPP. These similarities point to the role of those discussions 
in reinforcing par tic u lar attitudes toward democracy that have developed from 
a variety of sources in the thinking of Taiwanese po liti cal elites.

Views of the Origins and Nature of Taiwan’s Democracy

Contemporary justifi cations of democracy on Taiwan sometimes follow the 
content of prior discussions. In general, people take for granted democracy as 
the modern form of government and the means by which modernity is attained, 

The closing ceremony of a conference, held on July 5, 1990 (President Lee Teng- hui, 
with portrait of Sun Yat- sen in the background). Courtesy of Ministry of Foreign 
Aff airs, Republic of China (Taiwan)
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thereby replicating Sun’s contextual and pragmatic jiùwáng justifi cations.1 
Occasionally, democracy is linked with human nature. In one recent speech, 
for example, DPP chairperson Su Tseng- chang ( ) reiterated Chiang Kai- 
shek’s connection between the incompatibility of human nature with the 
characteristics of the PRC’s government and further gestured towards the 
compatibility of that nature with democracy.2 In addition, some KMT elites 
accept the mínben rooting of democracy in Chinese history. For example, in 
conversations with me several KMT members referred both to historical 
examples of dynasties toppled by pop u lar unrest and to the teachings of Con-
fucius and Mencius as illustrations of the existence of demo cratic concepts in 
Chinese culture, illustrations that are strongly reminiscent of the under-
standings of Sun and Chinese mínben democracy theorists in general. These 
KMT members discarded the proposition that democracy is essentially West-
ern or that its presence on Taiwan is due mainly to Western infl uences and 
accepted democracy on the grounds that it is a concept located in traditional 
Chinese culture.

DPP leaders, in contrast, tend to argue that Taiwan’s democracy is not 
rooted in Chinese culture. Many reject the mínben argument that democracy 
is something familiar to the Chinese and argue that democracy is predomi-
nantly a Western concept. They trace Taiwan’s understanding of democracy 
to Western infl uences, either directly from the United States and Eu rope or in-
directly through Japan, and are optimistic that Taiwan can deepen its democ-
racy by drawing upon the practices of established democracies. These leaders, 
however, do not necessarily point to Chinese culture as fundamentally prob-
lematic for Taiwan’s demo cratic future. Some I spoke with did reference the 
authoritarianism that was the hallmark of classical Chinese government and 
the fact that ordinary citizens in China did not historically participate mean-
ingfully in politics at the national level as obstacles to be overcome. But they 
also generally rejected the proposition that a lack of strong demo cratic roots 
in Chinese culture represents an insuperable problem. The assumption is 
that although democracy is a po liti cal concept that has been imported into 
Taiwan, it is a universally desired form of government that can fl ourish any-
where given time, patience, and the commitment of demo cratic activists to 
see demo cratization through.

Despite these diff erences, many (though not all) KMT and DPP partisans 
tend to agree on the main outlines of a defi nition of democracy, at least in the 
current circumstances. Both hold that Taiwan’s democracy is of the indirect 
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and possibly elitist variety, entailing the election of leaders who then make 
policy decisions. Leaders are held accountable for their failures— voted out of 
offi  ce by the public if voters are not satisfi ed, reelected if the populace is satis-
fi ed. Ordinary citizens in this conception are generally viewed as exercising 
choice based on the selection of leaders rather than of policies and in general 
are not expected to understand policies or the policy- making pro cess in depth.

KMT elites tend to adopt this position not out of any pragmatic understand-
ing of the impossibility of engaging in direct democracy given the large size 
of contemporary nations but rather out of a lingering belief, traceable to Sun’s 
emphasis on the division of sovereignty from administration, that ordinary 
people are not intellectually ready to engage deeply in the nuts and bolts of 
policy making. One in par tic u lar argued that a truly grassroots democracy 
was still hundreds of years away because such demo cratic practice requires a 
much higher level of education on the part of ordinary people than now exists. 
But in the meantime, the existing model of electing people who then make 
key policy decisions is a workable and adequate model of democracy in his 
view.

There is an analogous conception of democracy in the DPP camp, but it ap-
pears less indebted to traditional po liti cal philosophy than to modern sociology. 
This view holds that ordinary people, while capable of po liti cal understanding, 
do not think very deeply about policies because they have other things that 
occupy their time and energies. The DPP offi  cially argues that ordinary people 
should be involved in some decision making through the referenda pro cess 
(a legacy of Sun, though other infl uences may also be in play), and its leaders 
generally have argued when in power that “the government’s administrative 
mea sures and policies are formulated based on public opinion.”3 But the DPP 
position interprets that dictum loosely and accepts the notion that ordinary 
people are by themselves not always inclined to engage in the po liti cal pro cess 
and must therefore be mobilized by parties and their leadership.

Thus both the KMT and DPP elites I spoke with agree in descriptions of con-
temporary practice that locate Taiwan’s democracy as a combination of unitary, 
competitive elitist, and liberal demo cratic models. That is, the outline they 
provide combines Sun’s understanding of democracy with a recognition of 
pluralism, multiparty elections, a raft of individual rights and freedoms, and 
procedural justice. Citizens vote for leaders who run as heads of diff erent par-
ties; elected offi  cials are then expected to formulate policies that will protect 
and further the interests of Taiwan taken as a  whole, follow a general consen-
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sus on policies, and operate within a constitutional system of protected rights.4 
In this view, leaders generally agree that Taiwan now meets the criteria for 
being a democracy, though its demo cratic practice still has room to deepen. 
Regarding this latter point, the KMT supporters I spoke with agreed with the 
DPP that not much has been done in terms of developing a sense of demo-
cratic responsibility since the transition in the early 1990s. While they tend 
to see Taiwan’s democracy as institutionally and procedurally mature, they 
share a sense of frustration in their perception that Taiwanese politics on 
both the elite and pop u lar levels has not risen above the exploration of scan-
dals, the elevation of minor events into major issues, the use of cynical po liti-
cal tactics, and a superfi cial politics of celebrity. In this assessment both sides 
share, to a degree, views consistent with the republican unitary and Chinese 
unitary democracy models, as well as some critiques of liberal democracy 
that we shall later encounter in discussions of democracy on the Chinese 
mainland.

Understandings of Elections and Accountability

An important diff erence between the two parties’ practical understanding 
of politics is their expectations of citizens when choosing leaders. This diff er-
ence feeds their diff ering criticisms of contemporary politics in Taiwan. While 
both accept the current liberal and pluralist structure of the state, including 
a multiparty system, the KMT and DPP see the purpose of elections and the 
way in which people should hold leaders accountable in somewhat diff erent 
ways. The DPP members I spoke with believe that issues should play the pre-
dominant role in elections. Voters should choose leaders on the basis of their 
positions or rec ords on issues, even if ordinary citizens should not always 
participate in choosing policies. In this view, citizens must hold leaders ac-
countable for what they do in offi  ce through a clear understanding of what is 
happening on and to Taiwan. Many in the DPP believe that leaders are not 
being held to account in part because of media’s irresponsible attitude toward 
politics and the population’s parallel quest for entertainment. Refl ecting a 
deep belief that ordinary people ought to have the opportunity to participate 
meaningfully in the policy realm, one person identifi ed with the DPP with 
whom I spoke even deplored the fact that, in his perception, his own party 
tended to avoid policy debates and discussions of issues. Such debates and 
discussions, it appears, are important to his conception of the pro cess by 
which ordinary people should judge and select the leaders who formulate 
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policies.5 This position probably refl ects a more deliberative form of demo-
cratic participation than Sun or Chiang Kai- shek advocated.

Others in the DPP more generally blame the KMT for the current reluctance 
to discuss issues and the preference for focusing superfi cially on candidates’ 
personalities and biographies. These developments, they argue, are a legacy of 
the KMT’s previous authoritarian rule. Under that rule, the argument goes, the 
only safe way of evaluating candidates was through a focus on personal details, 
because criticism of government policy could bring harsh government sanc-
tions. This history of denying po liti cal freedoms, particularly freedom to engage 
in policy discussions, has had a lingering eff ect, making the population hesi-
tant to talk about issues for fear that a KMT government would even now pun-
ish them for taking the wrong position.

Many DPP elites also identify as problematic a lack of pop u lar mobilization 
in po liti cal aff airs. These elites, in a perhaps unwitting echo of Sun, see pop u-
lar participation channeled solely through representative democracy as inad-
equate. What they want is a continuation of the po liti cal mobilization that 
marked the demo cratization pro cess.6 For example, the DPP’s international 
press conference before the 2008 election featured the video “March against the 
Wind,” which consisted of scenes of mobilization (particularly young people 
marching and walking) as well as invocations of par tic u lar events and entities 
important to the DPP— the 2/28 Memorial, Formosa Magazine, and protests that 
took place after the founding of the DPP. In doing so, the video conceptualized 
democracy as importantly implicating direct citizen involvement in politics, 
usually by working informally outside of institutions.7 While the DPP may 
have found this conception elsewhere than in KMT doctrine (in the American 
civil rights movement, the New Left, or the People Power movement in the 
Philippines, for example), it is also plausible to conjecture that the predisposi-
tion to adopt those views stems from exposure to Sun’s writings, which  were 
ubiquitous in both the po liti cal and educational arenas. The parallels between 
the positions are too close to be coincidental, even given the presence of alter-
native sources of infl uence.

In contrast, the KMT elites with whom I spoke appeared more comfortable 
with encouraging voters to focus on candidates’ character and life history 
and expressed unease with mobilization. To evaluate candidates based on 
their ethics and morals, they argue, is an acceptable way for people to choose 
and hold public offi  cials accountable. This outlook was evident during the 
2012 presidential campaign when Ma Ying- jeou continually questioned the 
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ethical conduct of his DPP opponent and the DPP’s overall commitment to 
ethics. His general stance emphasized ethical scrutiny as an important way 
of determining a candidate’s fi tness for offi  ce.8 Like the DPP camp, KMT 
elites attribute some of the shortcomings of Taiwan’s po liti cal system, includ-
ing the fact that people are not engaging seriously in the ethical scrutiny of 
candidates, in part to the sensationalist press and the quest for entertain-
ment. But they also blame the DPP’s mobilizational focus, or what they term 
its “street mentality.” They argue that the DPP prefers to take politics out of 
normal channels and institutions, stir up the population, and place pop u lar 
pressure on po liti cal leaders to adopt the positions the DPP elites favor. The 
DPP does this, KMT elites argue, not through reasoned argument, but by lu-
rid appeals to emotion, such as linking policy positions to the threat from the 
mainland or by recasting current events in the context of the past. Such prac-
tices, they argue, serve to debase politics and divert citizens from serious con-
sideration of candidates’ qualifi cations and character, and thus they see the 
DPP’s focus on policies and issues as divisive, destabilizing, and an obstacle to 
good governance.  Here we see a continuation of one conception of accountabil-
ity that was central to Chiang Kai- shek’s discussion of democracy coupled, 
ironically, with a repudiation of Sun’s mobilizational emphasis.

To summarize, where the DPP tends to see the shallowness of pop u lar en-
gagement with politics largely in terms of an illiberal and antidemo cratic KMT 
history, KMT elites see it as a product of elite manipulation of divisive issues 
that fractures the public and leads it to focus on superfi cial qualities and emo-
tional response. Both groups of elites deplore what they consider the failure of 
citizens to discharge their responsibility to hold government to account, but 
the KMT appears to follow in part Chiang Kai- shek’s conception of a system of 
demo cratic accountability based on ethical evaluations of leaders rather than 
policy positions. The DPP, in contrast, expects the populace to focus solely on 
how leaders deal with issues of interest, a position that appears both to repudi-
ate the elitist division of people and to encroach upon the strict division be-
tween sovereignty and administration that Sun championed.

Consensus and Majoritarianism in Taiwan’s 
Demo cratic Landscape
Emphases on Consensus
As we have seen, Sun and the two Chiangs each emphasized, to varying 

degrees, the importance of a united demos. Sun argued that democracy is the 
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form by which a united people solves large problems. Chiang Kai- shek spoke 
of the need for a united polity disciplined through the use of traditional Chi-
nese ethics. Chiang Ching- kuo often alluded to a consensus that owes its exis-
tence to po liti cal orchestration. Such positions appear to align with the Chi-
nese unitary model of democracy and, at times, the broader republican unitary 
model, both of which understand government as implementing a general will 
and furthering a general good with regard to public goals and issue positions.

We fi nd a continuation of related discussions in contemporary Taiwanese 
politics, the diff erence being that these conversations often assume more plu-
ralism than Sun or Chiang Kai- shek recognized and a consensus or general 
will that is more prescriptive in terms of policy than Sun’s discussion of sov-
ereignty assumes. Any survey of po liti cal argument in Taiwan would fi nd that 
an important part of the conception of democracy that is continually refer-
enced is the premise that po liti cal activity entails the attempt to fi nd or forge 
consensus. While po liti cal fi gures, members of the media, and ordinary citizens 
now explicitly embrace the legitimacy of multiple parties and diff erent policy 
positions, they appear uncomfortable with confl ict.9 Therefore, the ac cep tance 
of multiple parties is tempered by a demand, honored more in the breach than 
in practice, that leaders cooperate, that agreement be the aim of all politicians 
despite the existence of diff erences and pluralism, and that the best situation 
is when agreement extends throughout society.

This orientation was recapitulated in the spring of 2008 in Ma Ying- jeou’s 
inauguration speech alongside references to pluralism and competition: 
“We will endeavor to create an environment that is humane, rational and 
pluralistic— one that fosters po liti cal reconciliation and coexistence. We will 
promote harmony among sub- ethnic groups and between the old and new 
immigrants.” Both major parties engage in this type of rhetoric. Invocations 
of this type have in common not only the tropes of consensus, reconciliation, 
and harmony but also the “harder” analogs of the people’s will ( ). 
The latter can be found in this defense of the Chen Shui- bian ( ) admin-
istration’s 2004 referendum condemning China’s missiles:

A referendum allows for the proper expression of the will of the people. . . .  
The referendum will also serve to galvanize the will of the people. . . .  Through 
the referendum, we may reconcile divergent views and forge a consensus in 
order to demonstrate the will and resolve of the people of Taiwan to strengthen 
national defense and pursue peace.10
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This defense is based on an earlier press conference in which Chen argued 
that it was his constitutional duty to hold the referendum in order to “establish 
a consensus” (  . . .  ), “consolidate the will of the people” ( ), 
and “voice the collective will” of the people of Taiwan (

).11 Note that while the fi rst quotation speaks of the need to “reconcile” 
views, there really is no room in either discussion for dissent. There is either a 
preexisting will that is expressed or a consensus to be created by means of the 
referendum. Consensus is not an accommodation to opponents or critics. It is 
a show of strength and unity, a mobilization of the population that in ostensi-
bly reaching agreement marginalizes opponents of the government’s policies.12 
This stance, aside from its focus on par tic u lar policy positions, echoes argu-
ments that both Chiangs used and is in accordance with the understanding 
Sun espoused.

These examples are not isolated; they are continually and broadly replicated 
in media reports, editorials, and the speeches of po liti cal elites. We fi nd 
variants of the themes of consensus ( ), reconciliation ( ), and har-
mony ( ) invoked in a wide variety of po liti cal contexts, from arguments 
over casinos and considerations of economic policy to discussions of the place-
ment of constitutional amendments on the ballot and issues regarding cross- 
strait relations.13 One would expect that with the growing appreciation of 
pluralism, much more would be made of the need to recognize diff erences, 
respect minorities, and abide by the preferences of majorities that fall short of 
broad agreement. Yet that is not generally the case. Consensus and unity con-
tinue to be part of a generally accepted, po liti cally correct vocabulary.14 So 
while for the most part elites from both parties with whom I spoke conceded 
that there is considerable pluralism in Taiwan’s politics, their appreciation 
of the durability and variance of such diff erences is often not strong. They do 
note that there are large diff erences in terms of attitudes toward economic 
policies, mainland China, Taiwan’s relationship with mainland China, and 
constitutional issues. They also acknowledge that such diff erences are often 
rooted in characteristics that make Taiwan’s population diverse. They recog-
nize the existence and importance of diff erent economic and other interests, 
variations in educational levels, and the multiethnic makeup of the population. 
Yet almost every po liti cal fi gure speaks of the need to fi nd or construct, re-
spect, and act on consensus. Some do so because they take diff erences as 
either artifi cial in origin or as having been given an artifi cial importance.15 
Such understandings may in part account for the intolerance others have 
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noted among the population for diff ering po liti cal positions.16 But even when 
po liti cal leaders do not see diff erences as artifi cially created, they still seek 
out consensus as the right approach to demo cratic po liti cal activity. So, for 
example, for party spokesperson Hsiao Bi- khim ( ), whose DPP empha-
sizes the importance of pluralism in Taiwan’s electorate, elections are still the 
means by which consensus is translated into policy.17

Given this simultaneous recognition of pluralism and insistence on con-
sensus, democracy is not conceived of as merely the rule of majorities, with 
elections giving a po liti cal party the power to put its own carefully diff erenti-
ated policy proposals into practice in the face of disagreement by others, but 
is seen as being more about discovering the basis for or orchestrating broad 
agreement on the direction the nation should take and the policies that should 
be implemented. As another example, during the 2012 presidential campaign 
both the DPP candidate Tsai Ing- wen ( ) and the People First Party can-
didate James Soong promised if elected to seek consensus on important for-
eign policy questions, such as those implicated in relations with the PRC.18 
Tsai even went further to argue that she would form a “grand co ali tion” of all 
parties based on the “mainstream” policy views they all share. This co ali tion 
would work to refi ne shared views and jointly exercise power in putting those 
views into concrete policies. Indeed, her campaign repeatedly criticized Ma’s 
administration for not reaching out to other parties to fi nd or construct a con-
sensus on cross- strait relations.19

There is no agreement, however, on the mechanism by which consensus 
is to be reached. Tsai’s and Soong’s consensuses would be forged by a meeting 
of minds among party leaders. But consensus is also sometimes described as 
the invocation of a general will involving the entire population, as Chen Ming-
tang of the Mainland Affairs Council once asserted regarding Taiwan’s 
desire for a seat in the United Nations, as Chen Shui- bian argued in conceiv-
ing of democracy as the government following the people’s will, as Ma held in 
putting forward his understanding of possible KMT control of the executive 
and legislature as expressing the outcome of the pop u lar will, and as Ma 
again stated in arguing that Taiwan’s sovereignty “transcends po liti cal affi  lia-
tions and is something that everyone should work together to defend and pro-
tect.” 20 Yet another understanding is the conception of the general will as a 
combination of common interests and common identity, both of which must 
be constructed. For example, Frank Hsieh’s ( ) 2008 campaign literature 
called for an end to the “politicization of culture and identity issues” that he 
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laid at the feet of the KMT. What is needed, he argued, is a project to “de-
velop a national identity that celebrates the rich multicultural diversity of Tai-
wan.”21 During that pro cess, it appears, consensus must be orchestrated, 
which is a point quite congenial to Chiang Ching- kuo’s views.22

Thus consensus as an understanding of general agreement or a general will 
continues to play an important role in the way po liti cal leaders think about 
democracy in Taiwan. Discussions go beyond the familiar calls for biparti-
sanship in the United States, which usually are confi ned to par tic u lar and 
narrow issues having to do with national security or with pressing emergen-
cies. In Taiwan, the preferred mode of operation for addressing all policy issues 
is consensus. This emphasis points to the continued infl uence on Taiwan’s 
demo cratic practice of the unitary models of democracy that Sun and the Chi-
angs previously invoked. But understandings of unity, now conceived mostly 
in the form of consensus, have changed and continue to diverge over time, 
possibly in response to the attempt to square unitary desires with the recog-
nition of pluralism. Understandings of the basis of consensus can be wide or 
narrow and its character viewed as natural or constructed, confi ned to elites 
or encompassing all citizens, and acted on by one party or the result of power 
sharing.

Electoral Law Reforms and Majoritarianism in Taiwan

These contemporary Taiwanese views on consensus suggest that portions 
of the conceptions of democracy Sun and the Chiangs referenced have become 
a source for arguments that assume the derivation of consensus out of an 
initial condition of pluralism. Such conceptions might also be linked to impor-
tant changes to Taiwan’s electoral system that have moved its democracy in a 
majoritarian direction.

Prior to 2005, elections for seats in Taiwan’s national legislature, the 
Legislative Yuan, predominantly used the single nontransferable vote (SNTV) 
system in the context of multimember constituencies, supplemented by a small 
number of seats fi lled by a party- list proportional repre sen ta tion method. 
This type of system encourages the creation of small parasitic parties and the 
weakening of major parties because members of the same parties can run 
against one another in multimember constituencies. Elections to the Legisla-
tive Yuan, therefore, predictably produced ill- disciplined representatives 
from a variety of parties who focused more on publicity, procedural battles, 
and delay than on passing important legislation. These problems exacerbated 
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existing constitutional ambiguities in the relationships among the Legislative 
Yuan, the premier, and the president.

In 2005, article 4 of the constitution (which governs the Legislative Yuan) 
was amended with the support of both major parties. The changes reduced the 
number of seats in the Legislative Yuan from 225 to 113. They further man-
dated that 73 of these seats would be fi lled by elections from single- member 
constituencies and 34 would be fi lled through a party- list proportional repre-
sen ta tion method (the other 6 seats would be fi lled by elected representatives 
of aboriginal groups). The result of this electoral change in the 2008 legisla-
tive election was a dramatic transformation in the composition of the Leg-
islative Yuan. Rather than the distribution of signifi cant number of seats 
among a plethora of parties and a situation in which the DPP and KMT  were 
roughly even in strength, the elections resulted in the KMT winning 81 seats 
to the DPP’s 27, with minor parties gaining only 5.23 This result, in tandem 
with Ma’s victory in the presidential election, gave the KMT an overwhelm-
ing position in the national government.

Reilly argues that such electoral changes and outcomes, having been insti-
tuted not only in Taiwan but also in Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Indo-
nesia, and Thailand, are symptomatic of a broader Asian model of democracy 
that emphasizes electoral majoritarianism. There are two aspects of Reilly’s 
contention that are important for us to explore. The fi rst is whether the 
majoritarianism that Reilly identifi es is part of the conceptions of democracy 
that Sun, Chiang Kai- shek, and Chiang Ching- kuo put forward. The second is 
whether Taiwan’s electoral reforms  were justifi ed by concepts put forward by 
Sun and the Chiangs, those put forward by Reilly, or in other terms.

Reilly holds that these types of majoritarian systems are “motivated by 
common aims of promoting government stability, reducing po liti cal fragmen-
tation, and limiting the potential for new entrants to the party system.”24 This 
motivation stands in contrast with alternative attempts (found in some Eu ro-
pe an parliamentary systems) to engineer electoral outcomes so that the body 
of the national legislature broadly and comprehensively mirrors the diff erent 
views and interests that exist in the demos. Those eff orts result in a multiplic-
ity of parties that fragment those legislatures. In contrast, the Asian eff ort at 
electoral reform (through discarding the SNTV and eliminating multimember 
constituency systems in favor of single- member constituencies) results in move-
ment toward two- party systems and election results that give decided legis-
lative majorities to one party. In their emphasis on majoritarianism, Reilly 
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argues, these electoral reforms not only make this group of Asian democra-
cies diff erent from many of their Eu ro pe an counterparts; their existence may 
signal a return to authoritarian attitudes.25

The fi rst question we must ask is whether Sun’s and the Chiangs’ concep-
tions of democracy are refl ected in the philosophical background implied by 
Reilly’s hypothesis. The answer is a qualifi ed yes. The impatience with plural-
ism and fragmentation that we fi nd in all three and their focus on stability and 
unity are consistent with the motivations Reilly identifi es. The implied elit-
ism of the desire to restrict access to positions of power that Reilly also refer-
ences likewise accords in general with their views. However, that elitist ten-
dency does not go as far as Sun’s diff erentiation between administration and 
sovereignty. Likewise, the majoritarianism Reilly identifi es does not fully rep-
licate Sun’s and Chiang Kai- shek’s unitary preferences. While electoral majori-
tarianism in Reilly’s description implies a desire for undivided government 
and clear outcomes for elections, such majoritarianism falls short of the indif-
ference toward or impatience with pluralism per se and emphasis on the general 
will that we fi nd in many of the demo cratic discussions under study  here. 
Electoral majoritarianism still implies multiparty electoral systems and true 
party competition, elements that are not stressed in Sun’s and Chiang Kai- shek’s 
discussions. It may, however, be related to Chiang Ching- kuo’s discussion of 
consensus orchestrated from above.

The second question is whether Taiwan’s electoral reforms  were justifi ed 
by arguments that conform to Reilly’s concept of majoritarianism or Sun’s 
and the Chiangs’ conceptions of democracy or by other rationales. There are 
a number of reasons a nation might wish to move away from the SNTV system 
that Taiwan had previously utilized to a system in which most seats are fi lled 
by votes in single- member constituencies. Hsieh provides a useful list: a de-
sire to reduce the number of parties, a desire to reduce the number of candi-
dates running in a district, a desire to increase the internal discipline of par-
ties, a desire to address problems of corruption, and a desire to make parties 
moderate their positions so that they appeal to the median voter rather than 
to outliers.26 These reasons may coincide with the push for stability, defrag-
mentation, and restriction of participants in the po liti cal arena that Reilly 
observes or with other motivations. The fi rst two reasons may have to do with 
the desire to make electoral choices easier or to reduce the number of frivolous 
candidates. Party discipline can be associated with a desire to reform the work-
ings of the legislative chamber as well as with majoritarianism. It is really only 
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the desire to have parties appeal to the median voter rather than to more radi-
cal elements that fi ts without question the goals Reilly has in mind; it also fi ts 
with conceptions of consensus that we fi nd particularly in Chiang Ching- kuo’s 
discussions of democracy.

What  were the reasons put forward for election reform in Taiwan? Impres-
sionistic evidence suggests that some elites did put forward reasons that coin-
cide with the goals Reilly discusses. We also fi nd other reasons, some of which 
implicate the views of Sun and the Chiangs. One example is this passage from 
an article in the Taipei Times that advocated adoption of the reform proposals:

Legislators . . .  have shown a lack of interest in actually reviewing legislative 
bills. This state of aff airs must be improved. Another example is the many leg-
islators with a preference for participating in call- in TV shows . . .  [who] pro-
mote ethnic division and trample on democracy and reason. These legislators 
should improve their self- discipline. Furthermore, legislators reveling in press 
conferences to reveal misconduct are simply pandering to the masses under 
the protection of legislative immunity.27

Here we fi nd a variety of justifi cations. Some have to do with legislative disci-
pline in following procedure and accomplishing standard legislative tasks. 
These are general justifi cations. Other arguments speak of discipline more 
broadly and in ways reminiscent of the Chiangs. Legislators are dividing the 
populace and pandering to certain groups rather than providing guidance and 
wisdom.

A second article speaks approvingly of the changes’ likely creation of a 
two- party system.28 This position appears to fall into the po liti cal and elec-
toral conception that Reilly describes, as do references in the same article to 
pop u lar perceptions of instability. The piece also speaks of the reforms’ salu-
tary eff ects on corruption and legislative discipline, complaining of “clowns” 
in the legislature. These are standard arguments not necessarily connected 
with the concepts of democracy discussed  here. But the author does go on to 
speak of the current system’s encouragement of the media’s involvement in 
politics, particularly its role in playing up confl icts between the major par-
ties. This looks much more like the understandings of Sun and the Chiangs.

A fi nal article also provides a mixture of justifi cations.29 This article argues 
that the reforms will bring a host of improvements: better politicians, better 
legislatures, a two- party system rather than the current multiparty system, 
and increased momentum toward transformation into a presidential system 
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with a strong referendum mechanism. This list of benefi ts looks very similar 
to Reilly’s conception of majoritarianism, particularly in the expressed desire 
for a two- party system and a general consolidation of power signaled by the 
desire to move to a presidential system. However, the piece also goes further 
toward the understanding Sun and the Chiangs promote, advocating a refer-
endum mechanism by which a unifi ed demos can register the general will. 
Not only does the author of the piece see the aim of the reform as making 
sure po liti cal fi gures “keep faith with the people”; the pro cess itself is one in 
which success has been predicated on “the will of the people to overcome 
powerful po liti cal interest groups through the mobilization of public opinion 
and making use of demo cratic procedures.” The echoes of Sun and the Chi-
angs are unmistakable.

Thus we see a variety of arguments for the recent electoral reform. Lan-
guage associated with Sun and the Chiangs is present even if it is not domi-
nant. It appears that people refl exively use such justifi cations but do not feel 
compelled to make only such arguments. If we trust these arguments, po liti cal 
motivations for these electoral changes appear to be a mixture of general de-
sires to clean up the legislature, the po liti cal motivations that Reilly describes, 
and the belief that such understandings will build a po liti cal system that 
would share features of the unitary democracies that Sun, Chiang Kai- shek, 
and Chiang Ching- kuo drew upon.

Recent developments, however, have also revealed a complication in any 
easy equation of majoritarianism with consensus in Taiwan’s context. As noted 
above, DPP candidate Tsai Ing- wen called for the creation of a “grand co ali-
tion” during the 2012 presidential campaign. Such a co ali tion would entail the 
creation of a consensus- building and power- sharing mechanism involving all 
po liti cal parties. We noted that Tsai’s position represents another piece of evi-
dence supporting the continued per sis tence of the trope of consensus in discus-
sions of democracy on Taiwan; thus one might expect Tsai to voice support for 
the 2005 amendments. But the reason for Tsai’s call for a grand co ali tion, 
according to Tsai’s campaign, was dissatisfaction with the majoritarian outcome 
of the 2008 election, which put in power one party (the KMT) that, in turn, 
refused to share any policy- making power with other parties despite the pres-
ence of substantive agreement on par tic u lar policies and issues. Tsai’s camp 
is therefore not satisfi ed with the 2005 constitutional changes and during the 
2012 presidential campaign hinted at the possibility of future reform propos-
als.30 Consensus does not equal majoritarianism in their view; consequently, 
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they see the 2005 majoritarian reforms as mistakenly encouraging the party 
that wins an election to claim that its policies are supported by a general will 
and that it is empowered to act alone on the basis of that will. In other words, 
the Tsai camp now views the 2005 reforms as supporting the practice of uni-
tary democracy, a development that it did not foresee and that it rejects. In 
contrast, Tsai’s group grounds its preferred understanding of consensus on a 
Rawlsian conception of po liti cal liberalism, in which demo cratic consensus is 
defi ned as a situation in which pluralist groups fi nd agreement on some but 
not all issues through an overlapping of views and proceed to share policy- 
making power on those issues. This defi nition of an “overlapping consensus” 
in Rawls’s terms31 at once assumes an additional facet of cooperation (power 
sharing) and a less extensive scope of agreement than do other conceptions we 
have seen. This understanding, therefore, pulls in a diff erent direction from 
the impulses Reilly assigns the supporters of majoritarian regimes and diverges 
signifi cantly from the more strongly unitary understandings of democracy Sun, 
Chiang Kai- shek, and Chiang Ching- kuo held.

Demo cratic Conceptions and the Chinese 
Conversation on Democracy
We have seen that the demo cratic discussions of Sun and the Chiangs have 

at times been echoed in Taiwan’s contemporary demo cratic landscape and 
that there has in some cases been a merger of unitary demo cratic elements 
with the liberal demo cratic model in discussions of democracy even if such 
language is not dominant. Of equal interest is the relationship of these dis-
cussions to demo cratic understandings in the broader Chinese community. 
Where do the contributions of these three leaders fi t in the Chinese encounter 
with democracy and current attempts by various people on the Chinese main-
land to grapple with the concept of democracy? I fi rst discuss broadly how 
these leaders’ conceptions fi t into the Chinese conversation by examining jus-
tifi cations of democracy. I then examine invocations of the Chinese unitary 
and liberal demo cratic models.

Justifications of Democracy
We concentrate  here mostly on jiùwáng justifi cations, given their number 

and interesting characteristics. From the evidence we have at hand, it seems 
that Sun was typical of his time in putting forward jiùwáng and contextual 
arguments in favor of democracy.32 He was not alone in desiring democracy 
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because it would support a strong state that would provide good governance in 
the form of a heightened capacity for policy per for mance. Where he, perhaps, 
goes farther than his contemporaries is in linking jiùwáng to a larger discus-
sion of history in which humans, when facing par tic u lar kinds of challenges, 
generate par tic u lar forms of government. This understanding situates China’s 
encounter with democracy within a larger context that transforms China’s pre-
dicament from a purely parochial matter into an episode in an interconnected 
human narrative.

While we have noted that Sun’s use of a jiùwáng justifi cation helped push 
his demo cratic conception in a nonliberal direction, Fung has diff erentiated 
the use of that justifi cation historically from an automatic rejection of liberal 
democracy in the Chinese community.33 We also fi nd this to be the case in 
later discussions. Late twentieth- and twenty- fi rst- century jiùwáng justifi ca-
tions of liberal democracy on the Chinese mainland have arisen among critics 
of the government who see in democracy a tool for attaining modernization, 
social justice, and social cohesion as well as a method for holding government 
agencies and offi  cials accountable for corruption and abuses of authority.34 
Guang argues that the democracy activists of both the Democracy Wall and 
the Tiananmen Square eras promoted democracy as a more eff ective way of 
engaging in modernization and economic development, holding that these 
pro cesses are inextricably linked with po liti cal democracy. But an examina-
tion of documents from that period and later reveal that in doing so, these 
activists often have linked liberal democracy with solutions to mundane prob-
lems, such as corruption, incompetence, waste, failure to deal with natural and 
man- made disasters, and the need to restrain offi  cials, problems that contrast 
with Sun’s linkages of democracy with much larger pro cesses and tasks.35

Jiùwáng justifi cations of liberal democracy have also arisen more recently in 
response to offi  cials who refuse to countenance further po liti cal reforms and 
argue that liberal democracy will weaken the state, thus inviting disorder and 
national fragmentation. So, for example, the authors of Charter 08 (a docu-
ment calling for the institution of liberal democracy in the PRC) argue that 
democracy is needed on the mainland in part because the current authoritar-
ian government has created a rift between the state and ordinary people that 
has led to pop u lar unrest and an increase in disorderliness that display the 
population’s dissatisfaction with policies, economic in e qual ity, and the gov-
ernment’s lack of respect for private citizens.  Here, democracy is presented as 
the answer to the problems of disorder and instability because it addresses 
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two root problems— disenfranchisement and pop u lar re sis tance to govern-
ment policies. Demo cratic procedures and human rights allow ordinary people 
to hold government accountable, thus creating in them satisfaction and re-
moving these causes of disorder.

Like earlier jiùwáng justifi cations, these later justifi cations invoke democ-
racy as the answer to the failings of the state. Their main diff erence from Sun’s 
justifi cation is the complaint that the state is too strong rather than too weak 
and that the problems being experienced are the direct result of the state’s 
actions rather than those presented by modern contexts alone. While Sun hints 
that democracy is necessary because a mature people will demand control of 
a strong state, his ultimate pragmatic argument for democracy is that it makes 
the state strong and capable of tackling monumental tasks by harnessing pop-
u lar energy and will; for many contemporary activists, the pro cesses of a lib-
eral demo cratic state make it sensitive to and accepting of the pluralism of 
pop u lar interests, accountability by ordinary citizens, the sanctity of individ-
uals, and the importance of grassroots views. Democracy is good because 
properly functioning liberal demo cratic features (pro cess per for mance) provide 
the pop u lar voice, accountability, rights, and transparency that make govern-
ment suited to tackle to the tasks (the achievement of orderliness, social jus-
tice, and economic development) associated with good governance. Not only 
is sensitivity to pluralism and individuals important  here in ways Sun did not 
embrace; the assumption also is that ordinary people are in closer touch with 
the problems that are the object of policy- making pro cesses than are offi  cials 
and po liti cal elites, and thus accountability to citizens in general is paramount 
to good governance. In this updated version of the jiùwáng justifi cation, the 
features of liberal democracy remedy the intrinsic inability of current authori-
tarian structures to obtain the information necessary for providing for the 
common good and for modulating policies to fi t par tic u lar contexts and the 
needs of ordinary people. This version, therefore, has a strongly anti- elitist char-
acter that contrasts with Sun’s views.

Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo are mostly outside this pragmatic 
conversation. They are in closer company with those on the mainland who 
refer to democracy as the form of government most deeply compatible with 
human nature. We see scattered references to the relationship of democracy 
to human nature in the contributions by some of the early liberals that Fung 
described and the Tiananmen Square activists that Guang and Nathan docu-
ment. We also fi nd in the text of Charter 08 passages that resemble Chiang 
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Kai- shek’s justifi cation of democracy, particularly the argument that the ab-
sence of democracy “rots away [people’s] humanity” ( ).36

Less relevant and powerful are Chiang Kai- shek’s and Chiang Ching- kuo’s 
justifi cations of democracy by reference to authority fi gures. Sun is still lionized 
on the mainland, and while Nathan documents approving references to Sun on 
the subject of democracy among the Democracy Wall activists, Sun’s image has 
been importantly linked with the CCP’s appropriation of his legacy. For the 
Communists, his po liti cal understanding of democracy is typical of a necessary 
but inevitably outmoded era of bourgeois understanding. However, some com-
mentators on the mainland (and on Taiwan) do take Sun seriously as a demo-
cratic theorist. Attention is paid to his understanding of the demo cratization 
pro cess, as well as to his fi ve- power constitution. For those who see democracy 
as a pro cess that must be engaged in slowly, or who take tutelage seriously, Sun 
is an important visionary.37 Others have also referred to the San Mín Chu Yì as 
containing important demo cratic principles that contemporary China would do 
well to follow.38 But such references appear rarely on the mainland.

While Chiang Kai- shek is not seen as a demo cratic theorist, he is appreci-
ated as a fi gure central to China’s reunifi cation after the warlord period and 
as an opponent of Japa nese aggression. When he is offi  cially mentioned with 
regard to democracy, it is often as someone who spoke of democracy but did 
not understand it.39 Chiang Ching- kuo, on the other hand, is seen by some as 
a pioneer of modernization,40 as well as a Chinese version of Gorbachev who 
helped initiate democracy from above. However, these depictions are not em-
ployed as justifi cations of democracy but (in the case of the latter) as a model 
of demo cratization to be rejected in favor of a bottom- up pro cess.

The Chinese Unitary Model
Sun, Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo, and the 
Chinese Unitary Model
Throughout our discussion, we have referenced a Chinese unitary model 

that appears to have been embraced, to varying degrees, by Chinese theorists 
of democracy throughout the twentieth century. Many of those whom Nathan 
and Chao identify as following a mínben understanding of democracy adhere 
to most aspects of this model. In par tic u lar, Liang Chichao ( ), in Na-
than’s description, anticipates many of the features of democracy that Sun put 
forward, as did Hua Guofeng.41 Many of the demo cratic discourses Peng docu-
ments on the Chinese mainland also partake of this model.
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Table 1 provides an overview of the relationship of Sun and the Chiangs to 
this model. We see from this table that Sun generally embraces all the elements 
of the Chinese unitary model. He is less emphatic in emphasizing traditional 
Chinese values for purposes of unity than Chiang Kai- shek and is somewhat 
closer to the republican unitary model in his belief that participation in demo-
cratic politics will unite the nation. Sun transparently assumes the unity of 
the demos and relies upon the generation and expression of a subjective gen-
eral will that can be objectively identifi ed. His elitism is both central and ro-
bust. Though he is sometimes credited with a strict regard for individual rights, 
his discussions of democracy in the San Mín Chu Yì lectures display impa-
tience with the Western obsession with those rights, preferring instead the 
four po liti cal powers he allocates citizens as the more useful safeguards of the 
pop u lar interest.

Chiang Kai- shek is also at home with this model, but in somewhat diff er-
ent ways than Sun. In contrast to Sun, he does not rely heavily on its favored 
justifi cations. Instead, he locates democracy in human attributes and tran-
scendent values. He emphasizes the substance of traditional cultural values 
to provide unity and discipline to the demos. His elitism is as strong as Sun’s, 
but who constitutes this elite is somewhat diff erent. Chiang Kai- shek prefers 
that his intellectual elite possess not only technical ability but also the virtues 
of traditional Chinese scholar- administrators. He speaks somewhat less of a 
general will, opting instead to identify a common interest that is more visible 
to government offi  cials than to ordinary citizens. Finally, he is more vocal and 
more insistent on social and po liti cal discipline than Sun and somewhat 

Table 1 Sun Yat- sen, Chiang Kai- shek, and Chiang Ching- kuo in relation to Chinese 
unitary democracy

Emphasis on 
traditional 

Chinese values

Emphasis on 
jiùwáng and 

mínben 
justifi cations

Emphasis on 
a general will

Emphasis on 
elitism

Emphasis on 
discipline and 
mobilization

SYS ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

CKS ✓ ✗ ✓ ✓ ✓

CCK ✗ — ✗ ✗ ✗

✓ = Fully contains element
✗ = Partially contains element
— = Only minimally contains element
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more willing to make at least rhetorical room for individual rights. In sum, 
Chiang Kai- shek is substantively more in tune with some aspects of this model 
than Sun but also hints at departures from the model that Chiang Ching- kuo 
would take up more fully.

Chiang Ching- kuo is much more ambivalent regarding this model. He 
barely mentions its justifi cations of democracy. His strongest endorsement 
comes in the form of his continued emphasis on elitism and his discussion of 
elections. Even when speaking of elections as matters of choice, he is often 
careful to argue that the point of such exercises is not repre sen ta tion but 
the recruitment of talent into the government. Otherwise, his discussions of 
the core elements of the model are generally off set by allusions elsewhere to 
more liberal tenets. He often portrays diff erences of opinion over policies and 
goals as natural and sees the unifying concept of consensus as artifi cially 
orchestrated from above rather than fl owing from demo cratic practice or the 
substance of traditional values. While he sets up Sun and Chiang Kai- shek as 
authority fi gures whose preference for democracy should guide the ROC in 
its po liti cal aspirations, his public discussions deviate signifi cantly from the 
closer attachment of both his pre de ces sors to this model.

The Chinese Unitary Model in the Chinese Community

Democracy has been conceptualized in various ways in the Chinese com-
munity. As a po liti cal and cultural construct, the Chinese unitary model and its 
constituent mínben arguments importantly put forward as standards of good 
government the view that those who exercise policy- making power are elites 
who must govern for the good of all and the understanding that the demos is 
united and in possession of a specifi c will. I explore  here some conceptions of 
democracy in general as they are found in the Chinese discussion in relation 
to these two important elements.

The people as a unitary entity. We have seen that Sun and Chiang Kai- shek 
consistently invoked the conception of “the people” as a cohesive organism 
that holds sovereignty, while Chiang Ching- kuo often suggested that diversity 
is, nonetheless, natural. In this, all three deliberately and starkly diff erentiated 
“the people” from experts and other knowledgeable offi  cials who hold public 
offi  ce. However, if we look closely, we see that they understood the grounds 
for the unity of “the people” in somewhat diff erent terms. We alluded earlier 
to the diff erences between Sun and Chiang Kai- shek on this topic. Sun, seeing 
that a common culture, race, and history  were unable alone to unify China, 
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wanted additional fundamental materials in the form of the common po liti-
cal experience of living under a demo cratic government to provide the unify-
ing impetus. “The people” for him is not just a cultural but also a po liti cal 
construct. That is one reason he would exclude from the polity those who did 
not accept the republican and demo cratic revolution. Chiang Kai- shek, in 
contrast, did not see democracy as the primary factor generating the united 
entity of a demo cratic “people.” Rather, “the people” was formed importantly 
by exposure to the substance of traditional Chinese values. “The people” for 
him is, therefore, fundamentally a cultural entity, shaped by the par tic u lar 
content of China’s history of philosophical and cultural ethics. That is why he 
is unsatisfi ed with the bare attainment of demo cratic po liti cal structures. 
They  were not suffi  cient to provide the unity that was needed to make a de-
mocracy work.

Some portions of Chiang Ching- kuo’s understanding present a third type 
of construction. He alludes at various times to the proposition that “the peo-
ple” should be united but are not, mostly because of natural factors. These 
factors must be overcome by the working of po liti cal institutions, either by 
imposing a view on the demos or by elites orchestrating a consensus from 
above by weaving together the various views and interests present in the pop-
ulation. However, even this pro cess must have a po liti cal bedrock of belief, as 
was the case with important parts of Sun’s conception. But for Chiang Ching- 
kuo, that common understanding was not just belief in the republic but also 
ac cep tance of par tic u lar core policies, including anti- Communism and the 
necessity of taking back the mainland. Views that do not accord with such 
policies and the people who hold such views are not tolerated and are to be 
excluded from “the people.”

These understandings of “the people” are, in their unitary contours, typi-
cal of discussions of mínben concepts in the Chinese community throughout 
the past century. For example, Nathan illustrates the adoption of the assump-
tion of unity by democracy theorists from Liang Chichao to the Democracy 
Wall activists of 1979.42 Guang also documents continuities between the 
Democracy Wall and Tiananmen Square activists in their assumptions of a 
unitary conception of the demos.43 Understandings on the mainland of what 
provides unity to “the people” have varied over time. Sometimes, as Peng has 
documented, conceptions are confi ned to par tic u lar groups (those who accept 
a par tic u lar ideology or viewpoint) or classes (the toilers, the working classes, 
 etc.) that are defi ned by their economic circumstances and interests. At other 
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times, the designation is based on a broader distinction between bureaucrats 
or government offi  cials and ordinary people.  Here, the assumption is that ei-
ther common understandings (ideology) or common interests and experiences 
(of a class or of ordinary citizens) will serve to unite the demos into “a people.” 44 
This conception appears to be the source of various current arguments, in-
cluding appeals for citizens to vote.45 Government offi  cials also sometimes 
make a distinction by marking ordinary citizens (who enjoy freedoms and a 
variety of po liti cal rights) as “the people” and diff erentiating them from “an-
tagonistic forces” who do not support the present regime.46 These conceptions 
are probably comparable to those that Sun and Chiang Kai- shek discussed.

Yang Hengjun sums up what he believes is the dominant contemporary 
attitude on the Chinese mainland regarding the place of a unitary demos by 
referring to a skeptical stance toward elections. In this conception, the govern-
ment represents everyone because of its monopolistic position that confi nes 
competition within a single party (the CCP). This position accepts the proposi-
tion that in a competitive party system, those who vote for losing candidates are 
not represented, and their resentment must disturb peace and stability:

In China, where people have never experienced demo cratic elections, it’s 
impossible to imagine how social harmony can result when close to half of the 
voters in any election back candidates who “lose.” How much better it is, many 
Chinese imagine, to have instead of an elected government one that represents 
the interests of all people— where there is no need for elections, and everyone 
wins, even if decisions are made in secret.47

In this analysis, the government provides unity by somehow discovering and 
embracing a common interest while avoiding the use of po liti cal mechanisms 
(in the form of competitive elections) that would create divisions. In its anti-
pluralistic stance and reference to a common interest or common good, this 
understanding of consensus is reminiscent of that which Chiang Kai- shek 
accepted but is a step beyond the attitude found currently in Taiwan, which 
embraces the importance of multiparty, competitive elections.

Offi  cials as elites. In Sun’s understanding, offi  cials stand as highly educated 
technical experts who run the machinery of the state in the name of the ordi-
nary people who possess various inferior levels of intelligence. These experts 
are expected to execute the will of the people in their collective, subjective, 
autonomous choice as to the goals the state should follow, though there are 
hints that perhaps offi  cials should do more than passively carry out the wishes 
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of the demos. Offi  cial autonomy is curbed by the pop u lar powers of voting, 
recall, initiative, and referendum. But even in the most restricted reading of 
their autonomy, there is considerable scope for offi  cials to exercise their own 
understandings in the formulation and execution of policies. The same holds 
for Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo, though with some diff erences. For 
Chiang Kai- shek, offi  cials are characterized not only by their intelligence, but 
also by their high moral and ethical standards. This characteristic strengthens 
their relationship with the demos, allowing them to push more fi rmly to incul-
cate the traditional teachings that will serve to unify and discipline the people. 
For Chiang Ching- kuo, at least in some of his utterances, offi  cials are adminis-
trative experts trained in Confucian ethics, but perhaps more important than 
their ethics are their po liti cal talents in helping harmonize confl icting in-
terests within the demos. Where Chiang Kai- shek’s offi  cials promote unity 
through teaching, with offi  cials helping guide “the people” in terms of goals, 
Chiang Ching- kuo’s offi  cials promote harmony through their astute under-
standing of diff erent po liti cal positions and help establish national goals 
through their harmonization of diff erent subjective understandings of national 
aspirations.

Contemporary discussions on the mainland that address conceptions of 
government offi  cials and the nature of the government ser vices that benefi t 
“the people” are complex. For those who hold to a general mínben understand-
ing rather than a Western conception, the defi nition of who decides what is 
best for the people has strong continuities that encompass the elitist position 
that Sun and Chiang Kai- shek held. Many tend to hold that “the people” do not 
have suffi  cient wisdom, technical expertise, or sometimes the requisite objec-
tive spirit to decide what is best for the demos as a  whole. It is better that the 
stratum of highly educated people holds administrative and policy- making 
powers and uses its innate talents to discover what is best for the nation. Na-
than documents this tendency in his discussion of Chinese democracy, as does 
Peng’s discussion of the history of twentieth- century mínben thinking.48

Diff erences on this topic also exist among those who have discussed de-
mocracy on the mainland during the past few de cades. Guang, in par tic u lar, 
holds that the Democracy Wall and Tiananmen Square activists embraced 
diff erent views. While the Democracy Wall activists  were more traditional in 
conceiving of the demos as a united entity, they also tended to adopt a more 
populist conception, contrasting the uprightness of ordinary citizens with the 
corruption of offi  cials. They sought much greater substantive input on the part 
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of ordinary citizens into policy making and administrative pro cesses. This 
populist attitude anticipates some of the justifi cations of liberal democracy 
we fi nd in contemporary activists. In contrast, the otherwise more liberal and 
Western- infl uenced Tiananmen Square activists, while acknowledging the 
importance and naturalness of pluralism, tended to adopt an elitist stance, 
questioning whether important segments of the population understand and 
can act intelligently upon their interests. They  were content with broadening 
the scope of offi  cials to include more than the narrow cadres then in power 
but did not rush to include populist mechanisms of input or the tools of lib-
eral or deliberative democracy in their demands.49 Ironically, these more 
liberal activists anticipate the positions of such contemporary theorists as Liu, 
who is reluctant to move beyond intraparty democracy despite other liberal 
tendencies.

Hu Wei, Guang, and Nathan also note the presence of strains of participa-
tory and deliberative democracy in contemporary discussions on the main-
land. These include calls for mass participation in the style of the Paris Com-
mune, more modern attempts to involve ordinary citizens in administrative 
systems at the local level, and public hearings and cyberdemocracy at higher 
levels of government. Wei also notes that references to deliberative democ-
racy have been merged with understandings of more traditional forms of con-
sultation between government bodies and ordinary citizens.50

Recent discussions on the mainland regarding the nature of offi  cials and 
what policies they implement tend to reference substantive and concrete 
outcomes closely connected to everyday policy goals, while conceptions of 
offi  cials vary. For leftists and CCP offi  cials who speak of democracy, demo-
cratic outcomes are conceptualized in the form of welfarist and social demo-
cratic policies that are put forward by offi  cials characterized by their under-
standings of economics and their status as occupiers of positions in the 
system of demo cratic centralism. These policy outcomes are said to emanate 
from the people only in the objective sense identifi ed by orthodox Marxism.51 
For traditionalists, it is a paternalist regard for the general welfare that offi  -
cials, chosen for their knowledge and morality, provide.52 Newer conceptions 
include thinking of government offi  cials as constituting a neutral, merito-
cratic governing group promoting harmony in general and as sophisticated 
employers of social scientifi c principles chosen for their talents who operate 
powerful institutions to promote modernization, economic development, and 
social harmony while also protecting individual freedoms.53 Of these, those 
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who connect democracy with harmonization are perhaps closest to Chiang 
Ching- kuo, in that they tend to see offi  cials actively integrating pluralist posi-
tions rather than acting on an already unifi ed general will or primarily pursu-
ing other types of goals.

A fi nal conception sees offi  cials as standing apart from the demos because 
of their education and selection into the CCP but not necessarily represent-
ing a unitary group in themselves. Some party reformers argue that the domi-
nance of the CCP is necessary but can be refi ned and reshaped. In this con-
ception, the tools of oversight, competition, balance of power, and checks can 
be incorporated into the current system by introducing key elements of intra-
party democracy.  Here, the argument is that elections for higher- level posi-
tions could be spread to the entire party and open to multiple candidates, and 
diff erent groups within the party could provide diff erent policy proposals, 
compete for support, and provide checks on and oversight of members who 
wield policy- making powers.54 This conception harkens back to Sun’s idea 
of groups of offi  cials either being confi rmed in offi  ce by a national legislative 
body or swept away and replaced by an alternative group.

The CCP white paper on democracy. One partial contemporary expression 
of the Chinese unitary model is contained in the white paper on democracy 
the CCP issued in 2005, entitled “Building of Po liti cal Democracy in China.”55 
Besides elaborating on an understanding of democracy, this paper serves several 
purposes. It surveys the history of the CCP’s demo cratic eff orts, justifi es the 
party’s understanding of democracy, and lays out avenues for what the party 
regards as the furthering and deepening of democracy.

It is useful initially to mark the points of departure between the under-
standing of democracy contained in this paper and those put forward by Sun 
and the two Chiangs. First, while the document explicitly notes that Sun and 
others took up democracy as a way of strengthening China, it does not deploy 
a jiùwáng justifi cation of democracy. It instead associates modernization, uni-
fi cation, and other achievements with the CCP itself. It is not democracy per 
se but the leadership of the party that is essential. Second, unlike Sun or the 
two Chiangs, the paper does not locate democracy in Chinese history and cul-
ture through the mínben conception, nor does it associate democracy with 
human nature, as did Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo. Third, it 
 embraces a consciously Marxist- Leninist orientation, continuing to identify 
China as a socialist country and labeling any demo cratic concept that does 
not include socialism as a bourgeois conception that is not suited to China.



Taiwanese and Mainland Chinese Democratic Thought  189

There are, however, important parallels at work. Like Sun, the white paper 
justifi es democracy by reference to the spirit of the times, referring to the 
“outcome of historical development and po liti cal civilization.” While it puts 
the conception in terms of “people’s demo cratic dictatorship,” the paper 
attempts to distinguish a disciplined democracy from democracy in general. 
The type of democracy China requires, the authors hold, does not tolerate the 
attempt by persons to put their “will above that of the collective,” thus trans-
parently locating the unity of the demos in the coercive instruments of the 
state. Related to this point is an emphasis on harmony, unity, and stability 
that we also fi nd in Sun, the two Chiangs, and contemporary Taiwan. There 
is some limited ac know ledg ment of pluralism in this conception, particularly 
with regard to the recognition of the special status of ethnic minorities and 
historically disadvantaged groups, but there is more stress placed on the demos 
as “the people” when it comes to accountability and the steering of the state. 
It is “the people” in an undiff erentiated sense whose wishes and views are 
consulted, and it is “correct opinions” that are harvested from consultation.

Likewise, while the paper emphasizes that there are multiple parties in the 
PRC, the system in which they operate is characterized as a “multi- party coop-
erative and consultative” system in which non- CCP parties are viewed as 
“friends” by the CCP, are consulted, and their members given government roles 
rather than being institutionally placed as oppositional parties that act as checks 
on offi  ceholders and sources of policy alternatives. Of more importance to the 
authors of the paper is the participation of these parties in cooperation with the 
CCP and the introduction of reforms within the CCP that promote intraparty 
democracy. One suspects that the unitary conception implied by the central 
role the CCP plays and by the emphasis on cooperation among parties would be 
more to Sun’s (as well as Chiang Kai- shek’s and at times Chiang Ching- kuo’s) 
liking than the “multi- party competitive” system that the paper rejects.

Like other variations on the Chinese unitary model, this paper conceives 
of democracy as importantly centered on a connection between the demos as 
a  whole and the government in the sense that the government and leaders 
are accountable to “the people” and carry out its wishes. It is not constitu-
tionalism or rights or other parts of liberal or other conceptions of democracy 
that are important, but rather this claim to ultimately populist identifi ca-
tion.56 Finally, like Chiang Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo, the paper rejects 
the notion that demo cratic systems must conform to a universal and particu-
larly Western set of standards. Democracy must be fi t to the Chinese context, 
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and while the authors hold that China can and does borrow freely from the 
West by incorporating such features as the embedding of human rights into a 
constitution and the notion of a constitution itself, they nevertheless affi  rm 
that “there is no one single and absolute demo cratic model in the world that 
is universally applicable.”

The Liberal Demo cratic Model
Sun, Chiang Kai- shek, Chiang Ching- kuo, 
and the Liberal Demo cratic Model
Adherence to portions of the Chinese unitary model does not preclude inclu-

sion of elements from the liberal demo cratic model. As shown in table 2, Sun 
and the Chiangs all incorporate at least some elements that fi t into the latter.

Sun is the least liberal of the three, at least in the San Mín Chu Yì lectures. 
This is due in part to his refusal to adopt any Western model and possibly 
also, as Chang and Gordon note, to his impatience with younger, less disci-
plined revolutionaries. He is at his most liberal in speaking of the importance 
of constitutionalism and equality before the law. However, his insistence on 
constitutionalism is never pushed in a substantive direction other than his 
devising of the fi ve branches of government. His insistence that everyone is 
equal in terms of their relationship to the state is hedged considerably by his 
elitist division of administration from sovereignty and his even more vehe-
ment argument that people are radically unequal in their abilities. There is 
some controversy regarding support for individual rights and freedoms and 
the liberal character of his proposals for initiative, referendum, and recall, 

Table 2 Sun Yat- sen, Chiang Kai- shek, and Chiang Ching- kuo in relation to 
liberal democracy

SYS CKS CCK

Emphasis on demo cratic government ✓ ✓ ✓

Emphasis on constitutionalism ✗ ✓ ✓

Emphasis on pluralism — — ✗

Elections open to multiple parties — ✗ ✗

Elections open to individuals ✗ ✓ ✓

Emphasis on rights for individuals — ✗ ✗

Emphasis on po liti cal equality — — ✗

✓ = Fully contains element
✗ = Partially contains element
— = Only minimally contains element
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but overall he says little in the San Mín Chu Yì lectures about the protection of 
individuals but instead argues that such protection is neither needed nor pop-
ularly appreciated in the China of his day. He also says little about pluralism 
and does not emphasize the importance of competitive multiparty elections 
or an in de pen dent civil society. His suspicion of uneducated citizens that 
drove his proposal for tutelage is also at odds with a liberal orientation, but it 
is important to note that it was shared by others at the time.57

Chiang Kai- shek mirrors Sun’s position on most elements but improves on 
Sun with regard to the presence of multiple parties (even if these  were minor) 
and the importance of individual rights and freedoms. His argument that the 
desire for freedom is innate can also be interpreted as a liberal tenet. He does, 
however, continue Sun’s intolerance for plural views and is explicit in stating 
that par tic u lar policy positions are not to be allowed in the po liti cal arena. He 
also perpetuates Sun’s general view of elections as plebiscites and his formalis-
tic understanding of constitutionalism, though he speaks of constitutions more 
often than did Sun and speaks of offi  cials falling under the law. He does little to 
improve on Sun’s position with regard to po liti cal equality, continuing to distin-
guish between the abilities of government offi  cials and the lack of understand-
ing on the part of the majority of ordinary citizens. Where in taking his posi-
tions Sun was probably in step with his peers in China and even in the West 
(where fascination with elitist conceptions and eventually fascism would take 
hold among some), Chiang Kai- shek in his later years was out of step with his 
contemporaries in the West, particularly in his insistence on the government’s 
imposition of a perfectionist set of Confucian life plans on citizens.

In his bifurcated discussions of democracy, Chiang Ching- kuo displays by 
far the most liberal characteristics of the three. He recognizes the pluralistic 
character of the citizenry and speaks more often about individual rights and 
freedoms. He is also somewhat less likely to speak about great distances be-
tween offi  cials and ordinary citizens. He still speaks of consensus but often 
sees it more as a po liti cal creation than something natural or cultural. The 
increased presence of liberal elements in his conception makes him diff erent 
from his pre de ces sors, but as noted above, he does little to combine the vari-
ous liberal and nonliberal aspects of that conception.

Discussions of Liberal Democracy in the Chinese Community

Fung notes the long history of references to liberal democracy in twentieth- 
century China, even if that conception was not the dominant understanding 
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early in the conversation. In par tic u lar, he and others document early at-
tempts by participants in the May Fourth Movement to understand democ-
racy through the constructs of human rights, constitutionalism, and the rule 
of law. On Taiwan, some factions of the demo cratic opposition before the 
transition  were known for promoting liberal democracy alongside others 
who drew upon more traditional concepts, Taiwanese nationalism, and social 
democracy. Now, the predominant image of that opposition, particularly with 
regard to the oppositional Formosa Magazine, is generally that of Western- 
educated young people who both theoretically and practically opposed the 
government by putting forward liberal demo cratic demands regarding the pro-
tection of rights, procedural justice, and competitive multiparty elections.58

While on the mainland liberal positions generally yielded during the mid- 
twentieth century to mínben and Marxist conceptions of democracy, since the 
late 1970s both traditional and newer Western understandings of democracy 
(such as those associated with the direct democracy of the Paris Commune of 
1848) have gained currency. References to individual rights and freedoms in 
the form of human rights ( ) have been especially numerous. As Goldman 
and Nathan note, these conceptions of democracy often contain references to 
rights, the need for accountability through competitive multiparty elections, 
an in de pen dent judiciary, and checks and balances.59 Examples are scattered 
throughout the documents associated with Tiananmen Square protests.60 Hu 
Wei also documents the numerous references to liberal democracy in con-
temporary China.61 Indeed, some contemporary writers have gone so far as to 
argue that cultural mínben contains not just demo cratic but liberal demo-
cratic concepts said to be found in the writings of China’s most famous philo-
sophical fi gures.62

In the most recent discussions of democracy on the mainland, many par-
ticipants have rejected the elitism and faith in an educated set of offi  cials that 
marked earlier democracy activists, the CCP’s approach, and the positions of 
Sun and the Chiangs in favor of more liberal understandings. Mao Yushi 
( ), for example, argues in his blog that governments that do not respect 
human rights are bound to fall ( ) and labels 
China’s ongoing economic backwardness a symptom of its refusal to adopt 
liberal demo cratic concepts and values and instead rely upon an authoritarian 
elite.63 Others also use elements of the liberal demo cratic model to critique 
both current offi  cial claims that China is practicing democracy and traditional 
mínben arguments that so long as the government favors policies that benefi t 
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“the people,” it is demo cratic. For example, Qian Gang ( ) has put forward 
liberal, pluralist understandings of democracy as a means of critiquing a his-
tory of failed attempts by China to create a constitutional and demo cratic form 
of government. It is only by introducing po liti cal, cultural, ideational, and 
other forms of competition into the po liti cal system, Qian argues, that China 
will realize its potential for democracy.64 Likewise, Yang Hengjun ( ) 
objects to the CCP’s rejection of Western democracy, arguing that there need 
not be a complete bifurcation between “Western democracy” and a “Chinese 
democracy.” Yang contends that any true understanding of democracy must 
contain important elements of the Western liberal model, even if it need not 
adopt that conception as a  whole. He explicitly criticizes what he decries as 
the manipulative mínben understandings of “the people” in whose name the 
CCP claims to govern.65

Yang Jisheng ( ) also endorses the liberal model by dismissing West-
ern praise for the “China model” of governance. Emphasizing the tendency of 
authoritarian rulers in China to turn to tradition and exceptionalism to vali-
date their antidemo cratic practices, he takes to task both domestic and foreign 
admirers of the current system who wish to paint it as a new and unique form 
of democracy. In doing so, he references important elements of the liberal 
demo cratic model as normative for any understanding of democracy:

China presently stands a great distance from demo cratic politics. The level of 
public participation in national aff airs is low; channels for expression are far 
from open; forces checking po liti cal power are weak; government power is 
overstretched; the party and government are not separate, and the party is still 
substituted for the government; the court system cannot gain in de pen dence 
[from the party]; there is no freedom of speech. China is still an authoritarian 
po liti cal system.66

Charter 08 pushes these positions further, and in so doing epitomizes 
the liberal faction on the Chinese mainland and stands as the culmination of 
several de cades of invocations of liberal demo cratic elements there.67 In its 
specifi cs, its tone, its references, and its overall vision, it is a liberal document 
that depicts democracy as the antidote to the failures generated by the CCP’s 
monopoly on power. It assumes individuals rather than “the people”. It posits 
a nation of pluralist interests and views and demands toleration for them. It 
designates multiparty elections as the main instrument of accountability and 
advocates other liberal tenets such as the subordination of the military to ci-
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vilians and the constitution and the sanctity of private property. It argues for 
majority rule and the protection of po liti cal minorities. It invokes the need 
for a comprehensive range of individual rights along with an in de pen dent ju-
diciary to enforce them. And it promotes the adoption of such liberal struc-
tural features as separation of powers and checks and balances.68 This scheme 
extends much further in a liberal direction than any programmatic statement 
by Sun or either of the Chiangs.

Other contemporary uses of the liberal demo cratic model on the Chinese main-
land. One high- profi le person who has incorporated parts of the liberal 
demo cratic model (as well as traditional justifi cations) into his discussions of 
 democracy is PRC premier Wen Jiabao ( ). Wen has garnered much at-
tention over the past few years with speeches praising democracy and prom-
ising further and immediate po liti cal reforms.69 He has become a polarizing 
fi gure. Some have likened him to a Chinese Gorbachev struggling against 
more conservative members of the CCP leadership to liberalize the po liti cal 
system. Others argue that he is merely a token of reform who is powerless in 
the face of more unscrupulous and authoritarian party leaders.70

In his speech to the Royal Society in London in 2011, Wen justifi es democ-
racy in several ways.71 One is by painting democracy as a reaction against feu-
dalism that serves to emancipate people po liti cally and intellectually from an 
oppressive system. This appears to be a form of the jiùwáng justifi cation, per-
haps with a Marxian fl avor. The second justifi cation is his argument that an 
open po liti cal pro cess contributes to the state’s ability to accomplish impor-
tant policy goals. These goals include the equalization of incomes and the at-
tainment of justice. While this additional jiùwáng justifi cation links democ-
racy to state capacity, it points more to the state’s operational effi  ciency and 
effi  cacy than the strength and power to which Sun alluded. It does appear on 
the basis of these justifi cations that Wen, as did Sun, thinks of democracy as 
unconnected with human nature. It is a concept or idea that has arisen and 
been embraced because of its impact on humans materially and intellectually. 
Therefore, democracy appears to be a useful po liti cal tool, but no more than 
a tool, for Wen as well as for Sun.

Wen lists various features of democracy without providing a comprehen-
sive description. This list includes important liberal features along with other 
characteristics. Democracy, Wen holds, involves the rule of law, transpar-
ency, the guarantee of economic and po liti cal rights, the attainment of jus-
tice, oversight of offi  cials and systems for the checking of offi  cials’ power, and 
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equal opportunity for participation.72 Wen’s understanding of democracy fo-
cuses more on the ways by which the power offi  cials wield is checked, super-
vised, and informed than on the means by which citizens exercise control 
of policy- making or electoral power. Indeed, one might argue that this under-
standing is more liberal than it is demo cratic. His emphasis on the freedom 
to conduct scientifi c research and pursue other academic interests (probably 
infl uenced by the venue of this par tic u lar speech) is especially conducive to 
such attribution.

Absent from this description, however, are other liberal features. There is 
no discussion of multiple parties or competitive elections. There is little dis-
cussion of pluralism aside from references to multiculturalism. Rather than 
voting, Wen refers to consultation between offi  cials and citizens. Wen also 
does not mention a constitution. Yet it is also signifi cant that Wen avoids any 
discussion of problems with democracy in the Chinese context. He does not 
caution against too rapid po liti cal reforms or express worries over the loom-
ing dangers of anarchy, lawlessness, or po liti cal splintering if democracy  were 
introduced. This is one of the reasons some reformers look to him with some 
degree of hope.

Like the offi  cial CCP white paper, Wen sees democracy as a concept with 
plural operational forms. He holds that China will learn lessons about po liti-
cal reform from other countries, though he is not specifi c about what lessons 
China will embrace in that learning pro cess. He more emphatically holds that 
while democracy is a standard reaction to the experience of feudalism, it “may 
be achieved in diff erent ways and forms in diff erent societies and countries.” 
Democracy may be a universal idea, but there is no standard model, and no 
country has a monopoly on its operational defi nition.

Another CCP offi  cial who has included liberal elements in his discussion of 
democracy is Yu Keping ( ). Yu has emerged as a prominent democracy 
theorist who, while acting as deputy director of the Compilation and Transla-
tion Committee of the CCP, nonetheless does not always echo the party line 
on po liti cal matters.

Yu’s provocative 2006 essay “Democracy Is a Good Thing” ( ) 
and the subsequent book of the same title73 off er a version of democracy that 
contains several parallels with as well as diff erences from the conceptions under 
discussion  here. Yu’s essay provides a list of caveats regarding democracy. His 
treatment takes the form of a back- and- forth discussion in which the phrase 
“democracy is a good thing” and a list of democracy’s virtues is off set by the 
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problems democracy is said to create (instability and disorder, trivialization of 
important issues, empowerment of dictators, government delays and ineffi  -
ciencies) and the problems democracy is unable to solve. The purpose of this 
rhetorical tactic is to acknowledge democracy as a normatively good, useful, 
and probably necessary but by no means an unproblematic way of or ga niz ing 
the state and to demonstrate that democracy is a worthwhile goal for which 
the country must be willing to pay a reasonable but not excessive price.

On one level, this ambivalence as a  whole is not in keeping with Sun’s un-
derstanding of democracy. For the latter, democracy rightly understood would 
pose no problem in terms of unity, discipline, corruption, or dictatorship. De-
mocracy provides the solution to all these problems by putting the people 
themselves ultimately in control of the state. Yu’s conception is perhaps closer 
to Chiang Kai- shek’s understanding of the problems of individualism and po-
tential chaos in Western democracies, though Yu does not copy Chiang’s insis-
tence that traditional moral and ethical values are the answer to such problems. 
However, on another level this view is in keeping with Sun’s understanding, in 
that Yu tends to see democracy as a po liti cal tool that has its uses and draw-
backs. While Yu provides a justifi cation of democracy based on human nature, 
as we shall see below, it does not appear he thinks democracy is the only form 
of government compatible with human thriving.

Yu provides several justifi cations for democracy. One is the familiar affi  r-
mation of democracy on jiùwáng grounds. Democracy can push forward the 
modernization pro cess and assist in solving the problems of the people’s live-
lihood.  Here he is on familiar turf with Sun and many others in the broader 
Chinese conversation on democracy, but he is closer to his contemporary de-
mocracy activists than to Sun in pointing toward demo cratic pro cesses and 
the importance of good governance rather than to state power as the useful 
products of demo cratization. Yu also follows Sun in arguing that democracy is 
congruent with a par tic u lar stage of development. For Yu as well as Sun, de-
mocracy is part of the trend of the times. However, Yu refers to cultural, social, 
and economic development as well as po liti cal development and like many 
Western scholars sees China’s recent economic growth as a precondition for 
democracy rather than an outcome of democracy. While Yu explicitly argues 
that democracy is justifi able because it is temporally topical, he also holds that 
the premature or too rapid introduction of democracy and the potential for 
populist misuse of democracy by leaders can lead to internal and external vio-
lence, anarchy, or dictatorship. Such a position was implicit in Sun’s argument 
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for po liti cal tutelage, though one might argue that in contrast with Yu’s sober- 
minded assessment of China’s readiness for democracy (on the part of both the 
populace and offi  cials), Sun was more vehement in his argument that the pro-
cess of demo cratization must proceed immediately.

Another of his justifi cations for democracy puts Yu in the company of Chiang 
Kai- shek and Chiang Ching- kuo but not Sun. That is his judgment, alluded to 
above, that democracy is “in accord with human nature” (

) in that, even with their material necessities provided for, 
humans would still be incomplete without the rights that are inextricably 
linked with democracy (  

). Note several features of this justifi cation. First, it is the as-
sociation of rights with democracy that is in turn linked with human nature, 
not democracy as a po liti cal form. Thus, if democracy is correct and proper 
because of its connection with rights despite the problems it creates, other 
forms of the state theoretically might be accorded this status if they, too, em-
braced similar types of rights. Second, note that this justifi cation is not quite 
the same as Chiang Kai- shek’s. It does not point to human nature as innate 
knowledge, nor does Yu invoke traditional philosophical references to The 
Way or the “mandate of heaven.” This is not a justifi cation rooted in traditional 
Chinese philosophy and ethics. Rather, Yu employs a substantive understand-
ing of human nature that establishes the compatibility of democracy and as-
sociated po liti cal rights with the potentialities and characteristics of humans, 
not their innate incorporation of par tic u lar ethical values.

What is democracy for Yu? Like Wen, Yu never provides a comprehensive 
discussion that would allow us to reconstruct his conception fully. We do know 
it consists of an incremental pro cess in which the fi rst steps are those associ-
ated with good governance: the development of intraparty democracy within 
the CCP, implementation of local and grassroots democracy, and further de-
velopment of oversight and consultation mechanisms. However, beyond dis-
cussing these elements, Yu is vague. He alludes to the importance of po liti cal 
choice on the part of the populace, the rule of law, downward accountability, 
equal opportunity, a set of basic rights, checks and balances, and constitution-
alism, but he does not provide much in the way of how these features are to be 
institutionalized.74 Much of this list, of course, draws upon the liberal demo-
cratic model.

Of related interest is the fact that Yu’s understanding is more pluralist than 
those of Sun and the Chiangs in its emphasis on civil society. The bulk of the 
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essays that make up Democracy Is a Good Thing is taken up by discussions of 
the problems, accomplishments, and promise of civil society on the mainland. 
Yu believes private organizations form an important part of the current func-
tioning of democracy on the mainland and will play even more important 
roles in future demo cratic developments.  Here, of course, he moves against the 
unitary impulses of Sun and the Chiangs. However, his analysis suggests that 
cooperation between civil society organizations and the government is a high 
priority and that at least some of the problems such organizations experience 
are the result of an oppositional stance on their part against the government, a 
stance that is “harmful to unity and stability.” 75

Finally, Yu sees himself as a syncretic theorist of democracy. For Yu, de-
mocracy as a form of government is a universal concept, both part of a con-
temporary pro cess of globalization and associated with human nature. But 
demo cratic practice is also contextually conditioned. China need not and 
should not import all features of its demo cratic conception from the outside. 
Yu is most comfortable in thinking about universal standards associated with 
transparency and the rule of law, particularly as they pertain to civil society. 
He is more reluctant to embrace a multiparty system, in part because it ap-
pears he believes such a system would adversely aff ect the attempt to build and 
promote a “harmonious society” in China. So while he agrees that pluralism 
in the form of a lively arena of nongovernmental organizations that work at 
the grassroots level to supply ser vices and help with oversight activities is 
good, his endorsement of pluralism and competition at the national level and 
in the policy realm is much weaker. The same is true of his treatment of feder-
alism. As a feature in the distribution of power, he argues, federalism is not 
essential to the concept of democracy, nor is it compatible with mainstream 
Chinese po liti cal traditions, which emphasize a unitary state. This last point 
is of par tic u lar interest because Sun, by means of strikingly similar argu-
ments, also dismissed the idea of introducing federalism into China.

The fi nal fi gure we discuss  here is Liu Xiaobo ( ). Liu has been a 
prominent dissident, critic, and democracy activist for more than two de cades. 
A participant in the Tiananmen Square movement, he has been jailed several 
times for antistate activities and in 2010 won the Nobel Peace Prize. He was 
a key player in the group that created Charter 08 and, as such, is associated 
through that document with the concept of a liberal democracy.

We see Liu’s liberal analysis at work in several venues. One is in his attack 
on the CCP’s white paper on democracy.76  Here, Liu discards faith in an 
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enlightened elite as a throwback to the fi gure of the good and benevolent 
emperor and puts in its place the concepts of human rights, procedural jus-
tice, and multiparty elections as the correct ways of safeguarding citizens’ 
well- being. In these contentions, he is typical of others who see in liberal de-
mocracy important pragmatic tools for fi xing the po liti cal, social and eco-
nomic problems of modern China that po liti cal elites have failed to solve. 
Thus, like many of his fellow democracy activists, Liu depends upon a mod-
ern version of the jiùwáng justifi cation that emphasizes the shortcomings of 
the current regime and the connection between good governance and liberal 
demo cratic pro cesses. Democracy for him has external utility rather than be-
ing expressive of innate human tendencies or in accordance with moral 
criteria.

In the collection of essays published in the West entitled No Enemies, No 
Hatred, Liu expands on this justifi cation by further cata loging the abuses and 
general problems the power- seeking offi  cials of the ruling CCP have gener-
ated, which he looks to democracy to solve. He points to unregulated sweat-
shops, land grabs, the privatization of public wealth, slavery, the denial of civil 
rights to citizens, social injustices, and the vastly unequal distribution of wealth. 
These ills, he argues, are directly attributable to the fact that the higher CCP 
leaders’ primary aim is to retain power and the fact that the state is con-
structed so that lower- level offi  cials are only accountable to higher offi  cials 
and not to ordinary people. Ultimately, he argues, the prosperity, stability, 
and social solidarity between government and the people that CCP offi  cials 
trumpet are illusory, as they are not available under authoritarianism, given 
the social, po liti cal, and economic inequalities and abuses and dysfunction 
such government creates. Only a “free government,” with openness to criticism, 
freedom of information, and pop u lar accountability can supply those goods.77 
In making this argument, Liu (like other contemporary democracy activists) 
associates liberal democracy with the very attributes (stability, solidarity, 
unity) that Chinese critics of liberal democracy accuse it of undermining, 
thus following Sun in linking democracy generally with those attributes. How-
ever, it is the pro cess per for mance he associates with liberal democracy that 
generates these goods in Liu’s understanding, not the solidarity of the demos 
or Sun’s strong state.

Liu’s second justifi cation of democracy in No Enemies is the rights and free-
doms he links with that form of government. For Liu, the key to China’s (and 
the world’s) advancement is the continued evolution of culture and morality. 
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Once obsessed by the possibility that Western culture could transform China, 
Liu now sees a truly human culture as transcending both East and West. 
 Here he resembles Sun in the latter’s search for an advanced theory of democ-
racy that is neither Eastern nor Western and Chiang Kai- shek in his emphasis 
on culture and morality (though not the traditional Chinese versions). A key to 
the development of a new culture and morality in Liu’s mind is the capacity for 
the deployment of reason, aesthetic appreciation, and critical self- refl ection 
on the part of China’s population. It is only under a democracy, he urges, that 
these tools can be used fruitfully, given that only a democracy takes constitu-
tional rights seriously, and only a democracy allows its citizens to hold offi  -
cials accountable for respecting those rights. In the absence of democracy, 
culture becomes a manipulated commodity in the hands of authoritarian 
rulers, and freedom of thought shrinks and becomes fugitive. Liu points to 
erotic literature and patriotism in par tic u lar as cultural resources that offi  -
cials currently manipulate to mobilize citizens behind the government and to 
divert them from thinking about the character and nature of the country. 
Once the foundations for subverting smug and unrepresentative orthodoxy, 
discussions of sex and nationalism have been vulgarized, commercialized, 
and attached to the state as forms of propaganda and fantasy.78

Like Yu, Liu sometimes emphasizes the liberal part of liberal democracy 
more than the nuts and bolts of demo cratic structure. He also hints at a 
universalist defi nition, eschewing a purely Chinese position while rejecting 
the concept that “universal” equals “Western.” He esteems Rus sian and east-
ern Eu ro pe an opponents of authoritarianism, referencing in par tic u lar the 
Czech authors of the anticommunist Charter 77 as inspirational in their 
demo cratic ambitions and willingness to take on state authorities. While ad-
miring Taiwan and its demo cratic system, seeing it as a demonstration of the 
capacity of the Chinese to build and practice democracy and viewing Chiang 
Ching- kuo as a key player in Taiwan’s demo cratization, he likewise under-
stands the latter as a Gorbachev fi gure who initiated a “top- down” pro cess of 
demo cratization and on several occasions notes that this avenue of change is 
not available on the Chinese mainland. If China is to become like Taiwan, it 
must undergo a diff erent, bottom- up pro cess of demo cratization, he argues.

The place of the liberal model in Chinese discussions of democracy. We see 
that contemporary liberal discussions of democracy in the Chinese commu-
nity generally leave behind the assumptions and goals that animated Sun and 
his successors when they spoke of democracy. Modern Chinese proponents of 
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liberal democracy on the mainland either are less likely to be afraid of frag-
mentation and social indiscipline on the part of ordinary citizens than  were 
Sun and the Chiangs or they attribute those problems to current authoritari-
anism rather than to liberal freedoms and demo cratic po liti cal activities. 
They see an eff ective government as one that is responsive to the nuances of 
and diff erences within public opinion, as well as to the interests of each citi-
zen, holding that only this type of government will discern and address the 
social and economic problems that affl  ict China. Liberal demo cratic activists 
invoke the individually expressed and diverse manifestations of wisdom on 
the part of ordinary citizens operating in a pluralistic world, not the technical 
skills of an elite identifying objectively good policies in a monolithic universe. 
In doing so, they sometimes emphasize liberal tenets more than demo cratic 
values.

There is understandably greater suspicion of, even cynicism regarding, the 
benevolence and disinterestedness of government offi  cials among these con-
temporary commentators than we fi nd in Sun, Chiang Kai- shek, and Chiang 
Ching- kuo. Accusations of offi  cial corruption and the use of state power to 
protect po liti cal ambitions signal that many modern demo cratic enthusiasts 
on the mainland reject Sun’s assumption that the state is a mechanical tool 
with no interests of its own and of no use to offi  cials seeking to further their 
individual interests. While some references to recall and referendum are remi-
niscent of Sun’s thinking, the more routine and exacting means of holding 
offi  cials accountable through competitive multiparty elections, checks and 
balances, and judicial enforcement of rights are the favored form of pop u lar 
control of government and protectors of citizens’ interests. Unlike Sun and 
the Chiangs, these demo cratic activists are just as interested in how power is 
structured as they are in the goals the state pursues and the policies it crafts, 
and they are more interested in the fate and freedoms of individuals.

Criticisms of Western liberal democracy, particularly from offi  cial sources, 
have also not been in short supply recently on the mainland. These often 
follow in the footsteps of Deng Xio- peng’s ( ) speech in January 1980, in 
which he argued, “ ‘A multiparty system which some demo crats had sug-
gested, would sap the nation’s unity” and prevent the government from un-
dertaking a succesful program of modernization.79 The nationalist editor Hu 
Xijin ( ) has recently argued that a Western- style democracy would lead 
to widespread social disorder, civil war, and the breakup of the country.80 
Others who support demo cratic reforms link a defense of their proposed 
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changes (which include more citizen input in the form of consultation and 
citizen supervision of offi  cials) with a rejection of calls for importing a West-
ernized, liberal, multiparty democracy. While reforms are said to be needed 
to fi ght corruption and focus policy more closely on pop u lar needs, the 
 wholesale implementation of a Western “pro cess” democracy is undesirable 
because of its looseness, its divisiveness, the probability of reintroducing large 
gaps between the rich and poor, and the power that elites wield in controlling 
Western- style elections and shutting out the voices of common people.81 
Zheng Ruolin ( ) has also recently attacked both the pragmatic justifi ca-
tions for introducing Western liberal democracy and rejected Western defi ni-
tions of democracy. Elections, he holds, do not necessarily lead to empower-
ment of good leaders, nor do they automatically lead to good governance. 
Elections also do not contain the essence of democracy, but rather only one 
facet of a Western conception. Rather than elections, he argues, it is the de-
linking of po liti cal power from the right to inherit and hold it indefi nitely that 
encompasses the true understanding of democracy. “Once a country’s leaders 
do not come to power by hereditary right, and once they must [as in the case 
of China] leave offi  ce after a set term, then this country is not only already a 
republic, it has entered the orbit of demo cratic systems.” In this understand-
ing, China’s method of having a single party select leaders from a pool of tech-
nocrats and subject them to term limits is a superior form of demo cratic prac-
tice to the liberal, multiparty competitive model.82

Closing Thoughts
Their massive statutes seated within their respective monuments in Taipei, 

Sun Yat- sen and Chiang Kai- shek are offi  cially designated by KMT govern-
ments as the fathers of Taiwan’s democracy. Chiang Ching- kuo, though bereft 
of monumental commemoration, is likewise credited in many circles with ini-
tiating the actual demo cratic transition. To sum up what we have learned about 
their discussions of democracy, what can we say about their contributions?

We have seen that all three made strong statements justifying democracy 
as a desirable form of government. While Sun did not make statements that 
strongly delegitimized authoritarian governments, Chiang Kai- shek did. All 
three also argued that democracy is compatible with Chinese culture. All three 
sometimes discussed democracy in problematic and illiberal ways, generally 
combining the elitist, unitary, and liberal models. We fi nd elements of these 
in Taiwan’s current demo cratic ethos, though its demo cratic institutions fol-
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low the liberal model. On balance, this analysis lends support to conten-
tions, such as those of Rigger, Gold, and Nathan and Ho, that these leaders’ 
discussions of democracy played a role in Taiwan’s demo cratic transition. This 
judgment is fortifi ed by the fact that Lee Teng- hui ( ), who followed 
Chiang Ching- kuo as president, echoed Sun’s and the Chiangs’ justifi cations 
and conceptualizations of democracy during the actual demo cratic transi-
tion.83 This points to the conclusion that any explanation of Taiwan’s transi-
tion to democracy should consider its connection with these leaders’ pronounce-
ments and the opportunities for demo cratic learning they provided. However, 
it also points to the danger of relying heavily on those discussions to account 
for Taiwan’s transition given the problems we found with regard to demo-
cratic learning and the predominantly liberal demo cratic characteristics of 
Taiwan’s current po liti cal system.

What of the place of these conceptions in the discussion of democracy 
within the larger Chinese community? In the course of this analysis, we have 
seen an important intellectual trend played out— the gradual ac cep tance of 
liberal demo cratic concepts within the vocabularies of the leaders under study, 
as well as in the discourse of mainstream politicians on Taiwan and demo-
cratic dissidents on the mainland. Important fi gures no longer cleave as closely 
to the Chinese unitary model as did Sun. The attachment to a conception of 
a united demos has loosened, as has plebiscitory understandings of elections. 
What has been added is additional recognition of pluralism, multiparty elec-
tions, individual rights, and the rule of law. Also of par tic u lar interest is the 
fact that many mainland activists have adopted liberal demo cratic pro cess val-
ues as important for good governance and justify democracy by reference to a 
list of pragmatic benefi ts that liberal democracy would bring. Justifi cations of 
democracy no longer generally link it with a powerful state or a monolithic 
demos; instead, supporters of democracy often associate it with important 
limitations on state power that serve to protect a pluralist citizenry.

However, we have also seen that elements of the Chinese unitary model 
that  were important to the conceptions of Sun and the two Chiangs have not 
disappeared from the way po liti cal fi gures on Taiwan conceptualize democ-
racy. Nor have they departed from mainland discourse on democracy. In par-
tic u lar, not only is the concept of consensus still important in Taiwan; some 
of Taiwan’s elites are dismayed that Taiwan has moved so rapidly to adopt the 
trappings of contemporary Western democracy. In holding this view, they fol-
low in the footsteps of their pre de ces sors and some contemporaries on the 
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mainland who argue that Chinese democracy need not and should not be 
Western because the West overemphasizes individual interests and volitions. 
This position puts these elites in something of a quandary. They continue to 
argue that Taiwan’s democracy is about choosing elites who make policy and, 
therefore, hold that ordinary people do not know much about issues or poli-
cies. They use Western techniques as ways of working out that conception 
through the instrument of elections. But they also see the adoption of contem-
porary Western po liti cal practices as contributing to a trivialization of politics. 
They want both candidates and the general population to be more serious in 
their po liti cal activities. In some ways, they yearn for the united demos and the 
disciplined leaders that Sun and the Chiangs depicted so frequently and are 
frustrated that these cannot exist as long as Taiwan’s elections look like those in 
the West. Having experienced Western- style democracy, they are perhaps more 
sympathetic to arguments that liberal democracy creates po liti cal problems 
than are many of the mainland’s democracy activists.

The same is also true of some on the mainland. Some advocates of democ-
racy there go even farther to reject multiparty democracy in favor of intra-
party democracy and increased consultation and pop u lar oversight of the CCP 
on the grounds that too much competition and encouragement of diverse 
views will lead to China’s physical breakup. Where supporters of liberal de-
mocracy point to the success of Taiwan and other Asian democracies, these 
commentators sometimes gesture more fearfully to the fate of the Soviet  Union 
after demo cratization.84

The result, as the justifi cations we found in arguments supporting the ma-
joritarian electoral law changes in Taiwan suggest, may be further intellectual 
developments in Taiwan and on the mainland in which a new conception of 
democracy combining the liberal and Chinese unitary models is hammered out. 
This model, as Reilly suggests, would accept pluralism and a multiparty system, 
along with rights and constitutionalism, but seek to limit the expression of plu-
ralism in the interests of unity and stability. Thus, for example, the emphasis 
on consensus could be retained and further theorized to accord with under-
standings of an initial and natural pluralism. Chiang Ching- kuo’s understand-
ing of consensus orchestrated from above may be part of such a new theory, 
which might also include emphases on new practices and norms that discipline 
elites so that they reach policy agreement and engage voters on serious po liti cal 
issues.
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Another possibility is that democracy on the mainland will remain at the 
stage that Yu thinks of as transitional and that the CCP believes constitutes 
true democracy. That is, the mainland could, despite the arguments of many 
of democracy activists, embrace a conception that looks much like the Chi-
nese unitary model, constituted by elements of intraparty democracy in the 
CCP, a more substantive emphasis on rights, and stronger mechanisms for 
pop u lar oversight and consultation. Such a situation may incorporate the type 
of responsive and informal institutional behavior that Tsai argues China’s busi-
nessmen have successfully wrested from the government. This model, Tsai 
suggests, has led China’s entrepreneurs to remain supportive of the status quo 
rather than risk destabilization by demanding formal and routine institutional 
accountability to citizens as a  whole.85 One of the dangers of China moving to 
such a model, some argue, is that it could lead to an aggressive rather than 
peaceful demo cratic mainland because of its emphasis on unity and democ-
racy for purposes of nationalistic jiùwáng rather than for accountability and 
demo cratic pro cess per for mance.86 Whether such developments would also 
represent a step backward toward authoritarianism, as Reilly suggests, would 
depend on the character of the new model. It would defi nitely be a move away 
from a full embrace of liberal democracy. As such, it would represent yet an-
other chapter in the ongoing Chinese conversation about democracy that 
could return to important parts of the understandings that Sun and the Chi-
angs embraced.
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Glossary

Chinese unitary model: A model of democracy advocated by some in the Chinese 
community that emphasizes elitism and a unifi ed demos, often using jiùwáng and 
mínben justifi cations.

Ching dynasty ( ): Last of the imperial dynasties in China, which was 
overthrown in 1911 and replaced by the ROC.

Competitive elitism: A model of democracy that emphasizes decision making by 
elites. Accountability is through competition among elites within a multiparty 
system.

Demo cratic Progressive Party (DPP) ( ): Po liti cal party created in 1986 
in opposition to the ruling KMT party on Taiwan.

Demos: The collective body of citizens.
Jiùwáng ( ): A pop u lar traditional Chinese justifi cation of government based on 

the usefulness of creating a powerful state capable of discharging tasks necessary 
for saving the country from existential crises.

Kuomintang Party (KMT) ( ): Po liti cal party founded by Sun Yat- sen in 1912 
as the vehicle for carry ing out the revolutionary task of transforming China into 
a strong, modern, demo cratic state.

Legalists ( ): Chinese philosophical school that emphasizes the importance of 
pragmatic policy making, rewards and punishment, the state, and rules and laws 
as the foundation for keeping order. Shang Yang ( ) (390– 338 BCE) and Han 
Fei ( ) (280– 233 BCE)  were two of the principal fi gures in this school.

Liberal demo cratic model: A model of democracy that emphasizes the importance 
of constitutionalism, individual rights and freedoms, and checks and balances.

May Fourth Movement ( ): A nationalist and populist intellectual 
movement in mainland China that began in 1919 as a result of student protest 
of the government’s general failures at the peace conference in Versailles and 
the awarding of the German possessions in Shandong to Japan in the Treaty of 
Versailles. The anticolonialist movement emphasized the importance of science 
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and the strengthening of China in the world arena and took up the question of 
the place of the West, Western intellectual trends, and Western understandings 
of politics with regard to China’s path to modernization.

Mín ( ): The people.
Mínběn ( ): A traditional Chinese conception of government that links legiti-

macy to the promulgation of policies that promote the general interests of 
ordinary people. It also incorporates an elitist understanding of decision makers 
that emphasizes the necessity of leaders exercising traditional virtues.

People’s Republic of China (PRC) ( ): The Communist state created 
in 1949 as a result of the Communist triumph in the Chinese Civil War. The PRC 
governs mainland China and claims sovereignty over Taiwan.

Rén (humaneness) ( ): The characteristic of being in accord with a fundamental 
and natural ethics that should govern the behavior of all humans.

Republican unitary model: A model of democracy that emphasizes the unity of 
the demos, citizen participation in po liti cal aff airs, and the importance of civic 
virtues.

Republic of China (ROC) ( ): The Chinese state created to replace the 
Ching dynasty on the Chinese mainland. It was displaced on the mainland by 
the PRC in 1949 but continues to govern Taiwan.

Sān Mín Chǔ Yì (Three Principles of the People) ( ): The principles of 
democracy, nationalism, and people’s welfare promulgated by Sun Yat- sen as the 
fundamental principles for the modernization and governing of China.

Self- Strengtheners ( ): The group of Chinese offi  cials and intellectuals 
who, in the second half of the nineteenth century in the aftermath of repeated 
Chinese humiliations at the hands of the West and Japan, proposed that China 
modernize and strengthen itself militarily by adopting Western understandings 
of science, technology, industry, and weaponry while retaining traditional 
Chinese culture and values.

Tào (The Way) ( ): The path of virtue and right living that is embedded in the 
structure of the universe. It is referred to by most traditional Chinese philosophi-
cal schools, though each school provides a diff erent interpretation of the virtues 
that make up that path and how one discovers and retains those virtues.

Tiān ( ): Heaven, the universe, all that exists.
Tiān mìng (mandate of heaven) ( ): The legitimization of government by the 

natural order of things, generally thought to be expressed by the absence of 
social and po liti cal turmoil and of natural disasters (droughts, fl oods, earth-
quakes, famines, epidemics).
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Xunzhèng mínzhǔ (tutelary democracy) ( ): The second stage of po liti cal 
development Sun Yat- sen outlined in China’s road to modernization and democracy. 
In this stage, a KMT- controlled government would prepare citizens for the 
responsibilities of democracy through training and the institution of local 
self- government. The fi rst stage would be a military government that would 
forcibly carry out the unifi cation of China by eliminating warlords and other 
threats to geo graph i cal unity and po liti cal order, while the third stage would be 
reached when of a full- scale constitutional democracy was implemented.
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Key Dates

1866: Sun Yat- sen is born in Guongdong Province in China

1886: Chiang Kai- shek is born in Zhejiang Province in China

1910: Chiang Ching- kuo is born in Zhejiang Province in China

1911: Ching dynasty is overthrown

1912: Sun serves as provisional president of the new Republic of China 
(ROC)

1924: Sun delivers the San Mín Chu Yì lectures in Guangzhou

1925: Sun passes away in Peking

1928: Chiang Kai- shek assumes the presidency of the ROC for the fi rst time

1946: New ROC constitution promulgated in Nanjing meant to mark the 
transition to democracy

1948: The “Temporary Provisions Eff ective during the Period of Communist 
Rebellion” added to the ROC constitution, strengthening the power 
of the executive branch

1948: Martial law declared on Taiwan in response to the 2/28 Incident, in 
which antigovernment protests  were forcefully suppressed

1949: Chinese Communists win Chinese civil war; Nationalist government 
retreats to Taiwan

1971: Richard Nixon visits mainland China to open negotiations for normal-
izing relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC)

1975: Chiang Kai- shek passes away in Taipei

1978: Chiang Ching- kuo assumes presidency of the ROC

1978: United States normalizes relations with the PRC and breaks ties with 
the ROC
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1986: Demo cratic Progressive Party founded in Taipei

1987: Martial law lifted on Taiwan

1988: Chiang Ching- kuo passes away in Taipei

1990–1993: The “Temporary Provisions Eff ective during the Period of Communist 
Rebellion” removed from the constitution and further demo cratic 
reforms implemented, including direct pop u lar presidential 
elections

1996: Lee Teng- hui elected president in the fi rst direct, pop u lar presidential 
election in the ROC
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Abbreviations
FCR Free China Review
Perspectives Perspectives: President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and 

Messages, 1978– 1983
SAM 1958 Selected Addresses and Messages of President Chiang Kai- shek in 1958
SAM 1959 Selected Addresses and Messages of President Chiang Kai- shek in 1959
SAM 1972 President Chiang Kai- shek’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1972
SAM 1982 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1982
SAM 1983 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1983
SAM 1984 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1984
SAM 1985 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1985
SAM 1986 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1986
SAM 1987 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1987
SAM 1988 President Chiang Ching- kuo’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1988
SAM 1991 President Lee Teng- hui’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1991
SAM 1993 President Lee Teng- hui’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1993
SAM 1995 President Lee Teng- hui’s Selected Addresses and Messages in 1995
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